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PREFACE

This book s a revised and expanded edition of TTe Writings of Roberr Smathson
edited by Nancy Hole and published by New York University Press in 1970

Lake the hrst edinon, thas book is l""l::'..l:!l."'.'.:l into three sections DIAISTITIE of

hed Wrinngs, Interviews, and Unpubhshed Woongs. Within each se

Publ

pon, the texts are arcnged chronologeallv™ To the Published Wiritings haw

been added four texts thar have subsequently come to light; the Interviews
now include three more items; and over thiroy texts have: been added to the

section of Unpublished Writings, (Of these new unpublished texts, eight hiv
reviously appeared in Eugenie Tsar’s Robert Spnithson Ulpearthed : Divaniings, Col-

lages, Writings, published by Columbia Umiversicy Press in 1o, We place them
i the unpublished category because they were not published untl well alter
Smithsan’s death. The mterviews by Dennis Wheeler were also first published

Fsal book

1 e

[he unpublished writings are comprised of texts that for one reason or an-
other Smithson himselt decided not o publish bue which are self-contained
and nteresting examples of his thought, In g sense they are “arnfaces.” winch
reveal o number of concerns that undeday has published wrrtings, sometines
recontextualized or articulated 1n rather different ways, Given Snuthson's his-

i
s l,".'."\-:'lli ¢ For QRIS MPpOorary arcists and tneo-

toorncal mmpartance and enorm
rists, it was decided to publish them even though Smathson himself had not
chosen to do so. (The orngmal manuscripts for these, along with more frag
' ; Y h we kb v Aeride o 1 h here: are b
mentary writmgs, which we have decided not to publish here, are on deposit

at the Archives of American Art in Washington, I0C.; microfilms are avalable

at the regonal research centers af the Archives.) We have also decided not 1o

publish here rexts that are part of completed works of art, such as the Non

separable from the works to which they belong
W ||.'.\.|' '||!\_|

unpublished wrnngs, most in manuseripr form, Though they |

RO S Carly poeins amongE thd
by tly poems among the

i 3 1
ed sl selecton of Sn

re derivative and

theless

strongly echo the thetorie of T8, Eliot's ** Ash Wednesday,” they ne

show the intensity of Smuthson’s carly engagement with religious mmagery as

well as with poetry, and they relate directly to some of his early paintings, such

Tl of e 1o Hoad 1o
15 the wo versions of Falls of Dis (1959) and The Eye of Blood {1960)

Although we do not publish Smithson’s general correspondence, we do in

clude i few letters that are directly relevant to his writings

FHecause of an mital error in documentition late vo allew tor a LA

Sl 1 Laf'i

e Froiiomn s ot of spd L




We also include, with some corrections, the Biographical Note from the
first edition, which was a collaborative effort by Nancy Holt, Philip Leider,
and Sol LeWitt, and which conveys the personal warmth and sense of loss telt
by theose close to Smithson in the years immediately following his untimely
death. A detailed chronology, which includes exhibitions, may be found n
Robert Hobbs’s Robert Smithson: Seulpture (Ithaca and London: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1981).

I'he general layout of this edition is meant to reflect the spirit of Sol LeWitt’s
design tor the first edition. As in the first edition, those articles that were orig-
inally laid out by Robert Smithson have either been reproduced exactly as
they first appeared or have been followed as closely as the present format
allows. These include “The X Factor in Art,” “The Domain of the Great Bear)”
“Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space,” “Ultramoderne,” and “Strata: A
Geophotographic Fiction.”

In the presentation of Smithson’s texts, we have decided to intrude as little
as possible with editorial material, so as to let them speak for themselves. Peo-
ple who figure prominently in the texts, along with the names of interviewers,
collaborators, and writers of pieces within Smithson’s texts, are 1dentified in a
brief Glossary of Names at the end of the book. Certain inconsistencies of
spelling have been left as they were in the originals; these include “esthetics,”
the spelling Smithson generally preferred, but which 1s sometimes spelled “aes-
thetics,” and the variants of Non-Site (also given as “Nonsite,” “non-site,” and
“nonsite”).

QOur bibliography is limited to a chronological account of Smithson’s pub-
lished writings. An extensive bibliography of publications about Smithson
during his lifetime, compiled by Peter Chametzky, can be found in Hobbs’s
Robert Smithson: Sculpture. An interesting discussion of Smithson’s writings,
with particular attention to his interest in science fiction, is given i Robert A,
Sobieszek’s catalogue, Robert Smithson: Photo Works (Los Angeles County Mu-
seum of Art and University of New Mexico Press, 1993). A useful overview of
writings about Smithson, along with many insights into his works, may be
found in Gary Shapiros comprehensive and thoughttul book Earthwards:
Robert Smithson and Art after Babel (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1995). A number of texts by Smithson have been trans-
lated into foreign languages. Substantial selections are included in recent Ger-
man, Spamish, and French catalogues: Robert Smithson: Zeichnungen aus dem
Nachlass/Drawings from the Estate (Miinster: Westfalisches Landesmuseum fur
Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, 1989); Robert Smithson: El Paisaje Entropico (Valen-
cia: IVAM Centro Julio Gonzalez, 1993); Robert Smithson, Une retrospective:
Le paysage entropigue 1960—1973 (Marseille: Musées de Marseille-R éunion des
Musées Nationaux, 1994).

Nancy Holt played an important role in every phase of compiling this edi-

tion, of which she has in effect been the co-editor. She has participated in




most of the editorial decisions, supplied the additional texts, furnished dates
for the unpublished texts, and contributed photographs for the reproductions.
Without her continued commitment and acute discernment it could not have
been realized. |
We wish to thank Elizabeth Denholm Mazza and also Elyse Goldberg and
Jeffrey Levine at the John Weber Gallery for their help with the preparation of |
this book. Eva Schnudt, Eugenie Tsai, Suzaan Boettger, and John Angeline also
supplied useful information. Special thanks are due Charlene Woodcock at the
University of California Press for her enthusiastic support of this project and

for her extensive help in bringing 1t to fruition.
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INTRODUCTION: READING ROBERT SMITHSON

By Jack Flam

Robert Smithson, who died in a plane crash in 1973, remains as compelling a
presence among artists today as he was then. During his lifetime he was greatly
respected (and disliked by some) for the uncompromising integrity and inten-
sity with which he created his art and set forth his ideas, and for the crucial role
he played in helping to redetine the practices and parameters of contemporary
art. In recent years, the iconoclastic Smithson has himself become part of the
art-historical canon that he fought against so vigorously—and that he helped to
enlarge. He has now come to symbolize the expansive, antiformalist movements
that emerged n the mid-1960s and early 1970s, and he 1s acknowledged as an
early and influential advocate of cultural and historical relativism.

Smithson not only insisted on redefining the physical nature of art and its
role within society, he also focused attention on what he took to be the arbi-
trary and unreflecting intellectual and historical frameworks within which art
and eriticism were conceived and presented. He relentlessly questioned estab-
lished atutudes about art, knowledge, and culture, in ways that we now take for
granted (partly as a result of his efforts), but which at the time seemed as
bizarre as they were stimulating—as 1n his assertion that “there 1s nothing ‘nat-
ural’ about the Museum of Natural History. ‘Nature’ 1s simply another 18th-
and 19th-century fiction.”

Smithson’s beliefs were articulated not only by the objects and 1mages that
he created but also, and especially, through his written texts, which occupy a
unique place among artists” writings generally. His art and his writings are so
closely related that they can be understood to be very much part of the same
undertaking, which involved a reciprocal interaction between word and
image. Many of his published articles integrate visual images within their very
structure, and sometmes he literally incorporated written texts, such as those
that accompany what he called Non-Sites, into individual works of art. The act
of writing—like the activities of drawing, mapping, mirroring, digging, dia-
gramming, and photographing—was an integral part of Smithson’s overall
practice as an artist.

It 15 significant that Smuthson’s maturity as a maker of objects and 1mages
comncided almost exactly with his maturity as a writer. He started out as a
painter, working in a gestural manner that grew out of Abstract Expressionism,
and it was not until around 1964 that he began to produce his mature works:
monumental geometric sculptures, Non-Sites, earthworks, and mixed-media

projects. His writing developed in a parallel way; his early poetry was deeply
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felt but derivative, with strong echoes of T. S. Eliot, and it was only around 1965
that he began to emerge as a writer with an original voice.

It seems more than merely fortuitous that Smithson’s first mature writings
coincided with his interest in the work of the Argentinean writer Jorge Luis
Borges, whom he became interested in around the same time that writing be-
came one of his main endeavors. Specific elements of Borges's writing style
sometimes reverberate in Smithson’s prose, especially in his use of compressed
hyperbole, as in his characterization of a proposed air terminal: “This inscrutable
terminal exceeds and rejects all termination.” But more important, Smithson
seems to have got from Borges a heightened sense of the ways in which direct
and highly concentrated writing could reach out and suggest the broadest ab-
stractions without losing a sense of the specific. In Borges’s story “Funes the
Memorious,” for example, Ireneo Funes develops total recall as the result of a

riding accident. He is able to remember “not only every leaf of every tree of
every wood, but also every one of the tmes he had perceived or imagined it.”
With his infinitely compounded capacity for recollection, in which memory
reflects itself endlessly within itself, like the infinite reflections of facing mir-
rors, Funes both suggests and ultimately denies the possibility of gathering the
totality of all time and all memory in a single place or person. And he does so
not merely as an abstract proposition, but as a specific embodiment within a sin-
gle mortal being, thus revealing rather than expounding to the reader a complex
network of meditations on the nature of time and happening,

A similar desire to fuse the abstract and the specific, and a similar passion for
intensely distilled philosophical rumination, informs much of Smithson’s work.
What also seems to have appealed to Smithson in this and other of Borges’s
stories was an element that he also intuited in “bastard” hterary genres and
“mixed” cultural sites, such as science fiction writing and the American Mu-
seum of Natural History: unusual combinations of the imaginary and the real
that seemed to evoke the vastness of time itself. “Many architectural concepts
found 1in science fiction have nothing to do with science or fiction,” he de-
clares in “Entropy and the New Monuments™ (1966), in which he sets forth a
new model for the function of tume in art. Here he invokes what he character-
izes as a “sense of extreme past and future,” which he sees as having “its partial
origin with the Museum of Natural History,” where the * ‘cave-man’ and the
‘space-man’ may be seen under one roof. In this museum all ‘nature’ 1s stuffed
and interchangeable.”* One of Smithson’s main ambitions seems to have been
to create works which (not unlike the Museum of Natural History) are not
“natural” but which nonetheless aspire to engage and reveal, even if they can-
not contain, the whole of nature and the distant extremes of time.

Smithson disregarded reigning orthodoxies about the “purity” of art. He
mixed things up mn an exciting and iconoclastic way—cramming together
fragments of texts and images drawn from diverse and divergent sources—

philosophy, literature, natural history, and popular culture. He shunned a priori




limits. Just as his pictorial art could mclude words, so his texts are not merely
linear but often include varied pictorial images, cartouches, sidebars, and other
kinds of encapsulated fragments. This allows him to give a special kind of accent
to apparently random perceptions, which would not easily find a place within
an expository text, but which can create flashes of illumination when properly
placed or glanced at. In his writings, Smithson 15 a master of the glance—of
the obliquely placed perception that sometimes allows the sublime and the
bathetic to be encompassed in a single phrase. One characteristically rich ex-
ample of this 1s found in “The Domain of the Great Bear” (1966), in which
various kinds of information are presented as part of a complex network of
different narrations that sometimes coalesce into specific ideas but that are also
left open and suggestive. Sometimes they are set forth with a sly irony that is at
once humorous and profound, as in the glancang mention, without further

verbal commentary, of the sign above the staircase at the Hayden Planetarium:

SOLAR SYSTEM
D
& REST ROOMS

['he use of the little box with the sign for the hand here becomes at once a
simulacrum for the original sign and—in 1its very incongruousness—a kind of
commentary on it. Its effectiveness resides precisely in the way that it plays
with the relative physical positions of words and 1mages. Here, as elsewhere,
Smithson’s playfulness and humor grow out of the way the self sees itself slam-
ming up against random experiences, creating a goofy, almost slapstick quality
that 1s at once both funny and dead serious—at once obvious and full of subtle
overtones. Significantly, one of Smithson’s most thoughttul statements about the

nature of language, *“Language to be Looked at and/or Things to be Read,” 1s

presented mn the form of a press release and signed “Eaton Corrasable.”

In a way, Smithson saw and treated the world as an enormous text, reminiscent
of the library in Borges’s “Library of Babel,” which is synonymous with the
universe itself, “composed of an indefinite and perhaps an infinite number of
hexagonal galleries”—which seem to prefigure the crystalline structures that
Smithson himselt favored. Borges’s library, moreover, is defined as “a sphere
whose exact center is any one of its hexagons and whose circumference is inaccessible,”
recalling Smithson’s favorite quote from Pascal, that “Nature 1s an infinite sphere
whose center 15 everywhere and whose circumference i1s nowhere.” Signifi-
cantly, in a 1968 citation of Pascal’s statement, Smithson added “or language be-
comes an infinite museum whose center is everywhere and whose limits are nowhere”"

Indeed, Smithson treated written texts as if they too—like his plastc
works—were made of solid materials; as if words were not only abstract signs

tor things and concepts, but also a form of matter. Asked in 1972 whether his
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Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space, | 966. Graphite, colored pencil, ink, and greased crayon,
4 116"

writing affected the development of the things he made, Smithson answered
that “language tended to inform my structures. In other words, I guess if there
was any kind of notation it was a kind of linguistic notation. . . . But I was in-
terested in language as a material entity, as something that wasn’t involved n
ideational values.” This materiahity, he felt, distinguished his work from con-
ceptual art, which he characterized as “essentially 1deational.” When asked what
he meant by the “mater1al” quality of language, Smithson elaborated: *“Well, just
as printed matter—information which has a kind of physical presence for me. 1
would construct my articles the way 1 would construct a work.”™

his 15 apparent in a number of different ways, ranging from works such as
A Heap of Language (1966), in which the image is quite hterally built with
words, to published articles such as “Quasi-Infinities and the Waning of Space,”
which 15 a complex collage of words and 1images. In articles such as the latter,
verbal continuity and pictorial placement are played off against each other in a

way that creates a new kind of “text”—one that is spatial rather than linear,




disconnnuous rather than discursive, composed of fluid rather than fixed pares
Moreover, Smithson saw words themselves as containing a crucial (if usually
overlooked) physicality which, through a shight shift in perceprual emphasis,
could be seen to contain s own network of meamngs: “Words and rocks con
tain a language that follows a syntax of splis and ruptures. Look at any word
long enough and you will see it open up inta a series of faults, into a terrain of
particles each contaming s own vord”™" This kind of byplay between thing

and 1dea lies at the core of Snmuthson’s whe

le undertaking as a writer and as an
artist. “My work 15 impure,” he asserted in 1069, "it 15 clogged with mutter
I'here 15 no escape from the physical nor s there any escape from the mind
The two are in a constant collision course. You might say that my work is like

an artstic dsaster 1o 1s a quiet camstrophe of mind and marer”

Throughout hus wrinngs, Smithson mounts a persistent attack aganst the
traditional categories usually applied o the plastic arts—such as pamting
sculprure, and architecture. Given his professed dislike of such categories, it 1s
doubly wonic that most histories of recent art place him i ver another cate
gory, which hardly begins to do justice to his accomplishment—that of “earth-
works” or “earth art.” But as the writings i this book make abundantly clear
Smithsons work can hardly be contained by that catepory either. In fact, his
own practice as an arost transcended not only the tradinonal categories of
makang art, but alse the wsual deimton of what “bemg an artist” entaled. He
saw that activity as going bevond the creation of objects, as an ongoing process
that mvolved an engagement with both abstract ideas and specific material
presences; and that asserted the artist’s freedom to act, unconstrained by the
material results of his acton. Like many artists of the period, he sought to cre-
ate 1 a way that would be free of the strictures imposed by the art market
“Critics,” he wrote in 1968, “by focusing on the “art object, deprive the artist
of any existence in the world of both mind and matter. The mental process of
the arnst which takes place 1 ime 13 disowned, so that a commodity value can
be mamntamed by a system independent of the artist. . . "% Smithson put a pre
i on s freedom to act outside tradiconal defimtons and expectations,
and to mainean a constant tension berween a number of polar opposinons:
imare and word, object and 1dea, inside and outside.

A number of Smithson’s texts are polemical, most especially in reaction
against those catégories of art practice that stymied what he believed to be the
broadest potentials of creation. His ambition was not only to reach outside of
the studio or museum space, as had Duchamp, for example, but also to create
a new kind of continimty between the very notion of “mside” and “ouside.”
Ihis wsoally mvolved extreme contrasts, a5 between the immediate present and
the most remote geological past, or berween the enormity of the earth isel
and the significance that can be contained by a small section of it, as in one of

his Non-5ites. That 15 why the inverse symmetry or “miurror-relanonship™ be
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tween the site and the Non-Site 1s so important to him. The site represents the

world itself, the unedited text with all of its complexities and possibilities, vast
and remote—evocative but without loges. The Non-Site represents the fo-
cused articulation of part of the site which to some degree comes to stand for
the site itself; but which like all metynomic tropes takes on a life of its own
and becomes a form of speech: “It is by three dimensional metaphor that one
site can represent another site which does not resemble it—thus The Non-
Site,” he wrote in 1967. “To understand this language of sites 1s to appreciate
the metaphor between the syntactical construct and the complex of ideas, let-
ting the former function as a three dimensional picture which doesn't look
like a picture. . . ."” The Non-Site to some degree brings the site from the ge-
ographical, psychological, and social margins to a “center”—be it the artist’s
studio, an art gallery, a museum, or a page of a book.

In fact, Smuthson’s conception of art in general allows for great fluidity be-
tween the various incarnations of a work and involves resistance to a single,
simple time and place, even to a single physical form. A number of the physical
“works” discussed 1n the following texts, such as the Yucatan mirror displace-
ments, now exist only as combinations of texts and photographs or drawings—
as images 1n the mind, memory traces that have come to have an almost mythic
resonance. Because of the fluid relationship between the different incarnations
of specific works, In a curious way we are not especially bothered by the fre-
quent inaccessibility of certain of them—including the celebrated Spiral Jetty—
which are known primarily through the indirect and “impure” medium of
pring, in the form of reproduced drawings and photographs, and of words.

If Smithson saw the world as a text, he conceived of his own vocation as an
artist not to interpret or explain it, but rather to reveal it—to himself and to us,
his readers. Hence, in his polemical writings he brings extraordinary energy to
the question of what the artist’s field of action should be. This 1s especially ap-
parent in the way he argues against the notion of high modernism embodied
in the works of certain artists (such as Anthony Caro, Jules Olitski, and Ken-
neth Noland) who were promoted by Clement Greenberg or Michael Fried.
To some degree this polemic has to do with a battle of schools, Smithson stak-
ing out the territory of his own work and of the artists with whom he is allied,
in opposition to what at the time was considered the canonical manstream.
(The degree to which that situation has changed gives some idea of just how
influential the thinking of Smuthson and his colleagues was.)

But there was also another, deeper 1ssue at stake, which had to do with
what Smithson saw as the extreme hmitations of the biological and human-
istic models that he believed underlay the Western tradition as a whole. His
polemics aganst “humanism” are not framed in terms of an opposition be-
tween humanism and deism. Rather he takes humanism to be a belief system
that can be described as being “premised on ontological differences between

humanity and the rest of nature, and according priority to it i the explanation

xviii



of society, history and culture.”"" For Smithson, this kind of humanism, along
with the artistic egotism that he identified with the Renaissance tradition, was
flawed not only on esthetic grounds but also (and mainly) because it involved
what he considered to be a philosophical misrepresentation. It cut art off, he
believed, from a deeper and broader sense of reality, and falsified the relation-
ship between art and the surrounding universe, making the art experience iso-
latable from the “real”—indeed in extreme cases making it seem that reality
would only “contaminate” art. This “purist” attitude Smithson associated with
the formalism of Greenberg and his disciples, which he felt was overly self-
contamned and self-centered, and also politically inadequate, since it supported
prevailing power structures. Smithson himself, by contrast, sought an art that
would be continuous, even to some degree coterminous, with the real world,
but at the same time would go beyond surface appearances and transcend the
realm of the organic—an art that could evoke the farthest reaches of time and
the most remote and incomprehensible notions of space. In contrast to the hu-
manistic and organic, his writings and 1mages posit the notion of the “crys-
talline,” a glacial and impersonal concept that disdains viewing existence from
a single portion of time and space.

[n fact, Smithson takes time itselt not only as one of the main themes of his
art, but also as one of his most important mediums. This 1s made clear in one of
his earliest published articles, “Entropy and the New Monuments,” where he
speaks of the way in which the new kind of monumental works being created
by him and some of his contemporaries “bring to mind the Ice Age rather than
the Golden Age,” and “instead of causing us to remember the past . . . seem to
cause us to forget the future.” Time, moreover, is crucial to the whole notion
of entropy that Smithson began to elaborate in his earliest published writings
and which emerged as one of the overriding concerns of both his art and his
writings. It 1s in a sense the matrix that holds together the whole diverse body
of his work—words and images, philosophical concerns and the secularized
remnants of religion, even his political and social engagements: “Every object,
if it 1s art, 1s charged with the rush of ime even though it 1s static,” he wrote in
1968. But, he continues, much depends on the viewer. “Not everybody sees
the art in the same way, only an artist viewing art knows the ecstasy or dread,
and this viewing takes place in time. A great artist can make art by simply cast-
ing a glance. . . . Any critic who devalues the time of the artist is the enemy of
art and the artise.” !

For Smithson, time is never only a disembodied abstraction but always a tan-
gible and material reality. Time must have coordinates in space, must even be
made manifest in a quite specific kind of place and thus inhabit as well as con-
tain the material world. One of the central paradoxes of his art is that time
measured in eons is always set hard by the most banal and temporally bound
realms of experience. The evidence of geological time is captured by that most

ordinary of recording instruments, a Kodak “Instamatic” camera. In “Art
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Through the Camera’s Eye” (1971—72) the artist muses on that apparatus’s little
coded symbols for sun and clouds and mvates us to scrutinize those hackneyed
symbols as 1f they were universal, cosmic hieroglyphs—"a secret code.” Here as
elsewhere, high seriousness is ironically played off against the trivia of every-
day life. The vastness of the universe is viewed from the everyday perspective
of roadsides and shopping malls. Eternal Rome is juxtaposed with the “monu-
ments” of Passaic, New Jersey.

New Jersey occupies an important place in Smithson’s writings, both as a
place and as a state of mind. It was the part of the earth where he was born and
raised and that he knew best, where he had roamed as a child, exploring and
gathering rocks for his mineral collection. He was especially interested in its
varied geological formations, and he used them as the sites for a number of his
Non-Sites. But in many ways New Jersey was also the least “artistic” place that
he knew, with its industrial ruins, its suburban sprawl, and what he took to be
its extraordinary banality, even ugliness. In Smithson’s youth it probably would
have seemed to represent the exact opposite of “art”” But as he matured. he
seems to have come to understand that for better or worse, this exhausted and
exhausting place constituted an important part of his reality. In a number of his
earlier writings he discusses the importance of rejecting Europe, and it seems
likely that the necessary rejection of European artistic and cultural values in-
volved to some degree the necessity of accepting the reality of New Jersey.
This rejection of Europe, of course, was not unique to Smithson’s generation.
Previous American artists, however, had usually felt that it was possible to de-

vise an essentially American version of the art forms that had been invented

and developed in Europe—such as easel paintings, single-sheet drawings, and
self-contained sculptures on pedestals—by modifying them somewhat but
nonetheless accepting all the art-historical baggage they carried, whether from

the “classical” or the “primitive-modernist” tradition.
Smithson took a more aggressive stance. Along with traditional genres, and

their tradinonal boundaries, he also renounced traditional notions of beauty

and of the picturesque—and the nostalgia and sentimentality often associated
with those values. In his writings, he devotes a great deal of energy to the refu-
tation and disavowal of history, seeing the whole history of art—especially as
presented by museums—as an unbearably tyrannical and useless burden for
American artists of his generation. Accordingly, like several other artists of the
period, he maintains a special animus toward museums and the ways in which
they define art and its history. “History,” he wrote as early as 1967, “is a facsimile
of events held together by flimsy biographical information. Art history is less
explosive than the rest of history, so 1t sinks faster into the pulverized regions
of time. . . .Visiting a museum 1s a matter of going from void to void. Hallways
lead the viewer to things once called ‘pictures’ and ‘statues.” Anachronisms hang

and protrude from every angle. Themes without meaning press on the eye. . . .



Blind and senseless, one contnues wandering around the remains of Europe,
only to end in that massive deception ‘the art history of the recent pase” ™

Smthson an effect set aside European culture by sweeping away history it-
self and by addresing instead the metahistorical extremes of tme—the remote
past and the remote future, 1 goess 1 was always interested in origins and pri-
mordial beginmngs, you know, the archetypal nature of things,” he told Baul
Cummungs 1o 1972, And here, New Jersey could play a paradoxical and -
portant role i his personal mythology, If the New Jersey suburbs seemed to
personify a certan kind of e mdustral banality, they also resonated with
mythic and primordial undertones; evident m the lind ‘on which they were
butle and evoked anew by thewr virmally constant excavanon by builders and
developers

MNorthern New Jl.,'l'-ul."\'_ as invoked in Wilham Carlos Williamss long poem
Paterson, contained the ancient sites of Indian rituals, And however unarcsoc
the contemporary culture of New Jersey mught be, it had also been the home
of two poets who oceupled an mmportant place 1n Snuthson’s nund, Williams
(who had been has pediatnician) and Allen Ginsberg, Moreover, the very shod-
diness of the New Jersey suburbs seemed to be a tangible embodiment of the
entropic condition, constantly talling apare at the same ome that it was in the
process of being rebwle, creanng what Smuthson deseribed as “rums in e
verse.” This was the kind of “artificial landscape without cultural precedent”
that had led the sculptor Tony Smath to speak, in 1966, of “a reality that had
not had any expression in art,” an observation that made a deep impression on
Smuthson,

In "A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey™ {106%), the town
where Smithson wis born 15 described i terms of 4 “zero panorama,” m which
those “ntins in reverse,” that 15 all the new construction thar weuld eventually be
built, were like “memory-traces of an abandoned set of futures.” ' The city of
Passarc itself he describes in a kind of cosmic-tronical way, as i parodic negs
tve verston of Pascal’s description of the wmiverse: ¥ Actually, Passaie center was
no center—it was instead a typical abysy or an ordimary void."” To which he can-
not resist addimg, “What a great place for a gallery!™!

Through a process of social and commercial decay, what had once been the

vital rail link between Passaic and its surroundings had been covered over and

transformed into a “monumental parking lot” that ran through the center of

town. OF this evidence of late-mdustrial disintegration, Smithson remarks:
“There was nothing inferesting or even strange about that thit monument, ver it

echoed a kind of cliché idea of infinity; perhaps the ‘secrets of the universe' are

Just as pedestrian—rnot to say dreary.”
them, he sugrests, actually exist in Passaic. 1 am convineed,” he continues, “that
the future 15 lost somewhere in the dumps of the nen-historical past; it 15 1o

vesterday s NeWSpapers, 1n the jejune advernsements of science-fiction movies,

Perhaps those secrets, or at least part of



in the false mirror of our rejected dreams. Time wirns mewaphors into things,

ind stacks them up in cold rooms, or places them in the celestial plavgrounds
of the suburbs.”

T'his brings him to the essennal quesnon. at once womeal and ver deadly se-
rious: “Has Passaic replaced Pome as The Eternal City? If certain cines of the
world were placed end to end in a straight line according to size, starting with
Rome, where would Passaic be in that impossible progression?”

Even Allan Kaprow, who taught in Mew Jersey and knew some of that ter
rain nearly as well as Smithson, was unable to grasp the full extent of the ten-
sion berween rony and seriowsness that informed Smithson’s thinking about
New Jersey. In their published dialogue, Kaprow asks Smithson whether there
1s0't “an alternative on the fringes of lite and art, 1n that marginal or penumbral
zone which you've spoken so eloquently of, at the edges of cines, along vast
highways whether that 1sn't the world that’s for vou at least. | mean, can
you imagine yourself working in that kind of environment?” To which Smith-
son replies,”*I'm so remote from that world that it seems uncanny to me when
| go out there; so not being directly involved mn life there. 1t fascimates me, be-
canse 1'm sure of a distance from i, and U'm all for fabnicating as much dis-
tance as possible. Ir seems to me that [ ke to think and look ar these suburbs
and those fringes, but at the same tme, Um ot interested 0 iving there, It
maore of an aspect of dme, It 15 the future—the Martan landscape. By a dis-
tance, | mean a consciousness devord of self-projection™
In his writings as well as in his plastic works, Stathson directly confronts the
conventional aspects of what had been taken to seem like “natural” aspeces of
art making. In the senes of works referred to as “flows,” for example, m which
large quantties of asphalt, concrete, mud, or glue were poured across pares of
landscapes, Smithson challenged the very essence of the act of painting, In the
first of these "Aows,” Asphalt Rundoun (1969), a dumyp truck released a load of
asphalt from the top of an eroded hillade 1n an abandoned area of a dirt and
gravel guarry in Roome, The effect, as seen in photographs, at first seems to re
semble an enormous Abstract-Expressionist pouring of paine, and appears to
be a direct continuation of the large-scale and heroic physical gestures associ-
ated with Jackson Pollock’s canvases. But at the same nime that Smithson seems
to be contnuing the tradinon of Abstract-Expressiomst “action” panting, he
also deconstructs that practice by emphasizing how the essentially entropic
nature of the act of pouring differs from the individualistic gesture of painting
The mmplications of Smithson’s “fHows™ did not pass unnoticed. Recently, for
example, Frank Stella remarked to me that Asphalt Rundown was pereerwved as a
powerful, annihilating gesture that had forced all choughtful arasts o serionsly
reconsider the role of touch and surface in painting

R eading Smithson encouriges vou to reconsider a number of things that

you might be mchined to take for granted, including the problem of how
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questions of artistic umity may be settled, or left unsettled. In many aspects of
his work, Stathson brings together what seem to be inposable polanties and
muakes them meamngiul precisely because the tensions that they contain can-
nor be sanstactorily resolved. As his wninings in particular make clear, Smithson
revels in contradiction and paradox. " Actually it 15 the nustakes we make that
result in something,” he reflected in 1960, adding, “An art aganst itself 18 a
good possibility, an art that always returns to essennal contradiction,”

In Fact, Smmthson seems o embody a number of contradictory and even
opposing tendencies within modernist art as a whole.”' On the one hand he is

directly within the artistic ineage of Marcel Duchamp, in his emphasis upon

the mtangible and the ambiguous and in s insistence on breaking dewn cat-

conries and :'\p.nu'.lug the boundaries of are and its pra tice, It 15 worth notine

L

that Smithson, like Duchamp, started out as a painter but came to find the
medium of painong wself madequate to whar he desired to express. “A God
that can be measured has to be man-made,.” Smuthson wrote just as he himself
wis about to give up panung. “Revelation has no dimensions, 1f it did, 1t
would be dead i space and nme Marcel Duchamp stopped painnng early
in his life, becavse he wuseed has art in dme and space.”

In contrast to Duchamp, however, whose esthetic would turn on the
evanéscence of what he called “the mfrathin.” Snathsen desired a2 more mate-
r1al basis for his art and wanted some evidence of the process of fabrication to
survive in the work itselt. Thus, at the same ime that Smithson s wiathin the
Duchampan lincage of the artistic antihero, he also seems to have mherited in
equil measure the heroie posion of Jackson Pollock. As a result of the ele
mental force of his Mon-5ites, the sweeping gestures of earthworks such as The
Spiral Jetty, and the dramatic photographs taken of him on his earthworks to-
ward the end of his life, he has come to be regarded as an artist-hero to 4 de-
gree unknown since the death of Pollock. Burt although Smithson represents a
continuation of that essennally romantic image of the artist, he recasts 1t an
lllll".!:"'l:'\_ lL'Ll '.\.l:l.

One of the most striking aspects of Smithson’s work as a whole 15 the way

in which he uses a strongly anti-romantic, anti-sublinme stance to create, para

doxically, what seems to be a romantic evocation of the sublime. Or, more ac-
curately, in many of hus later works especially, both the sublime and 1ts oppo-
site seem o coexist with, and even energize, each other, In Smithson’s work
the sublime i not framed 0 terms of a physically insignificant bur passionate
human presence lost anud the vastness of organie nature. Rather humanmity 15
positioned bravely, even rather coolly, in relation to the awe-inspiring but basi-
cilly indifferent {(one 1s tempted to write “crystalline™} phenomenon of the in-
fuuty of tme and space

One of the clasic oppositions between different concepts of the sublime
turns around the argument as to whether the sublime 15 located, as Edmund

Burke believed., 1 nature iself, or whether it restdes 1in the mind of the be-
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holder, as held by Immanuel Kant. Smithson’s notion of the sublime in a sense

supersedes this distinction by locating the sublime beyond the bounds of be-
holding—by situating it within so vast a scale that the question of mind and
“nature” appears to be obliterated. Yet at the same time, Smithson’s evocation
of the sublime is fraught with irony, as if to suggest that the artist’s very enthu-
stasm for the absolute must necessarily be tempered by his own ironical aware-
ness of the ultimate mnadequacy of any attempt to represent or evoke it. This
simultaneous embracing and preempting of the sublime 15 typical of the para-

doxical nature of Smithson’s work.

In a very real sense, Robert Smithson’s early death constituted a premature
closure of his enterprise as an artist. But in another sense, 1t has allowed his ca-
reer effectively to escape a sense of closure. Because he himself was deprived of
being able to carry forward and resolve a number of the 1ssues he raised, m
what almost certainly would have been his own idiosyncratic way, those issues
have been left perpetually open. This lack of closure has become all the more
apparent to us today because of the drastic ways in which life has changed in
the twenty-odd years since Smithson’s death. The advent of personal comput-
ers, the intense commercialization of the art world, and the development of
new cosmological theories, as well as other scientific, technological. political,
and social changes, would doubtless have drawn lively and original responses
from him. But because this did not happen, when we look at his career we
read it not only in terms of a number of substantial and historically significant
accomplishments, but also as a series of perpetually unrealized possibilities,

Reading Robert Smithson 1s an ongoing process—both 1n the literal and
the interpretive sense of “reading.” It involves a kind of unspoken admonition
to remain alert to possibilities, and a heightened awareness that makes you
look at the world itself differently—whether that world be the vastness of the
southwestern desert or the decaying infrastructure of post-industrial urban
arcas. In a curious way, although Smithson’s works now seem clearly to reflect
a certain moment in history—the idealism, activism, and spiritual openness of
the late 1960s—it 1s now equally clear that they also transcend the specificity
of that historical moment and attain a true universality.

Many of the issues that are dealt with in the texts that follow are as perti-
nent today as they were a quarter of a century ago. Smithson had an uncanny
mstinct for putting his finger on what was important, and at times his judg-
ments about how certain issues would turn out seem prescient—as in his 1967
observation that “the whole 1dea of the museum seems to be tending more to-
ward a kind of specialized entertainment.”?

More intensely perhaps than any other artist of his generation, Smithson was
actively engaged with the theoretical aspects of the major artistic, art-historical,

and cultural 1ssues of his ime. He, 1n eftect, put into practice what others only
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speculated about and what they often did not even recognize when it was

given tangible form. But Smithson was above all a practicing artist rather than

a theorist, so at the same time that he makes us aware of the value of having a

theoretical overview, he also conveys an important admonition about distinc-

tions between theory and practice. At the end of “A Provisional Theory of

Non-Sites,” he reminds us that his “little theory 1s tentative and could be aban-

doned at any time.” From which he draws the natural entropic conclusion:

“Theories like things are also abandoned. That theories are eternal i1s doubtful.

Vanished theories compose the strata of many forgotten books.”
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In his constant polemic against traditional categories and the definition of those cat-
egories by critics such as Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, Smithson is now
seen as articulating an anti-, and indeed post-modernist position. It seems to me,
however, that in the last analysis Smithson’s total enterprise 1s very much part of
“modernism” broadly concerved. This is apparent 1n his inclination toward paradoxi-
cal ambiguty and in the collage-like technique that underlies much of his writing
and image-making. His work as a whole continues the transgressive breaking down
of boundaries and hierarchies that started with the early modernists and can be
traced back at least as far as Courbet, another artist who was proud to declare that he
could “make stones think.” It now seems clear that Greenberg’s definition of mod-
ernism was not in fact synonymous with the practices of the artists whom we assoc
ate with the greater part of the history of modermst art, but 1s rather a historically

determined response to them—and one that 1s no longer especially useful.
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Until Robert Smithson arrived on the art scene, sculpture was basically a
gallery art or seen as an addition to architecture, with its subject matter derived
from either the human figure or geometric abstraction. Smithson’s earthwork
proposals of 1966 and the Non-Sites exhibited in New York City in 1967 dislo-
cated this prevailing outlook by returning sculpture to the landscape. His Spiral
Jetty of 1970 was built on the shore of the Great Salt Lake, in Utah, at a scale
comparable to the ancient monuments of past civilizations, but unlike those
monuments of the past, which evolved out of the matrix of beliefs and reli-
gions of their time, the Spiral Jetty came into existence as the individual vision
of a single artist.

Robert Smithson was born in Passaic, New Jersey, on January 2, 1938. His
parents, Susan Duke Smithson and Irving Smithson, moved back to his father’s
hometown, Rutherford, New Jersey, shortly after his birth. Robert Smithson
was an only child—his nine-year-old brother, Harold, died of leukenua two
years before he was born. (Irving Smithson died of cancer at age 67 on April 13,
1973, three months before Robert’s death. His mother died of cancer on No-
vember 30, 1991, at the age of 83.) His aunt Julia Duke, who remained single
and lived with the fanuly throughout Robert’s life, was like a second mother to
him and encouraged him in his endeavors until her death in 1961. In his child-
hood, Smithson was cared for by his hometown pediatrician, William Carlos
Williams, whose poetry and writing were later to influence him.

From his earliest years he displayed an extraordinary interest in natural his-
tory and art, frequently visiting the Museum of Natural History in New York
City, where he first saw Charles Knight's paintings of what dinosaurs might have
looked like. At the age of seven he drew a mural-sized dinosaur for the hallway
of his school. In 1948 the Smithson family moved to nearby Clifton, New Jer-
sey, where his father, a mortgage and loan executive, built a special room in the
basement of their home for Robert’s collection of live reptiles, snakes, pre-
served specimens, and fossils. Beginning at about this time Robert was encour-
aged by his parents to research and plan the fanuly vacation trips to various
places in the United States, including Yellowstone Park, the Oregon Caves, the
Calhtformia Redwoods, the Grand Canyon, the Mojave Desert, and Sanibel Is-
land. In 1950 Smithson visited Ross Allen’s reptile farm in Florida, where he
returned several times as he was beginning to plan a career as a naturalist.

At the age of 16 he won a scholarship to the Art Students League in New
York City. (He received another scholarship the following year.) His principal

at Clifton High School allowed him to attend high school half a day, so he
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could commute each afternoon to the Art Students League. He began to fre-
quent the Cedar Bar andVillage coffee houses, where he met many artists.

In 1956, one week after graduating from high school, Smuthson joined the
army reserves, where he was assigned to Special Services. His six-month period
of active duty was spent in Fort Knox, Kentucky, where, after basic training, he
was made artist-in-residence, doing posters for the camp and murals for the
mess hall. He eventually obtained a discharge from the reserves on the grounds
that continued service would ruin his creativity.

Between 1956 and 1958 he hitchhiked extensively around the United States
and Mexico.

Smuthson’s first one-man exhibition was of abstract paintings at the Artists
Gallery, New York City, in 1959. In 1961 he had a one-man exhibition of paint-
mngs at Galleria George Lester, Rome, and in 1962 a one-man exhibition of as-
semblage works at the Richard Castellane Gallery, New York City. After this
exhibition, he withdrew from the art world for a period of introspection and
assessment, marrying the artist Nancy Holt in 1963. Smithson re-emerged in
1965 by showing sculpture at the Daniels Gallery, where he met various lead-
ing American sculptors of the 1960s. His first published writing on art ap-
peared, and from this time on he continuously exhibited and wrote.

In 1966 he joined the Dwan Gallery, New York City, where he had four
one-man exhibitions of sculpture between 1966 and 1970. At about the same
time (1966—1969) he began excursions, usually with friends, sometimes alone,
to New Jersey’s decaying urban sites, industrial wastelands, and abandoned
quarries. Out of this new consciousness of the postindustrial terrain emerged
Smithson’s Non-Sites, which created a wholly new premise for contemporary
sculpture. It was in 1966 also that he proposed his first earthwork, Tar Pool and
Gravel Pit, for Philadelphia, and other earthworks for the fringes of the
Dallas—Fort Worth Regional Airport, as part of his work as an artist-consultant
with an architectural firm that was competing for the airport design contract.

In the summer of 1968, he traveled to the deserts of California, Nevada, and
Utah seeking sites for art. In 1969, in order to build a large work of art, he
negotiated successtully with the government of British Columbia for a lease
on an island near Vancouver. Later, however, the government’s permission was
rescinded, and the work was never built. Smithson was able, in 1969, to build
Asphalt Rundown in a quarry near Rome, Italy. In 1970 he completed Partially
Buried Woodshed, Kent, Ohio, and the Spiral Jetty n the Great Salt Lake, along
with a film of the same name that revolves around that work.

From 1970 onward Smithson made many trips around the United States
searching for sites for his work—the Florida Keys, Texas quarries, Salton Sea in
California, Maine, and to islands on the Atlantic coast. He proposed many art
works in the landscape that were ultimately rejected by various local sponsor-
ing institutions. By reclaiming land in terms of earth art, he felt that art could

be economically and politically integrated into society. In his mind this could
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best be accomplished by working with mining companies to reclaim devas-

tated strip-mined land as earth art.

In 1971 he built Broken Circle-Spiral Hill in a quarry near Emmen, Holland,
which was scheduled to be abandoned and returned to the people of the area.
With this work Smithson realized his concern for recycling a mined site, in
this case a sand quarry, into an art work. His desire to have art be a necessary
part of society was gratified when the people of Emmen voted to keep and
maintain the work after 1ts completion.

From 1971 to 1973, he wrote to and visited many strip-mining companies,
making drawings and proposals for landscape works. He also wrote public
statements that pointed out the limiting confines of the art establishment. The
mining industry unfortunately was not very far-sighted, and rejected Smith-
son’s visionary proposals.

Finally, a few weeks before his death, Smithson visited Creede, Colorado,
where he had his first opportunity to propose a project for a tailings site to an
interested mining company. Since the company was not ready to begin the proj-
ect right away, Smuthson traveled to a desert lake he had heard of in Amarillo,
Texas. He decided that it was an excellent site for what was to be his last work,
Amarillo Ramp, which was commussioned by the owner of the property. After
trying out various ideas and dimensions, Smithson staked out Amarillo Ramp
in its final form. On July 20, 1973, while he and a photographer were photo-
graphing the staked-out work from the air, the plane they were in crashed ona
rocky hillside a few hundred feet from the site of the art, killing the pilot, the

photographer, and Robert Smithson.
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PUBLISHED WRITINGS




ROBERT SMITHSOM, Quick Milions. 1965, Plexiglass and corrugated acrylie,
Sl x 5a°

QUICK MILLIONS (19465)

ARTIST'S STATEMEMNT:

For me Quick Millions comes out of & world of remote possibibities, held to
gether by incomprehensible motives. The work 15 named after a movie 1 have
never seer. All v original intentions for creating the work are out of sight and

out of nund. It s a terminal work: sealed, .III|'|.'I'|L'[I.1|I|I.._ unrevealing—forever

hidden. I like plastic as & medium because 1t can be both real and /or unreal, ac |

cordmg to your mood, Plastic exists between a solid specific and a glittering I

generality. Cheick Millions might be an ant-parody of obsolete science-ficnion-

type architecture, or slippery torms and spaces, but [ doubt it. One could also

say it has a "non-content” All kinds of engineering fascinates me, I'm for the |

automated artise |
|

Brian O'Doberty, Doseer Ko aod Dlikepponse Pagnters, American Express Pavilion. Warlds
Fair, New York, 1964




DOMALD JUDD, Untitled, | 965. Steel and plexiglas, 20 x 48 x 34"

DONALD JUDD  (1965)

Donald Judd has set up a “company,” that extends the technique of abstract art
into unheard-of places. He may go to Long Island City and have the Bernstein
Brothers, Tinsmiths put “Pittsburgh” seams into some (Bethcon) iron boxes, or
he might go to Allied Plastics in Lower Manhattan and have cut-to-size some
Rohm-Haas “glowing” pink plexiglas. Judd is always on the lookout for new
finishes, like Lavax Wrinkle Finish, which a company pamphlet says, “com-
bines beauty and great durability” Judd likes that combination, and so he
might “self™ spray one of his fabricated “boxes™ with it. Or maybe he will
travel to Hackensack, New Jersey to investigate a lead he got on a new kind of
zinc based paint called Galvanox, which is comparable to “hot-dip™ galvaniz-
ing. These procedures tend to baffle art-lovers. They either wonder where the

“art” went or where the “work™ went, or both. It is hard for them to compre-
hend that Judd 1s busy extending art into new mediums. This new approach to
technique has nothing to do with sentimental notions about “labor.” There is no
subjective craftsmanship. Judd is not a specialist in a certain kind of labor, but a
whole artist engaged in a multiplicity of techniques,

[n Judd’s first exhibition in 1963, his plywood and aluminum structures dis-

closed an awareness of physical “mass” in the form of regular intervals of bulk.

Philadelphia Institute of Contemporary Art Catalog, 7 Seulptors, 1965



[he intrinsic virtue of “primary matter” was very much mn evidence. Each
work offered o different solution for the dislocation of space. One wooden
o, fo -;'H.I||I|151'_ contaned a series of recessed slats, :'\me:-.l onlv |s_\ a -||5_r]zl
concave opemng on top of the box. This opening teok up only abour 20% ot
the top surface. The slats were more closely spaced at one end than the other;
154 result, the space seemed squeezed out. Inertia appeared to be subdivided
mto remote areas of force. A black pipe-like azxas, m another work, was polar-

'..-".'1| |"I.“|'\.'..':'I.'!'| EWW0y ITlssve |1|‘\. WO ‘-L}II.IF\_"\I Vet oo rotatlon '\l.'-!'llli'l.l. i'H.E-‘-wll.".l.'

because the ck pipe was flanked by six polarizing square beams that were
balted mto the wooden squares. This non-rotanon aspect breaks the sugges
non of dynamic space. Matter, not motion, had become Judd'’s prime concern
Each of Judd’s structures brought into question the very form of matter, This 15
contrary to the abstract notion that movement is the direct resule of space. All
"ereated nature™ seems to have been abstracted ourt of Judd’s concepr of phys
cal mass. Just as the Mannerist artists of the sixteenth century permuted the
facts of the Classic Reenasssance. so has Judd permuted the facts of Modern

"wyer his

yeans, Judd discovered a new kind of “architectur

Reeality, By such

contrary methods make his “architecture™ look hke 1t 15 built of “anomartter.”

Perhaps “primary matter” and “antimatter” are the same thing.
A lack of comsciousness of masy seems to have caused the demise of “acaon-
pamting,” and that mught explun plso the dissolution of “assemblage™ and “the

happening.” 1f acton, energy, motion, and other kinetcs are the main motives

of an artst, hus art 15 quick to atrophy,

While he was making his alonmunum and wood structures, Judd developed

an idea for a “space-lattice.” This was made out of pipe with “ball fittings,” that
stood 4 feet lugh and about 6 feet long, Construcred with the help of a
|1||_||11|>|;r_ Judd puE Lo ther this rectangular ]1.||':|E|L'|. |'|}~-.'d with a quarter of
pipes conjoining in the center of the work in the shape of a cross,

In the work of Frank Stells and Barnett Newman the “framing support™ is
both lnted ar and parodied. Clement Greenberg recogmized an element of
“parody,” perhaps unconscious, in Barnert Newman’s “field” paintings, which
called attention to the “frame” This element becomes less of a parody, and
more of a conscious fact, in Frank Stella’s “shaped canvases” Judd’s symmerric,
free—standing structure elminated all doubts abour the importance of the
framework by asserting ity formal presence beyond any reference to “flac”
panting, All surfaces vanish in this important work, bur rerurn later in has tab
ticated works with soarthing new imphcations

With Judd there 15 no confusion between the anthropomorphic and the ab-
stract. This makes for an mereased consciousness of structure, which maintans
a remote distance from the organic. The “unconscious”™ has no place in his art.
His crystalline state of mind is far removed from the organic floods of “action

painting.” He translates his concepts into artifices of fact, without any illusion-

1s0C representitions




Space m Judd’s art seems to belong to an order of increasing hardness, not

unlike geological formations. He has put space down in the form of deposits.
Such deposits come from his mind rather than nature. Instead of bringing
Christ down from the cross, the way the painters of the Renaissance, Baroque,
and Mannerist periods did in their many versions of The Deposition, Judd has
brought space down into an abstract world of mineral forms. He 1s mvolved in
what could be called, “The Deposition of Infinite Space”” Time has many an-
thropomorphic representations, such as Father Time, but space has none. There
is no Father Space or Mother Space. Space is nothing, yet we all have a kind of
vague faith in it. What seems so solid and final 1n Judd’s work is at the same
time elusive and brittle.

The formal logic of crystallography, apart from any preconceived scientific
content, relates to Judd’s art in an abstract way. If we define an abstract crystal

as a solid bounded by symmetrically grouped surfaces, which have definite re-

lationships to a set of imaginary lines called axes, then we have a clue to the
structure of Judd’s “pink plexiglas box.” Inside the box five wires are strung in
a way that resembles very strongly the crystallographic idea of axes. Yet, Judd’s
axes don’t correspond with any natural crystal. The entire box would collapse
without the tension of the axes. The five axes are polarized between two stain-
less steel sides. The inside surfaces of the steel sides are visible through the
transparent plexiglass. Every surface is within full view, which makes the inside
and outside equally important. Like many of Judd’s works, the separate parts of
the box are held together by tension and balance, both of which add to its static
existence.

A reversible up and down quality was an important feature of the work
which Judd showed in the VIII Sio Paulo Bienale. It 1s impossible to tell what
1s hanging from what or what is supporting what. Ups are downs and downs
are ups. An uncanny materiality inherent in the surface engulfs the basic struc-
ture. Both surface and structure exist simultaneously in a suspended condition,
What is outside vanishes to meet the inside, while what is inside vanishes to
meet the outside. The concept of “antimatter” overruns, and fills everything,
making these very definite works verge on the notion of disappearance. The
important phenomenon is always the basic lack of substance at the core of the
“facts.” The more one tries to grasp the surface structure, the more baffling it
becomes. The work seems to have no natural equivalent to anything physical,

yet all it brings to mind 1s physicality.



ROBERT SMITHSON, Untitled, 1965, Mirrorized
plastic and steel, 81 x 35 x 10",

THE CRYSTAL LAND (1966)

Ice is the medium most alien to organic life. a considerable accumulation

of it completely disrupts the normal course of processes in the biosphere.

W

P A. Shumkii, Principles of Structural Glaciology

The first time I saw Don Judd’s “pink plexiglas box,” it suggested a giant crys-
tal from another planet. After talking to Judd, I found out we had a mutual in-
terest in geology and mineralogy, so we decided to go rock hunting in New
Jersey. Out of this excursion came reflections, reconstituted as follows:

Near Paterson, Great Notch, and Upper Montclair are the mineral-rich
quarries. of the First Watchung Mountain. Brian H. Mason, in his fascinating
booklet, Tiap Rock Minerals of New Jersey, speaks of the “Triassic sedimentary
rocks of the Newark series,” which are related to those of the Palisades. In
these rocks one might find: “actinolite, albite, allanite, analcime apatite, anhy-
drite, apophyllite, aurichalcite, axinite, azurite, babingtonite, bornite, barite,

calcite, chabazite, chalcocite, chalcopyrite, chlorite, chrysocolia, copper, covellite,

Harper’s Bazaar, May 1966




cuprite, datolite, dolomite, emdote, galena, glauberite, goethire, gmelmire,

greenockite, gypsum, hematite, heulandite, hornblende, laumontite, malachite
mesolite, natrolite, opal, orpiment, orthoclase, pectolite, prehmte, pumpellvite,
pyrite, pyrolusite, quartz, scolecite, siderite, silver, sphalerite, sphene, stevensite,
stilbite, stlpnomelane, tale, thaumasite, thomsonite, tourmaline, ulexite.”

Together with my wife Nancy, and Judd’s wife, Julie, we set out to explore
that geological locale

Upper Montclar quarry, also known as Osborne and Marsellis gquarry or
MeDowell’s quarry, 15 situated on Edgechiff Road, Upper Montelair, and was
worked from about 1806 to 1918, A lump of lva in the center of the quarry
yvields nny quartz crystals. For about an hour Donand I chopped incessantly at
the lump with hammer and chisel, while Naney and Julie wandered aimlessly
around the quarry pi 'Mrt_p__[ up st ks, leaves and odd stones. From the top of
the quarry cliffs, one could see the New Jersey suburbs bordered by the New
York City skyline,

I'he termin is flat and loaded wath “middle-income” housing developments
with names like Royal Garden Estates, Rolling Knolls Farm, Valley View Acres,
Split-level Manor, Babbling Brook Ranch-Estates, Colonial Vista Homes—on
and on they go, forming tny boxlike arrangements. Most of the houses are
painted white, but many are painted petal pink, frosted nunt, buttercup, fudge,

[
rose |

re, antique preen, Cape Cod brown, lilac, and 5o on, The highways

crisscross through the towns and become man-made geological networks of

concrete, In fact, the entire landscape has a mineral presence. From the-shiny
chrome diners to glass windows of shopping centers, a sense of the crystalling
prevails

When we finished at the quarry, we went to Bond’s lee Cream Bar and had
some AW FUL-AWFULS—"awful hlg ind il !_rnu-.{ it’s the drink vou
eat with a spoon.” We talked about the littde crvstal cavities we had tound, and
looked at The Field Book of Common Rocks and Minerals by Frederic Brewster
L oomis. | noticed 1ce s a covstal; *lee, H, O, water, specific gravity— g2, color
less to whate, luster adamantine, transparent on thin edges. Benecath the surface
the hexagonal crystals grow downward into the water, parallel to cach other,
making a Abrous structure, which is very apparent when ice is ‘rotten

After that we walked to the car through the charming Tudoroid town of
Upper Montclarr, and headed for the Grear Notch Quarry, | turned on the car
radio: countdown survey chew your littde troubles away high ho
hey hey.

My eyes glanced over the dashbeard, it became a complex of chrome fixed
into an ¢mbankment of steel. A glass dise covered the clock. The speedometer
was broken, Cigarette butts were packed mio the ashtray. Fant reflecnons shd
over the windshield, Ourt of sight in the glove compartment was a silver flagh-
light and an Esso map of Vermont. Under the radio dial {§5-7-9-11-14-16) was

a row of five plastic buttons 1o the shape of cantdevered cubes. The rearview



mirror dislocated the road behind us. While listening to the radio, some of us
read the Sunday newspapers. The pages made slight noises as they turned; each
sheet folded over their laps forming temporary geographies of paper. A valley
of print or a ridge of photographs would come and go 1n an instant.

We arrived at the Great Notch Quarry, which is situated “about three hun-
dred yards southwest of the Great Notch station of the Erie Railroad.” The
quarry resembled the moon. A gray factory in the midst of it all, looked like
architecture designed by Robert Morris. A big sign on one building said THIS
IS A HARD HAT AREA. We started climbing over the piles and ran into a
“rock hound,” who came on, I thought, like Mr. Wizard, and who gave us all
kinds of rock-hound-type information in an authoritative manner. We got a
rundown on all the quarries that were closed to the public, as well as those that
were oper.

The walls of the quarry did look dangerous. Cracked, broken, shattered; the
walls threatened to come crashing down. Fragmentation, corrosion, decompo-
sition, disintegration, rock creep, debris shides, mud flow, avalanche were
everywhere in evidence. The gray sky seemed to swallow up the heaps around
us. Fractures and faults spilled forth sediment, crushed conglomerates, eroded
debris and sandstone. It was an arid region, bleached and dry. An mnfinity of
surfaces spread in every direction. A chaos of cracks surrounded us.

On the top of a promontory stood a motionless rockdrill agaimnst the blank
which was the sky. High-tension towers transported electric cable over the
quarry. Dismantled parts of steam shovels, tread machines and trucks were
lined up in random groups. Such objects interrupted the depositions of waste
that formed the general condition of the place. What vegetation there was
seemed partially demolished. Newly made boulders eclipsed parts of a wire
and pipe fence. Railroad tracks passed by the quarry, the ties formed a redun-
dant sequence of modules, while the steel tracks projected the modules into an
imperfect vanishing point.

On the way back to Manhattan, we drove through the Jersey Meadows, or
more accurately the Jersey Swamps—a good location for a movie about life on
Mars. It even has a network of canals that are choked by acres of tall reeds.
Radio towers are scattered throughout this bleak place. Drive-1ns, motels and
gas stations exist along the highway, and behind them are smoldering garbage
dumps. South, toward Newark and Bayonne, the smoke stacks of heavy indus-
try add to the general air pollution.

As we drove through the Lincoln Tunnel, we talked about going on an-
other trip, to Franklin Furnace; there one might find minerals that glow under
ultraviolet light or “black light” The countless cream colored square tiles on

the walls of the tunnel sped by, until a sign announcing New York broke the

tiles’ order.
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RONALD BLADEN, Untitled, 1965, Aluminum and
painted wood, each element, 108 x 48 x 120 x 21",

ENTROPY AND THE NEW MONUMENTS (1966)

On rising to my feet, and peering across the green glow of the Desert,
| perceived that the monument against which | had slept was but one
of thousands. Before me stretched long parallel avenues, clear to the
far horizon of similar broad, low pillars.

John Taine (Eric Temple Bell) "THETIME STREAM"

Many architectural concepts found in science-fiction have nothing to do with
science or fiction, instead they suggest a new kind of monumentality which
has much in common with the aims of some of today’s artists. [ am thinking in
particular of Donald Judd, Robert Morris, Sol LeWitt, Dan Flavin, and of cer-
tain artists in the “Park Place Group.” The artists who build structured canvases
and “wall-size” paintings, such as Will Insley. Peter Hutchinson and Frank
Stella are more indirectly related. The chrome and plastic fabricators such as
Paul Thek, Craig Kauffman, and Larry Bell are also relevant. The works of

many of these artists celebrate what Flavin calls “inactive history” or what the

Artfortom, June 1966




physicist calls “entropy”™ or “energy-drain.” They bring to mind the Ice Age
rather than the Golden Age, and would most likely confirm Vladimir Nabokov’s
observation that,“The future 15 but the obsolete in reverse.” In a rather round-
about way, many of the artists have provided a visible analog for the Second
Law of Thermodynanucs, which extrapolates the range of entropy by telling
us energy is more easily lost than obtained, and that in the ultimate future the
whole universe will burn out and be transformed into an all-encompassing
sameness. The “blackout™ that covered the Northeastern states recently, may
be seen as a preview of such a future. Far from creating a mood of dread, the
power failure created a mood of euphoria. An almost cosmic joy swept over all
the darkened cities. Why people felt that way may never be answered.

Instead of causing us to remember the past like the old monuments, the
new monuments seem to cause us to forget the future. Instead of being made
of natural materials, such as marble, granite, or other kinds of rock, the new
monuments are made of artificial materials, plastic, chrome, and electric light.
They are not built for the ages, but rather against the ages. They are involved
in a systematic reduction of time down to fractions of seconds, rather than in
representing the long spaces of centuries. Both past and future are placed into
an objective present. This kind of time has little or no space; it 1s stationary and
without movement, it 1s going nowhere, 1t i1s anti-Newtonian, as well as being
instant, and 1s against the wheels of the time-clock. Flavin makes “instant-
monuments”; parts for “Monument 7 for V. Tathn” were purchased at the
Radar Fluorescent Company. The “instant™ makes Flavin’s work a part of time
rather than space. Time becomes a place minus motion. It time 1s a place, then
innumerable places are possible. Flavin turns gallery-space into gallery time.
Time breaks down into many times. Rather than saying, “What time is it?”
we should say, “Where 1s the time?” *Where is Flavin's Monument?” The ob-

jective present at tumes seems missing. A million years 1s contained 1n a second,

yet we tend to forget the second as soon as it happens. Flavin’s destruction of

classical time and space 1s based on an entirely new notion of the structure
of matter.

Time as decay or biological evolution is eliminated by many of these artists;
this displacement allows the eye to see time as an infinity of surfaces or struc-
tures, or both combined, without the burden of what Roland Barthes calls the
“undifferentiated mass of organic sensation.” The concealed surfaces in some
of Judd’s works are hideouts for time. His art vanishes mto a series of motion-

less intervals based on an order of solids. Robert Grosvenor’s suspended struc-

tural surfaces cancel out the notion of weight, and reverse the orientation of

matter within the solid-state of inorganic time. This reduction of time all but
annthilates the value of the notion of “action” in art.
Mistakes and dead-ends often mean more to these artists than any proven

problem. Questions about form seem as hopelessly inadequate as questions

about content. Problems are unnecessary because problems represent values




that create the illusion of purpose. The problem of "form vs. content,” for ex-

ample, leads to llustonistic dialectics that become, at best, formalist reactions
aganst content: Reaction follows action; all finally the artist gets “tired” and
settles for a monumental inaction. The action-reaction syndrome 15 merely the
leftovers of what Marshall McLuhan calls the hypnotic state of mechanism.
According to him, an electrical numbing or torpor has repliced the mecham

cal breakdown. The awareness of the ultimate collapse of both mechanical and
electrical technology has motvated these arnsts to buald their monuments to
or against entropy, As LeWirt poines our, “I am not interested in idealizming
technology.” LeWitt might prefer the word “sub-monumental,” especially if
we consider his proposal to put a prece of Celling’s jewelry into 4 block of ce-
ment. An almost alchemic fascinanon with inere propernes 15 s coneern
here, but LeWirt P[‘{'l'-L‘TH tor turn L;q_b]d LG Cement.

The much denigrated architecture of Park Avenue known as "cold glass
boxes,” along with the Manneristic modermity of Philip Johnson, have helped
to foster the entropic mood. The Union Carbide building bese typifies such
architectural entropy. In its vast lobby one may see an exhibition called "The
Future.” It offers the purposeless “educanional™ displavs of Will Burtin, “inter-
nationally acclimed for his three-dimensional designs” which  porteay
“Atomic Energy in Action.” If ever there was an example of action in entropy,
this 15 it. The action 1= frozen mnto an array of plastie and neon, and enhanced
by the sound of Muzak fainty playing in the background. Ar o certin tme of
day, vou may also see a movie called “The Petrified River” A nine-foot
vacuum-formed blue plexiglass globe 15 a model of a wranium atom—"ten
millon trillion trilhion times the size of the actual atom.” Lights on the ends of

flexible steel rods are whipped about i the globe. Parts of the “underground™

ROBERT SHITHSOM, l'_'.-rmﬁhrrr. 1964, Painted steel wichrome inserts
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movie, " The Queen of Sheba Meets the Atom Man,” were filimed in this exhi-
batiom hall. Taylor Mead creeps around in the film like a loony slecpwalker,
and licks the plastic models depicting “chan-reaction” The sleek walls and
hagh L']||]1!_r:~' give the !'.-].:L't.' an uncanoy tomb-like :mnu.\p]n*n‘ There 15 some-
thing irresistible about such a place, something grand and empty,

Thas kind of architecture without “value of qualities,” 15, 1f anything, a fact.
From this “undisunguished” run of architecture, as Flavin calls it, we gain a
clear perception af physical reality free from the general claims of “purity and
idealism.” Only commodinies can afford such illusionistic values; for instance,
soap is gy Y% pure, beer has more spirit in it, and dog food is ideal; all and
all this means such values are worthless. As the cloying effect of such “values™
wears off, one perceives the “facts” of the outer edge, the flar surface, the banal,
the empty, the cool, blank atter blank; in other words, that infinitesimal condi-
tion known as entropy,

The shurbs, urban sprawl, and the infimte number of housing developments
of the postwar boom have contributed to the architecture of entropy. Judd, n
a review of o show by Roy Lichtenstein, speaks of “a lot of visible things” thar
are “bland and empty)” such as “most modern commercial buildings, new
Colonial stores, lobbies, most houses, most clothing, sheet aluminum, and plas-
tic with leather texture, the formica like wood, the cute and modern patterns
mside jets and drugstores” Near the super lughways surrounding the city, we
find the discount centers and cut-rate stores with their sterile facades. On the
mside of such places are maze-like counters with piles of neatly stacked mer-
chandise; rank on rank 1t goes into a consumer oblivion. The lugubrious com-
plesity of these mteriors has brought to art a néw consciousness of the vapid
and the dull, But this very vapidity and dullness 1= whar inspires many of the

ROBERT GROSYVEMOR, Transoriand, | 965 Painted wood, polyester and
steel, |26 = 3T » 36




FORREST MYERS, E/1, 1965, Aluminum and lacguaor paint
l&x 16 16"

JOHN CHAMBERLAIN, Canrad, | %64, Auro Boguer, maral flake an
Tormica with chrome, 48« 487,

more gifted artises, Morris has distilled many
such dull facts and made them into monwmen-
tal artifices of *idea” In sich a way, Morris has
restored the idea of immortality by accepting
it as a fact of emptness, His work conveys a
mood of vast immobility; he has even gone so
far as to fashion a bea out of lead, (This he has
made for his dance partner, Yvonne Rainer, to
help stop the moton in her dances)

This kind of nulhficanon has re-created
Kasimur  Malevichs “non-objecuve  world,”
where there are no more “likenesses of reality,
no idealistic images, nothing but a desert!™ But
for many of todays arosts this “desert™ 15 2
“City of the Future” made of null structures
and surfaces. This "City™ performs no natural
funcoomn, it sunply exse between mind and
matter, detached from both, representing nei-
ther. It 15, 1 fact, devord of all classical ideals of
space and process. It 15 brought o focus by a
strict condition of perception, rather than ]11_.'
ANy eXpressive or cmotive means, Perception as
a deprivation of action and reacnon bringy to
the mind the desolate, but exquisite, surfice-
structures of the empty “box™ or “lattice” As
action decreases, the clarity of such surface-
structures mereases. This s evident moart when
all representations of action pass into oblivion
Ar this stage, lethariy 5 elevated o the most
glorious magnitude. In Damon Knight's Sei-
fic novel, "Beyond the Barrier,” he describes in
i phenomenological manner just such surface
structures: “Part of the scene before them
seemed to expand. Where one of the flotation
machines had been, there was a dim lattice of
erystals, growing more shadowy and nsub
stantial as 1t swelled; then darkness: then a daz-
zle of faint prismatic light—tiny complexes in
4 vast three-dimensional array, growing
steadily bigger.” This deseription has none of
the “vilues” of the naturaliste “hiterary™ novel,
1

it 5 crystalline, and of the mund by virtue of



being outside of unconscious action. This very
well could be an inchoate concept for a work
by Judd, LeWitt, Flavin, or Insley.

It seems that beyond the barrier, there are
only more barriers. Insleys “Night Wall” is
both a grid and a blockade; it offers no escape.
Flavins fluorescent lights all but prevent pro-
longed viewing; ultimately, there 1s nothing to
see. Judd turns the logic of set theory into
block-like facades. These facades hide nothing
but the wall they hang on.

LeWitt’s first one-man show at the now de-
funct Damel’s Gallery presented a rather un-
compromising group of monumental “ob-
structions.” Many people were “left cold” by
them, or found their finish “too dreary.” These
obstructions stood as visible clues of the fu-
ture. A future of humdrum practicality in the
shape of standardized office buildings modeled
after Emery Roth; in other words, a jerry-built
future, a feigned future, an ersatz future very
much like the one depicted in the movie “The
Tenth Vietim.” LeWitt’s show has helped to
neutralize the myth of progress. It has also cor-
roborated Wylie Sypher’s insight that “Entropy
15 evolution in reverse.” LeWitts work carries
with 1t the brainwashed mood of Jasper Johns'
“Tennyson,” Flavins “Coran’s Broadway Flesh,”
and Stella’s “The Marriage of Reason and
Squalor.”

Morris also discloses this backward looking
future with “erections™ and “vaginas” embed-
ded in lead. They tend to illustrate fossilized
sexuality by mixing the time states or ideas of
*1984" with “One Million B.C.” Claes Olden-
burg achieves a similar conjunction of time
with his prehistoric “ray-guns.” This sense of
extreme past and future has its partial origin
with the Museum of Natural History; there
the “cave-man” and the “space-man” may be
seen under one roof. In this museum all “na-

ture” 1s stuffed and interchangeable.

PAUL THEK, Hippopotamus, 1965, 1934 x |1 x | |'4"

LYMAN KIPP, Andy's Carte Blanche, 1965.
Painted plywood, 96 x 36 x 60"




This City ( I thought) 1s so horrible that its mere existence and

perdurance, though in the nudst of a secret desert, contaminates

the past and future and in some way even jeopardizes the stars.
Jorge Luis Borges, The Iimmortal

Tromaderians consider anything blue extremely pornographic.

Peter Hutchinson, Extraterrestrial Art

“Lust for Life” 1s the story of the great sensualist painter Vincent
Van Gogh, who bounds through the pages and passions of [rving
Stone’s perennial bestseller. And this 1s the Van Gogh overwhelm-
ingly brought before us by Kirk Douglas in M-G-M’s film version,
shot in Cinemascope and a sun-burst of color on the actual sites
of Van Gogh's struggles to feel feelings never felt before.
Promotion Copy, quoted in
Vincent Van Gogh—The Big Picture, John Mulligan

Unlike the hyper-prosaism of Morris, Flavin, LeWitt, and Judd, the works

of Thek, Kauffiman, and Bell convey a hyper-opulence. Thek’s sadistic geome-
try is made out of simulated hunks of torn flesh. Bloody meat in the shape of a
birthday cake 1s contained under a pyramidal chrome framework—it has stain-
less steel candies in it. Tubes for drinking “blood cocktails” are inserted into
some of his painful objects. Thek achieves a putrid finesse, not unlike that dis-
closed in William S. Burroughs’ Nova Express; “—Flesh juice in festering spines
of terminal sewage—Run down of Spain and 42nd St. to the fish city of mar-
ble flesh grafts—." The vacuum-formed plastic reliefs by Kauffiman have a pale
lustrous surface presence. A lumpy sexuality 1s implicit in the transparent forms
he employs. Something of the primal nightmare exists in both Thek and
Kauffman. The slippery bubbling ooze from the movie “The Blob” creeps
into one’s mind. Both Thek and Kauffman have arrested the movement of
blob-type matter. The mirrored reflections in Bell's work are contaminations
of a more elusive order. His chrome-plated lattices contain a Pythagorean
chaos. Reflections reflect reflections in an excessive but pristine manner.
Some artists see an infinite number of movies. Hutchinson, for instance, in-
stead of going to the country to study nature, will go to see a movie on 42nd
Street, like “Horror at Party Beach™ two or three times and contemplate it for
weeks on end. The movies give a ritual pattern to the lives of many artists, and
this induces a kind of “low-budget” mysticism, which keeps them 1n a perpet-
ual trance. The “blood and guts” of horror movies provides for their “organic
needs,” while the “cold steel” of Sci-fic movies provides for their “inorganic
needs.” Serious movies are too heavy on “values,” and so are dismissed by the
more perceptive artists. Such artists have X-ray eyes, and can see through all of
that cloddish substance that passes for “the deep and profound” these days.

Some landmarks of Sci-fic are: Creation of the Humanoids (Andy Warhol's fa-
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vortte movie), The Planer of the Fanpives (movie about entcopy), The Thing, The
Dyay the Earth Stoed Seill, The Tine Machine, Fillage of the Giants (Rrst teen-science
fkm), Wear of the Wirlds (interesong metallic machines). Some landmarks of Hor
ror are: Creanre from the Black Lagoon, | Was a Teenage Werceolf, Horror Chambe
of D, Faustus (very sickening), Albortand Costello Meer Frankenstein, Artists that
like Horror tend toward the emonve, while arosts who like Sci-fic tend to-
ward the perceptve. If

Even more of a menml condigoner than the mowvies, is the actual movie
house, Especially the “moderne” mterior architecture of the new “art-houses”
like Cinema I and 11, s7th St Lincoln Art Theatre, the Coronet, Cinenia Ren-
dezvous, the Cinema Village, the Baronet, the Fesoval, and the Murray Hill
Instead of the crummy barogque and rococo of the 42nd Street theaters, we get
the “padded cell” look, the “stripped down” look, or the “good-taste” look
The physical confinement of the dark box-like room mndirectly conditions the
mind. Even the place where vou buy vour ticket 15 called a “box-othice” The
lobbies are usually full of box-type fixtures like the soda-machine, the candy
counter, and telephone booths: Time 15 compressed or stopped wside the

movie house, and this in turn provides the viewer with an entropic conditnon

Tospend time 1 movie house 1s to make a “hole” in one’s life
R evently, there has been an attempe to formuolate an analog between “com
murncation theory”™ and the ideas of physics i terms of entropy, As A. | Ayer

has pomted out, not only do we commumeate whart 15 true, but also what 1s

false, Often the false has a greater "realicy™ than the true. Therefore, it seems
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that all information, and that includes anything that is visible, has its entropic
side. Falseness, as an ultimate, 1s inextricably a part of entropy, and this falseness
1s devoid of moral implications.

Like the movies and the movie houses, “printed-matter” plays an entropic
role. Maps, charts, advertisements, art books, science books, money, architec-
tural plans, math books, graphs, diagrams, newspapers, comics, booklets and
pamphlets from industrial companies are all treated the same. Judd has a
labyrinthine collection of “printed-matter,” some of which he “looks” at
rather than reads. By this means he mught take a math equation, and by sight,
translate it into a metal progression of structured intervals. In this context, it is
best to think of “printed-matter” the way Borges thinks of it, as “The universe
(which others call the library).” or like McLuhan’s “Gutenberg Galaxy,” in
other words as an unending “library of Babel.” This condition is reflected in
Henry Geldzahlers remark, “I'm doing a book on European painting since
1900—a drugstore book. Dell is printing 100,000 copies.” Too bad Dell isn't
printing 100,000,000,000.

Judd’s sensibility encompasses geology, and mineralogy. He has an excellent
collection of geologic maps, which he scans from time to time, not for their
mtended content, but for their exquisite structural precision. His own writing
style has much in common with the terse, factual descriptions one finds in his
collection of geology books. Compare this passage from one of his books, “The
Geology of Jackson County, Missouri” to his own criticism: “The interval be-
tween the Cement City and the Raytown limestones varies from 10 to 23 feet.

The lower three-quarters 1s an irregularly colored green, blue, red, and vellow

WILL INSLEY, Night Wall, | 964. Lead, oil on masonite, 88" high.




shale which at some places contains calcareous concretions.” And now an ex-
cerpt from Judd’s review of Dan Flavin’s first one-man show: “The light 1s
bluntly and awkwardly stuck on the square block; it protrudes awkwardly. The
red in the green attached to a lighter green is odd as color, and as a sequence.”
[ like particularly the way in which he (Robert Morris) subverts
the “purist” reading one would normally give to such geometric
arrangements,
Barbara Rose,“Looking at American Sculpture, ”
Artforum, February 1965

“Point Triangle Gray” Faith sang, waving at an intersection ahead.
“That’s the medical section. Tests and diseases, injuries and—"" she
giggled naughuly—"Supply depot for the Body Bank”

J- Williamson & E Pohl, The Recfs of Space

Make a
sick
picture
or a sick
Readymade
Marcel Duchamp, from the Green Box

Many of Morris’s wall structures are direct homages to Duchamp; they de-
ploy facsimiles of ready-mades within high Manneristic frames of reference.
Extensions of the Cartesian mund are carried to the most attenuated points of
no return by a systematic annulment of movement. Descartes’ cosmology is
brought to a standstill. Movement in Morris’s work 1s engulfed by many types
of stillness: delayed action, mnadequate energy, general slowness, an all over
sluggishness. The ready-mades are, in fact, puns on the Bergsonian concept of
“creative evolution” with its 1dea of “ready made categories,” Says Bergson,
“The history of philosophy 1s there, however, and shows us the eternal conflict
of systems, the impossibility of satisfactorily getting the real into the ready-made
garments of our ready-made concepts, the necessity of making to measure.” But
it 15 just such an “impossibility” that appeals to Duchamp and Morris. With this
in mind, Morris’s monstrous “ideal” structures are inconsequential or uncer-
tain ready-mades, which are definitely outside of Bergson’s concept of creative
evolution. If anything, they are uncreative in the manner of the 16th-century
alchemist-philosopher-artist. C. G, Jung’s writing on “The Materia Prima” of-
fers many clues in this direction. Alchemy, it seems, 1s a concrete way of deal-
ing with sameness. In this context, Duchamp and Morris may be seen as artifi-
cers of the uncreative or decreators of the Real. They are like the 16th-century
artist Parmigianino, who “gave up painting to become an alchemist”” This
might help us to understand both Judd’s and Morris’s interest in geology. It 15

also well to remember that Parmigianino and Duchamp both pamnted “Vir-




gins,” when they did paint. Sydney Freedberg observed in the work of Parmi-
gianino “an assembly of surfaces, nothing is contained within these surfaces.”
Such an observation might also be applied to Duchamp’s hollow “Virgins,”
with their insidious almost lewd associations. The “purist” surfaces of certain
artists have a “contamination” in them that relates to Duchamp and Parmi-
gianino, if not in fact, at least in idea.

The impure-purist surface is very much in evidence in the new abstract art,
but I think Stella was the first to employ it. The iridescent purple, green, and
silver surfaces that followed Stella’s all-black works, conveyed a rather lurid
presence through their symmetries. An exacerbated, gorgeous color gives a
chilling bite to the purist context. Immaculate beginnings are subsumed by
glittering ends. Like Mallarmeé’s “Herodiade,” these surfaces disclose a “cold
scintillation”; they seem to “love the horror of being virgin.” These mnaccessi-
ble surfaces deny any definite meaning in the most definite way. Here beauty is
allied with the repulsive in accordance with highly rigid rules. One's sight is
mentally abolished by Stella’s hermetic kingdom of surfaces.

Stella’s immaculate but sparkling symmetries are reflected in John Cham-
berlains “Kandy-Kolored™ reliefs. “They are extreme, snazzy, elegant mn the
wrong way, immoderate,” says Judd. “It 1s also interesting that the surfaces of
the reliefs are definitely surfaces.”” Chamberlain’s use of chrome and metalflake
brings to mind the surfaces in Scorpio Rising, Kenneth Anger’s many-faceted
horoscopic film about constellated motorcychsts. Both Chamberlain and Anger
have developed what could be called Califormia surfaces. In a review of the

film, Ken Kelman speaks of “the ultimate reduction of ultimate experience to

brilliant chromatic surface; Thanatos in Chrome—artificial death™ in a way that
evokes Chamberlain’s giddy reliefs.

Judd bought a purple Florite crystal at the World’s Fair. He likes the “uncre-
ated” look of it and its impenetrable color. John Chamberlain, upon learning
of Judd’s interest in such a color, suggested he go to the Harley Davidson Mo-
torcycle Company and get some “Hi-Fi”" lacquer. Judd did this and “self”
sprayed some of his works with it. This transparent lacquer allows the “star-
spangled” marking on the iron sheet to come through, making the surfaces
look mineral hard. His standard crystallographic boxes come in a variety of
surfaces from Saturnian orchid-plus to wrinkle-textured blues and greens—
alchemy from the year 2000.

But [ think nevetheless, we do not feel altogether comfortable at
being forced to say that the crystal is the seat of greater disorder
than the parent liquid.

P. W. Bridgman, The Nature Of Thermodynamics

The formal logic of crystallography, apart from any preconceived scientific

content, relates to Judd’s art in an abstract way. If we define an abstract crystal

as a solid bounded by symmetrically grouped surfaces, which have definite re-
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lationships to a set of imaginary lines called axes, then we have a clue to the
structure of Judd’s “pink plexiglas box.” Inside the box five wires are strung in
a way that resembles very strongly the crystallographic idea of axes. Yet, Judd’s
axes don’t correspond with any natural crystal. The entire box would collapse
without the tension of the axes. The five axes polarize between two stainless
steel sides. The inside surfaces of the steel sides are visible through the trans-
parent plexiglas. Every surface is within full view; which makes the inside and
outside equally important. Like many of Judd's works, the separate parts of the
box are held together by tension and balance, both of which add to its static
existence.

Like energy, entropy 1s in the first instance a measure of some-

thing that happens when one state is transformed into another.

P. W. Bridgman, The Nature of Thermodynamics

The Park Place Group (Mark di Suvero, Dean Fleming, Peter Forakis,
Robert Grosvenor, Anthony Magar, Tamara Melcher, Forrest Myers, Ed Ruda,
and Leo Valledor) exists in a space-time monastic order, where they research a
cosmos modeled after Einstein. They have also permuted the “models™ of
R.. Buckminster Fuller’s “vectoral” geometry in the most astounding manner.

Fuller was told by certain scientists that the fourth dimension was “ha-ha,”
in other words, that it is laughter. Perhaps it 1s. It 15 well to remember that the
seemingly topsy-turvy world revealed by Lewis Carroll did spring from a well
ordered mathematical mind. Martin Gardner in his “The Annotated Alice,”
notes that in a science-fiction story “Mimsy Were the Borogroves” the author
Lewis Padgett presents the Jabberwocky as a secret language from the future,
and that if rightly understood, it would explain a way of entering the fourth
dimension. The highly ordered non-sense of Carroll, suggests that there might
be a similar way to treat laughter. Laughter is in a sense a kind of entropic
“verbalization.” How could artists translate this verbal entropy, that is “ha-ha,”
into “solid-models”? Some of the Park Place artists seem to be researching this
“curtous” condition. The order and disorder of the fourth dimension could be
set between laughter and crystal-structure, as a device for unlimited speculation.

Let us now define the different types of Generalized Laughter, according to
the six main crystal systems: the ordinary laugh is cubic or square (Isometric),
the chuckle is a triangle or pyramid (Tetragonal), the giggle is a hexagon or
rhomboid (Hexagonal), the titter is prismatic (Orthorhombic), the snicker is
oblique (Monoclinic), the guffaw 1s asymmetric (Trichinic). To be sure this def-
mnition only scratches the surface, but I think 1t will do for the present. If we
apply this “ha-ha-crystal” concept to the monumental models being produced
by some of the artists in the Park Place group, we might begin to understand
the fourth-dimensional nature of their work. From here on in, we must not
think of Laughter as a laughing matter, but rather as the “matter-of-laughs.”

Solid-state hilarity, as manifest through the “ha-ha-crystal” concept, appears
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SOL LeWITT, 1965, Installation view.

in a patently anthropomorphic way in Alice in Wonderland, as the Cheshire Cat.
Says Alice to the Cat, “you make one quite giddy!” This anthropomorphic el-
ement has much in common with impure-purist art. The “grin without a cat™
indicates “laugh-matter and/or anti-matter,” not to mention something ap-
proaching a solid giddiness. Giddiness of this sort 1s reflected m Myers’ plastic
contraptions. Myers sets hard titter against soft snickers, and puts hard guffaws
onto soft giggles. A fit of silliness becomes a thomboid, a high-pitched discharge
of mirth becomes prismatic, a happy outburst becomes a cube, and so forth,

You observed them at work in null time. From your description

of what they were about, it seems apparent that they were erect-

mng a transfer portal linking the null level with its corresponding

aspect of normal entropy—in other words, with the normal

contimuum.

Keith Laumer, The Other Side of Time

Through direct observation, rather than explanation, many of these artists
have developed ways to treat the theory of sets, vectoral geometry, topology,
and crystal structure. The diagrammatic methods of the “new math” have led
to a curious phenomenon. Namely, a more visible math that 1s unconcerned
with size or shape in any metrical sense. The “paper and pencil operations™
that deal with the invisible structure of nature have found new models, and
have been combined with some of the more fragile states of mind. Math is

dislocated by the artists in a personal way, so that it becomes “Manneristic” or
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separated from its original meaning. This dislocation of meaning provides the
artist with what could be called “synthetic math.” Charles Peirce (1839-1914),
the American philosopher, speaks of “graphs” that would “put before us mov-
ing pictures of thought.” (See Martin Gardner’s Logic Machines and Diagrans.)
This synthetic math is reflected in Duchamp’s “measured” pieces of fallen
threads, “Three Standard Stoppages,” Judd’s sequential structured surfaces,
Valledor’s “fourth dimensional™ color vectors, Grosvenor’s hypervolumes in
hyperspace, and di Suvero’s demolitions of space-time. These artists face the

possibility of other dimensions, with a new kind of sight.
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as & constant, all lhon plrlicnhrhiug nlltinu of scale,

proportion, et cetera, are not thereby canceled. Rather they are bound
more cohesively and indivisibly together. The magnification of this single
most important sculptural value, shape, together with greater

unification and integration of every other essential sculptural value, ..
establishes hoth a new limit and freedom for sculpture.—Robert Morris

THE

Robert Morria

FACTOR
IN ART

In the film Planet of the Vampires, we see an enormous

spaceship, the construction of which includes no right angles.

The metal interior compartments have sloping walls, rounded corners,
and are symmetrical after geometric figures other than

the rectangle. As the film progresses, we enter yet another alien

1

| o r,[ong

1 A

d on an airless planet. Even more enormouns,

this ship takes us a step further: the huge corridors are circular

and segmented, the segments being divided into bivalves, A magnetic
property activates the ship’s mechanisms when living bodies enter
a section. Triangular plastic forms, pale orange and opaquely fluorescent,
thythmically pulsate. Electronic mechanisms—without wires,

moving parts or obvious power source—activate the atmosphere locks. ..
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Harper’s Bazaar, July 1966
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Dea Judd

d distant, yet it is reflected in the familiar
m :_- things of this planet. It shares with the new math the ability

wmﬁmmmmmnwm

" not only the facts of addition, subtraction, multiplication
and division, but also the stracture of the numbers system in terms
of modules and units. Concepts such as mathematical crystal structure,
set theory, clock math, and the Cuisenaire rod method,
disclose to the new artist uncharted, abstract territories of the mind
that he explores in terms of concrete structure.—Robert Smithson

“ABSTRICT PEMNING, 1960°, 40 % 60 InCHES , OiL o0 CaNVAS

A sQuane (nemriat, 5M)cmrn, Five FeerT wipe,
FAVE Feer thin , 35 HigH 35 3 man, 35 wide 35 3 mans
OUTSTRENTHOD M5 (NAT LIRIE, noT smatL, sizesess),
TRiSCCTEr (Mo ComPosition), e HoRIZmY It Fotom
HEIITING pna VERTICIL Fordeon (FORmLEss, o TOF, o
BoTYON | PARCCTIONLESS ), THREL (moRE oK Less )PIRN
(LiGHTLESS Y NN - CONTRISTING (COLeRLEss ) CoLORS,
BRsHWIIK BRISHED OUT T0 RemeVe PrusHweRk,

a3 MaT, FLAT, FRE-H#ND PFiwres sunfacs (GlLossiess,
TEXTUWRELESS, ROV~ Lin€dR, Mo HARP epIe,Ho sefT epded
Wit Does ot ReFLECT 15 SuRRaImDIngs — 3 Puss,
APSTRICT, NOVI-OBICETIVE, TIMULLSS , SPACLLESS, CHande-
LESS, KELIMOHLESS , DisinTERESTED Painring — an
OBJECT THAT is SeLF-Conscions (no wnconsciousness),
1DEM , TRIANSCLNPENT, IWIARE 6F W0 THING Pur ART
(ABSeLLTELY WO FInyi-ANRT). A ReinHandt, 1940,

With the nominal three, I will exult primary figures
and their dimensions, Here will be the basic counting marks (primitive
abstractions) restated long in the daylight glow of common

fluorescent tubes. Such an el tal system b possible (ironic)

in the context of my previous work.—Dan Flavin

The ‘unconscious’ has no place in Don Judd’s art.

His crystalline state of mind is far removed from the organic floods
of action painting. He translates his concepts into artifices of fact.
Space in Judd's art seems to belong to an order of increasing
hardness, not unlike geological formations. He has put space down in
the form of deposits. Such deposits come from his mind

rather than nature. Judd has brought space down into an abstract




By Mel Bochner & Robert Smithson

FOR SOME, INFINITY IS THE PLANETARIUM, A FROZEN WHIRLPOOL
AT THE END OF THE WORLD, A VAST STRUCTURE OF CONCENTRIC
CIRCLES, ROUND WHOSE BORDERS ONE MAY FIND AN INTERMINABLE

COLLECTION OF IDEAS AS OBJECTS, A REPOSITORY OF MODEL

CECTECTACINIREE | NIVERSES. HERE ALSO IS THE DOMAIN OF THE GREAT BEAR.

Art Voices, F.i” 19606




Nature is an infinite sphere, whose center is
everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere,
—PASCAL

in the center of the infinite

Borges speaks of a labyrinch that is a straighe line, invisible
and unceasing, Overwhelming in its symmetries, the archi-
tecture of the planetarium is more labyrinthian. Circular,
insular, windowless, it renders the mind itself invisible. An
artistic conception of the inconceivable, it conforms to no
outer necessity. Edges blur as one tries to distinguish an out-
line. The ambulatories become vast interminable spaces;
traversing them becomes an interstellar journey. Once such
expectations occur, there no longer exist any realities. Just
vague disorders and contingencies. The planetarium becomes
the same size as the universe; which it is. Perplexed, dizzied,
one encounters here a cosmic nostalgia. Vertigo at contem-
plating man’s most futile gesture—parrimony of the infinite.
Above the staircase a sign:

SOLAR SYSTEM

i
& REST ROOMS

The walls of the original sections of the building have a
clotted surface and are painted sky-blue. They are a last
refuge from the sleek and streamlined. There is a toneless,
bleak fecling in the blank stone facing, the wide stretches
of deserted corridor, the dark shrouded corners. A super-
natural, immobilizing effect. Bur the light of recently installed
exhibitions is bleaching out the dim uncertainties of 1934.
New notions of the future and space, more optimistic and
‘atisfying, are supplanting the dreary void. Formica and
fluorescent, chrome and plexiglass are replacing the beaver-
board, rtextured cement, glass and plywood. The dismal
maroons and blacks are being repainted aqua, chartreuse,
cerise or tangerine,

The conundrum, however, remains,

“Under the great dome,
the lecturer, with a com-
plicated series of buttons,
dials and switches to

captives of the planets

At first only the image of a yellow light bulb is visible,
suspended from the ceiling. A small globe of yellow incan-
descent light sunk in a dim background. Slowly other
groupings of lights appear, advancing or retreating sluggishly
as they move out from the center along wider and wider
tracks. In orbic about the second order of lamps, further
diminished lights revolve, somerimes indistinct, sometimes
overlapping, hanging from boxes and armatures or other less
simple shapes. This is the Solar System.

On the floor, in the center of the circular room, beneath
the sun, is a twelve-foor reproduction of the Azrec Calendar
Stone. The core of the design is a face of the Sun God. Its
close-ser eyes are crossed. Its expression vaguely cruel. On
either side of the Sun, claws enclosed in circles are grasping
human hearts.

About the stone in concentric rows are the sears. In the
. . Captives of the Planers.
The atmosphere is violet, silent and inerr. A recorded lecture

seafts, in Stupor, the '.mdia—ncc.

drones in a basal monotone. Vacancy adds to the lifelessness.
The axes of the system cut four aisles through the tightly
wound rings of chairs. The aisles terminate in four sets of
double doors at the outermost reaches. The doors, once closed,
expel temporality. Enormous lengths of time are compressed
into the room. Light-years pass in minutes. Life so extended
becomes negligible. The cycle of the planets occurs and
reoccurs. The Solar System, this mechanical collection of
tracks, boxes, bulbs, gears, armatures, rods, seems tired, torpid.
A chamber of ennui. And fatigue. It is endless, if only the
elecrricity holds out.

All photos courtesy of American Museum of Natural History

manipulate, and with over
two thousand possible

combinations at his com-
mand, is virtually in con-
trol of the universe.”

Hayden Planetarium
Guide Book




at the perimeter

L|-|.f.|.-|1-.i the malevolent red exie
Williwmette meteor, It
METRrs imn ‘L.'l}'l:'u'n |
reads "The Future,'

n of the Solar SYELEM FE5TS
presumably, one of the larpese
¢, Behind it a caprion from another exhibic

It is here, ar the perimeter of the old seihility, thae the
Viking Rocker y lies, canght between the old humanism
and the new rec ogism, Along s Afy-foor lengt  are
inser rwengy plistic windows Ten of these are clear and
ransparent. Four are green, Three are red. Two are bluc
The body of

It has become overc

|.||< Fent -|---'-|U_I e 15 lil. all I.'IIII'I,I_'||II||i.II,|\_ CASL

the rocker was ar one tme wi
marred 40 sumehow  decadent. The nose
pppenars o0 be of another maserial material
onpaintesl, The interior loaks uncomplicared. Various sgquare,
cylindrical or |\i||}'Rl il beoces and comparimenes, cither apen
or closed, perforamed or salid, are incecconnecred by means
Jed] ';_:-'I"«'\.II'.JL_'

Ray Coincidence Amplifier, Solar Aspecr, Gimbal Ring,
Doppler Anrenpa, X-Ruy Densitomersr. In the contral Cuvity
of the elongired main section is the fuel mnk, Three plustic
windows reveal the red void, a |,||||:'.' container of qr:[hinﬂ-
fuselope pr l.m'.-::ll'?li.‘ From
ic green in

ippearance, und hored ||‘.I)I||L_]| centrally by
n standpipe. The reéar exhause, directly behind the sft instr-
menmation compartment, 15 joingd w the main body by four
Ia
orifice beneath a cylindrical casing with nine
oo the end of it terminating in a ser
where off 1o the lefr behind a lateral

I 1
else the same

of '-|I1_:_5=a.' or grouped wires, The pares

arg

ness. The nexi opening along the
lefe roo righe i3 the oxidizer tmok. It is & viei

color, cleaner in

vd hoses. The whols Apparacus Is oo inm -r|1- posie rior

ateached

wires that disappear so
appendage clearly marked Yawr Seres.
The supposed Factualicy vields no informarion Mothing

known bur rhe I|.'-|!l-.:!|-..'|.||'|r surfaces

beyond the possibility threshol

For spame, r|.-.|||r1.- 15 not enougeh, Others, perhaps thase wh
anxictes have been deadencd by lethargy and inaceivity, fod
the inerr forms of realiey & rare Inroxication, The sha
of the physical world, once become  detachedy
5. The rndom dimensions of reality Iose their subd
jectivity, Duration betomes a coofhicient of welght, It i
'L‘ILE.IJ1-.1 this pe wsibilisy threshald thar the

assirnilaresd,
1der

"black-light” mur

1 CXists

il hall i gaioed |
Immediarely o sty carni

Entry oo vy skirring a flocr-we
celing  blockade, of spa
sensatians 14 encountered. Bloared visions of "Samren and I
Ri "Moan in E I'I:""" "Giant Nebulae of Orion,” ~Lunaf
Landscape.” The luminescens whites and vellows are activared
by the dim “black-light,” Backgrounds are dark, velvery, w
acular. Bue oddly, the reverse effeer is achicvedl

clausrrophubic. IF this 15 6

=

nfnite, s
The hall s ¢

wse fiar hea

images of menmal hxie, The w

any closer will do, T

mare than- tr *.Sli"l.'-

replica of quasi-deaths,

Here, as \'."\.Ef!.“i::l.ll- in this lul
aned circular reasons, there is o cenger. The A
“In 1956 the Toledo Scale Company builr a
hich was assembled in chis corr
rowns discovered 1o be GHABS pounds. Visicoss, by

special scalg
The weighe of the

B :\I...JI'

-\.Irj1|‘-illg on mity see the hand al che

swale move -:|:|:!'|_'|f, 15 cheir own weight 18 added o that of
the gigantic Mmetenrine,

More incredible thun the S¢
than the fluorescing pigment of r|1-. mura
Their shires gather the impe

e - wrrificial nd uncedd
are the unsuspec:-
luminescence,

E WISIMICS,

s than

Ore Te
the tiny specks of dissant planess which surround them
Trapped in this chamber of the vnceasing Planetrium, the
duration of rtheir sty s heavier than Ahnighito's chirry-
fu

glowing tecth hecome more ssellar, o

L,







secrets of the ambulatories
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. THE GLORIFIED ORRERY, FORTY FEET IN DIAMETER . . .
. EXACT REPLICA OF AZTEC CALENDAR STONE . . .

. COLORED PANELS OF THE SOLAR PROMINENCES . . ,
» LOAN COLLECTIONS OF ASTROLABES, COMPASSES, AND HOURGLASSES . . .
. AN IMAGINARY 10,000,000,000,000,000,000 MILE TRIP . . .

. THE LUNAR LANDSCAPE PAINTED BY HOWARD RUSSELL BUTLER . . .

. THE ELEPHANTS AND A TORTOISE SUPPORT A HEMISPHERICAL EARTH . . .
. THE WORLD SERPENT TWINED ABOUT EARTH EGG . . .

. THE BABYLONIAN IDEA OF THE UNIVERSE AS A BOX . . .

. APOPI, WHO LIVED IN THE DEPTHS OF THE CELESTIAL RIVER . .

. TWO THOUSAND TIMES THE WEIGHT OF PLATINUM . . .

. THE ABANDONMENT OF SPLENDID SPECULATION . . .

. MODEL OF THE EINSTEIN TOWER AT POTSDAM . . .

.~ A SHIP WHIRLING ABOUT IN THE FUNNEL OF THE MAELSTROM . . .

. AN ENTIRE DAY IN THREE MINUTES . . .

. THE SO-CALLED "LAW OF THE CONSERVATION OF MATTER" .

. AN IMPONDERABLE, ALL-PERVASIVE, AND INTERMEDIATE SUBSTANCE . . .
. THE OLD LUMINIFEROUS ETHER DOES NOT FUNCTION . . .

. THE BRITISH ECLIPSE EXPEDITIONS OF 1919 . . .

. SUNDIAL MOTTO: “I MARK OMLY THE SUNMNY HOURS" .

. ORDINARY X-RAYS ARE A KIND OF INVISIBLE LIGHT . . .

. VARIATION OF RAY INTENSITY WITH ALTITUDE . . .

. BAYER'S HISTORIC URANOMETRIA . . .

. SHIFTING OF THE SPECTRUM LINES . . .

(== T = O O R

N — 0w

. PHOTO-ELECTRIC EQUATION (1905) . . .
. A CERTAIN HAZY CONDITION . . .

. APPROXIMATELY FIFTEEN TONS . . .

. 33-INCH TELESCOPE AT MEUDON . . .
. TWELVE MASSIVE PILLARS . . .

. TIME KEPT BY A FICTITIOUS SUN . . .
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. A FIRM FOUNDATION . . .

. MORE THAMN 120 STEREOPTICON LANTERNS . . .
. WHIRLPOOLS OF MAGNETIC ACTIVITY . . .

. THE DARK WEDGE OF SYRTIS MAIOR . . .

. PHILOLAUS AND THE COSMIC OCTAVE . . .

. THE CIGAR THAT LASTS TWICE AS LONG . . .

. EDDINGTON'S IMAGINARY EXPERIMENT . . .

. DEMOCRITUS AND THE THEORY OF COMETS . . .
. AN IROM CEILING OVER THE UNIVERSE . . .

. BROWNIAN MOVEMENT EQUATION (1905) . . .

. NORMAL TIME AT THE 75TH MERIDIAN . . .
. COSMIC RAYS IM THE STRATOSPHERE . . .

. THE GOD SHU . . .
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. 200° BELOW ZERO

. FRIGID IN DARKMESS . . .
. THE SPECTROHELIOSCOPE . . .

. MUSIC OF THE SPHERES . . .

. THE AKELEY CEMENT GUN . . .
. CENTRIPETAL FORCE . . .

. THE VERNAL EQUINOX . . .

. A WORLD WITHOUT LIFE . . .




secrets of the domes

L DRIYEN DOWN BY MEANS OF A 4,500 POUMD STEAM HAMMER

2. THE COROMA IS CORRELATED WITH THE PERIODICITY OF SUNSPOTS
3, SUSPEMDED FROM SMALL T-SHAPED BAR ANCHORS

4, "SPOT" WELDED ALONG THE LAPS AT OMEAMCH INTERVALS

5, TWO FALSE-WORK SURFACES HELD AT EQUAL DISTAMCES

6, GAUZELIKE WINGS HIDE MYRIAD SUNS FROM VIEW

7. MASSES OF QPAQUE MATTER OBSCURIMG THE LIGHT OF STARS .

8. DESIGMED TO MINIMIZE STRAIM OMN THE MECK

7. THE GIANT APPARATUS TURNS AND TWISTS

10. SEPARATED FROM THE EARTH BY 240,000 MILES

11, A DECADE OF STUDY OF CERTAIM CRATERS

12, THE GREEKS BELIEVED THE EARTH TO BE A DMSK .

13. WHITE-ROBED PRIESTS STAMNDING MOTIOMLESS

4, MIUMIMATED 8Y FIOOCDLIGHTS COMCEALED ABOYVE THE MARQUEE
THAT MAMNY-SIDED GEMILUS—THE LATE CARL AKELEY

14, MIME OF THE ANCIENT MARINER AND THE "HORMED mOOM

I7. ALLEGHANY OBSERVATORY STAFF DISCOVERS “FURMACE COMETS
1B, THE BIG DIPPER, FOUMD IN THE MARROW BELT CALLED THE FODIAC
1% HATURAL TEMDEMCY OF all KNOWLEDGE TO "UNITY AMD SIMPLICITY
20, REAL COLLISION, GRATING COALSION, OR MEAR COLLISION . . .

I, EUCLIDEAM GEOMETRY-—LEMGTH, BREADTH, AMD THICKMESS

. THE LEAGUE ©OF MATIONS COMNSIDERED & REVISION OF THE CTALEMDAR

)
-

LIGHT RAYS ARE BEMT BY GRAWVITY

MILLIOMS OF SMALL “MOCMLETS™

20° N A STIFFEMING RIB ONE INCH WIDE

326 PILES WERE MECESSARY

ROUND IRDN RODS IMBEDDED IW COMCRETE

5-5HAPED OBSCURATION WINDS

THE PREVEMTION OF DISTURBING ECHOES

COMFORTABLE SEATIMG ARTAMGEMENTS

THE GREAT MEBULA N DRHIM

. IROM PEDESTALS BOLTED TO THE FLOOR
CONCE THOUGHT TO BE HOLES |M THE SKY .

12. HOLLOW SPHERES OF GASEOUS MATERIAL

13. ALL THE POINTS OF THE COMPASS

14, IN THE YALLEY OF TEM THOUSAMD SMOKES

15, EASY LESSOME IM EINSTEIM . .

16, NEWTOMN AND ABSOLUTE SPACE .

17, SMALLHEADED MNAILS WERE USED

18, THE PRESEMT GRBIT OF MEFTUNE

19. THE SATELLITES OF JUPITER . . .

20, VELOCITY 12,000 MILES PER SECOND
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A GIGANTIC SIEVE ,
. ASTRONOMY FOR AMATEURS
A LAYER OF “ROCK CORK"

THE RED SHIFT
THE SWITCHBOARD |
. "ALADDIN'S LAMP
MEWTOM WITH HIS PRISM
. THE DOPPLER EFFECT
| . RIGIDLY FIXED
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the domain of the great bear

SHOW SETTING:
Latitude 40 N, May 31, 1966, 9:00
hours on meridian. Geocentric earth
set to 40 N Latitude, N.Y. on meri-
dian. Red and green platform lights,
blue pans, and cove lights up.

OPERATION 1:

1. Red and green platform lights
and cove lights should be out
by end of introductory music.

2. On cue before music ends, tech-
nician projects slides showing
titte—first part—and then phote
of bear and second part of title.

3. Lecturer fades in geocentric earth
and signals off title and bear
slides,

4. Llecturer fades in winter
moves geocentric earth to dem-
onstrate its motion.

5. Lecturer switches to spring sun
and demonstrates motion.

6. Lecturer switches to summer sun
and demonstrates motion.

7. lecturer stops geocentric earth
and switches on all three suns,

8. Lecturer moves ftriple suns over
earth.

9. lecturer points out Tropic Zone
of earth, Arctic Zone of earth,
and Temperate Zone of earth.

Topic:

Introduction. Domain of Bear is Arctic.

Demonstrate motions of winter, spring,

summer suns over earth. Show how

each will appear or not appear from

Arctic region. Demonstrate and ex-

plain Tropic and Arctic Circles; Tropic,

Arctic, and Temperote Zones on earth.

Introduce next topic, viz, that Domain

of Bear is also our spring evening sky.

sun,

Insert:

Tendency to immobilize the constella-
tions into a concave grid-system.
‘Stars’ are projected from below, thus
inverting the temporal 'naturalism’ of
the Copernican Solar System. The
‘starry sky' is crystallized into square
surfaces. Ursa-Major is represented
by a slide (a stuffed Kodiac Bear)
from the Museum of Matural History.
The organic metaphor of the ‘Bear’
is replaced by an abstract grid-system
that compacts all the seasons of the
year, thus eliminating the passage of
time through space. Space is almost
excluded. Time is solidified. The Arc-
tic Circle replaces the Tropic Circles.
The 'Equator’ within the actual limits
of the Planetarium undergoes a meta-
ice-age. Time becomes an actual-
object. The stars of Ursa Major are
frozen into a global arctic that covers

all the zones on earth. (See illustra-
tion of ‘the Bear' in the depiction of
Washington, D.C. undergoing an ‘ice-
age.’)

OPERATION Ii:

1. lecturer fades out triple suns,
signals for N.Y. daytime horizon,
fades out geocentric earth, fades
in Zeiss sun in slow diurnal mo-
tion.

2. Lecturer signals for sunset clouds,
sunset and star music. Technician
starts clouds in motion, starts
tape, and fades out blue pans.
Technician, on music cues, filters
blue over daytime heorizon and
dissolves for nighttime horizon,
fading out night horizon by end
of star music.

3. Llecturer fades up stars.

The Zeiss Projector. Art work by Helmut
Wimmer.

Topic:

Sunset, stars of the spring sky, the
Domain of the Bear. Lecturer should
prepare for next operation by setting
pointer stars on meridian,

Insert:
Rapid motion of the false stars pro-
duces mild
Canned ‘classical music’ adds to the
effect.

nausea or seasickness.

OPERATION il

1. Signal 3 x4 slide of Big
Dipper {(with hour hand
up in midnight position for early
March). Use diurnal motion to
demonstrate clock, stopping with

Arcturus on meridian.

Signal off clock slide.

3. Signal for slide of Owl Nebula,
M-51 (Whirlpool Galaxy) and
M-81 & M-82, all projected in
position within the constellation.

4. Signal off slides.

5. Signal for sequence of 7 slides,
showing nature of 7 Dipper stars,
switched on one-by-one, at five-
second intervals.

for
clock

%]

6. Signal off all slides except slide
showing Mizar as a double.

7. Signal for spectrum device.

8. Signal for motion in spectrum
demonstrator.

9. Signal off spectrum demonstra-
tor. Technician then dissolves in
two spectroscopic binary slides
for Mizar slide.

10. Signal for slide showing Alcor
as a binary.

11. Signal off all slides.

Topic:

Big Dipper star clock. Deep space
objects in direction of Ursa Major.
Nature of Big Dipper stars.

Insert:

The third dimension is diminished.
Also tends toward binary dualism—
an interminable regressus against the
unity of a single star. ‘Deep space’ is
explained by two-dimensional slide
projections. There is no time apart
from the actual lecture-time. The mind
is brought to absolute rest for the
duration of the lecture. Moments, in-
tervals and sequences are coded into
a landscape of ice. Chronology con-
tradicts, repeats, bifurcates, and gets
heavier with thoughts of the Polar
regions. Matter is seen to be both
solid and dualistic.

OPERATION IV:

1. Signal for each of four slides
showing head, paws, and hind-
quarters of Bear over constella-
tion. Each is switched on at ten-
second intervals.

2. Signal for slide of tail.

Signal off slides.

4. Signal for music and change to
Latitude 80 'North.

L

Topic:
Identifying the constellation Ursa Ma-
jor. Journey to Arctic.

Insert:

Ten-second intervals are coded into
the polar regions. Ice belongs to the
type of sym-
metry in trigonal system. The 'Bear’
is divided and coded into that sys-
tem. The '‘Bear’ vanishes inte glacial
grids. Time does not pass during the
actual moments of these intervals,
but is crystallized into the faceted
present of the mind. The time of our
mind becomes o frozen actuality,
while the clock is forgotten.

ditrigonal-pyramidal

* Show Outline, courtesy of the Museum of
Motural History—Hayden Planetarium. Inserts
by the author.
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“The End of the World"—a bombardment of meteors.

Artist's impression of the Earth doomed to a frigid death
as the Sun gradually cools. Drawings by T. Voter.

illustrations of catastrophe and remote times

. the inevitable cotastrophe is at hand.
Edgar Allan Poe, Eureko

Artists employed by both the Planetarium and the
Museum of Natural History have illustrated expendable
“conceptions” of ultimate catastrophe, based on the
more inaccessible regions of “space and time.” In their
minds they have traveled into the forbidden zones, into
the dazzling realms. They have imagined dimensions
beyond the walls of time; and have established provi-
sional limits on a grand scale in order to re-invent the
cosmos, The problem of the "human figure” vanishes
from these illustrated infinities and prehistoric cata-
clysms. Time is deranged. Oceans become puddles,
monumental pillars of magma rise from the dark depths
of a cracking world. Disasters of all kinds flood the

mind at the speed of light, Anthropomorphic concerns
are extfinct in this vortex of disposable universes. A
bewildered “dinesaur” and displaced “bears” are
trapped in amazing time dislocations. “Nature” is
simulated and turned into “handpainted” photographs
of the extreme past or future. Vast monuments of total
annihilation are pictured over boundless abysses or
seen from dizzying heights. This is o bad-boy's dream
of obliteration, where galaxies are smashed like toys.
Globes of "anti-matter” collide with “proto-matter,”
billion and billions of fragments speed into the deadly
chasms of space. Destruction builds on destruction; form-
ing sheets of burning ice, violet and green, it all falls
off into infinite pools of dust. A landslide of diamonds
plunges inte a polar crevasse of boundless dimension.
History no longer exists.
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Waning of Space .>

For many artists
the universe is
expanding; for
some it is
contracting.

By
ROBERT SMITHSON
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Ciullery
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g From
Eredar

Edgar Allin  Poe's

A A, Idscretd Seheme Without
Menvory by Dan Giraham

Amiens Labyrinih

ROUND FOUR BLOCKS of pring | shall postalace

four wlrramundane margine thar shall conmin in

deerminate  informatiom s well as
reproductions, The fiest obsoacle shall be labyrinth'"',
through which the mind will pass: in an instant, thus
eliminating the spatinl problem, The next encounter
is an abysmal ansromy cheasre' ', Quickly che mind will
pass over this dizrying heighe. Here the pages of time are
peper thin, even when it comis o s pyramid' % The
center of this pyramid s everywhere and nowhere, From
this center opne may se¢ the Tower of Babel'*', Kepler's
universe' ™, or 2 building by the architect Ledoox''. To
formulate o geneml theory aof this inconceivable sysem
would not solve its symmerrical perplexicies, “E’.'u.l:u T
trap the mind is one of an infinite number of “cities of
the futaee 7" angd extravagnnt experi
ments ' pdumbrare the “absolue’
becomes aware of what T, E, Hulme called “the fringe .
the cold walks . .. that lead powhere,”

In Ad Reinharde’s "Twelve Rules for o New Academy’
we find the statement, "The present is the future of the
past, and the past of the future,” The dim surface sections
within the confines of Reinhardr’s standard (60° x 607
"paintings” disclose faint squares of time. Time, as a color
loss intersection, is ghsorbed almost impercepribly inoo
one's conscrousness, Each puinging 15 ar once both mem-
ary and forgerfulness, o poradox of darkening time. The
lines of his grids are barely visible: they waver berween
the future and the past.

George Kubler, like Ad Reinhardr, seems concerned
with "weak signals'" from "the void.” Beginnings and
endings are projected into the present as hazy planes ol
“nerualiny.” In The Skape of Time: Remarks on the His
tory of Things, Kubler says, " Actualicy is . . . the inter-
chronic pause when nothing is happening, It s the voud
herween evenes.” Reinhardt seems obsessed by this “void,”
so much thar he has atempred w give it a concreme
ih.lpu—a shape cthar evades shape. Here one fmds no
allusion to "duration,” bur an ingerval without any sug
gestion of “life or death.” This is a coherent portion of
a hidden inhnity. The future criss-crosses the past as an
unohtainable present. Time vanishes inm o perpetos)
SRITICNESS.

Maose notions of time  (Progress, Evolution, Awvant
garde) are pur in terms of hiology. Analogies are drawn
between organic biclogy and technology; the nervous
syspem in extended inmo electronics, and the muscular

reproduced

Inutile codes'”
nhsrraction” ™', One

HGFEDCRA
GHFEDCHA
FGHEDCBA
EFGHDCREA
DEFGHTRA
CDEFGHEA
BCDEFGHA
ABCDEFGH

B. Mon-gosde bhased on The
Ars Magra of Ramon Lall

Arts Magazine, November 1000
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1 Any nrt that origimples with
& will to “expression” i nol
ahstract, bul represénintional.
Space s representaled, Critics
who imerpret arl in ferms of
spee see the history of ari
a5 a_ reduction of three di
mensiongl  illusionistic  space
1o “the same order of space

inanimate  things re
meat tampible  evidence
that the old homan  poast  really

althouygh
makn . o

ax  our  bodies”  (Clement
Cireenbesg—-d hatrac, Repres
sentational  and s foeti )
Here Gircenberg equatos
“space”  with  “our bodies”
and anterprets this . redoction
s mbatragt.  This  anthropo-
morphizing of spice s mes
thetically a “pathetic fallacy™
omd i5 M no way absiract

12 Flate probably drawn

Spigeling (1627)

lar

enisted,  the  conventional  mats-
phors used 10 deseribe this wisthle
pst pie mainly Mological.” Georpge
kishler, The Shape of Time: fe
wgrks o the Hiztory of Thirgs

nowhere

the pleasure
nowhers,
let him go bo slesp
Ll

lobin Cape. Addeaes

Combridee: M LT Pres

v, 1. Bronowski among others
fas pointed our thal mathemnatics.
which most of us see s the mosl
tactionl of all scienoes, constilutes
cokvssal metophor m
and  musl  be  fudged,
menlly s well as ntelleciu-
in lerms of e smecess ol

e mosl

syseem 15 extended inco mechanies. The workings of
hiology and technology belong not in the domain of are,
bur o the "useful” time of organic (active) duration,
which is unconscious and mortal. Are mirrors the actoal-
ity that Kubler and Reinharde are exploring, What is
actual 15 apart from the continuows “scrions” between
birth and death. Action is not the motive of @ Reinhacdc
pa.:'nnng. W henever “action” does persist, it i unavail-
able or useless. In art, action is always becoming inerca,
bue this inertin has oo ground o sewcle on excepr the
mind, which is as empty as actual time

THE ANATOMY GF EXPRESSIONIZEM''

The .ﬁ[ud:r of goatomy since the Remaissance lead to &
notion of art in eems of biology''. Although anatomy is
rarely caughe in our et schools, che metmphors of ana-
eomical amd biological science linger in the minds of
some of our most abstraco arcises. In the paintings of
hoth Willem deRooning' 10 _]'_u:kyurj Pollack ™', one
may find traces of the bislogical memaphor''®', or whart
Lawrence Alloway called “binmorphism' In archi-
tecture, most notibly in the theories of Frank Lloyd
Wright, the biological metmphor prevails''™, Wright's
idea of “the organic” had a powerful infAuence on both
architects and arcises. This in turn produced a nosealgin
for the rural or rustic community or che pastoral seteing,
and a5 a result brought inte aesthetics an  anci-urban
ateitude. Wright's view of the city a5 a "cancer™ or “a
socit] disease” persists todoy in the minds of some of
the most "formal” artists and crivics. Abstract expression-
ism revealed this visceral condition, without any aware-
nesi of the role of the hological metaphor. Arc is scill
for the most part thoughe o be “creative™ or in Alloway's
words “phases of seeding, sprouting, growing, loving,
hghting, decaying, rebirth,” The science of biology in
this case, becomes “biological-fiction,” and the problem
of amuomy dissolves into an Torganic mass,” If this s
so, then abstract-expressionism was o disintegration of
“figure painting” or a decomposition of anthropomor-
phism. Impressionistic modes of art also suffer from chis
biological syndrome,

Kubler suggests that metaphors drown from physical
science rather than biological science would be more
suirahle for describing the condition of art, Biological
science has since the nineeeenth century infused in most
people’s minds an unconscicus faith in “creative evolu-

thin melaphor & Norbeet  Wiener,
The Higman Use of Human fie
lugs

1%

Pollack

lackson

The biological metaphor s

8L the bottom of all “for
malist™  eriticism, There
niothing  abstract abost  de
Koomng o Polluchk Fak

locate them m o formalis
sysem B simply a gr
muilation  bised on @ mem-
derstanding  of  mernphor—
namely. the biological e
tembed into the spatial

il

At Feormm, &

The RBio

b5,

A, The Guggenheim Mincwm
5 perhaps. Wright's
visteral  achievement
building is more org

this inverse  dige
The ambulitories are meta
phorically imlestines. 11 is o

concrele stomach

B. Gugpenheim Misewin




18 The truncated ideas in Nova
Express (Evergreen  Black
Cat Book BC-102) disclose
in part the "heat-death” of
the biological metaphor, “The
Insect Brain of Minraud en-
closed in a crystal . . ." M. L.
von Franz in Time and Svn-
chronicity  in Analytic
cholog states,  “Physicist
studying cybernetics have ob-
served that what we call
COnSCIouUSness seems o con-

“In principle, nothingness remains
inaccessible to  science.” Martin
Heidegger, An  Introduction  to
Metaphvsics

“The unity of Nature is an
extremely  artificial  and  fragile
bridge, a garden net" T, E,

Hulme, Cinders

“It came to him with a great
shock that not one of the robots
had ever seen a living thing. Not
4 bug, & worm, a leaf. Théy did
not know what flesh was. Only
the doctors knew that, and none
of them could readily understand
what was meant by the words
‘organic matter’,” Michael Shaara,
Ovphany of the Void

24 A, For  further  edification
concerning  obelisks  see A
Short Hiseory of the Egvption
Ohelisk by W, R. Cooper,
London: Samuel Bagster and
Sons. 1877, “The first men-
tion of the obelisk, or Tek-
hen,  oceurs  in connection
with the pyramid: and both
are alike designated sacred
monuments on the funereal
stele of the early empire, and
also were undeniably devoted
to the worship of the sun:
occasionally the obelisk was
represented as surmounting a
pyramid, it position which it
has never actually been found
o occupy.”

sist of an intra-psychic flux
or train of ideas, which flows
‘parallel to' (or is even pos-

sibly

‘arrow’ of time. While M. §,
Watanabe
gues that this sense of lime
is a fact sui generis, others
Grunbaum

cause
The Voices of Time (p. 218).
edited 3
York: George Braziller, 1966,

explicable by) the
convinecingly  ar-
tend to be-
that entropy is the
of time in man" Sze

by I. T. Fraser, New

19 Alberto Giacometti, The Pul-

ace at Fonr AM. (1932-33)

tion.” An intelligible dissatisfaction with this faith is very
much in evidence in the work of certain artists.

THE VANISHING ORGANISM

The biological metaphor has its origin in the temporal
order, yet certain artists have “detemporalized” certain
organic properties, and transformed them into solid ob-
jects that contain "ideas of time.” This attitude toward
art is more "Egyptian” than "Greek,” static rather than
dynamic. Or it is what William S, Burroughs calls “"The
Thermodynamic Pain and Energy Bank”''*'—a condition
of time that originates inside isolated objects rather than
outside. Artists as different as Alberto Giacometti and
Ruth Vollmer to Eva Hesse and Lucas Samaras disclose
this tendency.

Giacometti's early work, The Palace at Four AM.
enigmatically and explicitly is about time. But, one could
hardly say that this "time-structure” reveals any sugges-
tion of organic vitality, Its balance is fragile and precari-
ous, and drained of all notions of energy, yet it has a
primordial grandeur'*"', It takes one’s mind to the very
origins of time—rto the fundamental memory. Giaco-
metti’s art and thought conveys an entropic view of the
world. "It's hard for me to shut up,” says Giacometti to
James Lord. "It's the delirium that comes from the im-
possibility of really accomplishing anything"!"."

There are parallels in the art of Ruth Vollmer to
that of Giacometti. For instance, she made small skeletal
geometric structures before she started making her bronze
“spheres,” and like Giacomerti she considers those early
works "dead-ends.” But there is no denying thac these
works are in the same class with Giacomerti, for they
evoke both the presence and absence of time. Her
Obelisk'™ is similar in mood to The Palace at Four A.M.
One thinks of Pascal’s "fearful sphere’ lost in an Egyptian
past, or in the words of Plorinus the Stoa, "shadows in a
shadow'**"."" Matter in this Obelisk '*'' opposes and fore-
closes all activity—its future is missing.

The art of Eva Hesse is vertiginous and wonderfully
dismal'**’. Trellises are mummified, nets contain desic-
cated lumps, wires extend from tightly wrapped frame-
works, a cosmic dereliction is the general effect. Coils go
on and on; some are cracked open, only to reveal an
empty center, Such "things'" seem destined for a funerary
chamber that excludes all mention of the living and the
dead. Her art brings to mind the obsessions of the pha-

1
»

B, The New York Ohelisk— C. Cleoputra’'s Needles  und
Cleapaira's Needle by Charles Other Egyprian  Obelisks by
E. Moldenke, WNew York: Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, Lon-

Anson D. F.

Randolph and don: The Religious Tract So-

Co.. 1891, “We know of the ciety, 1926, Regarding obe-
Ohelisk  of Karnak, erected lisks in Rome: “The brass
by Queen Hatasu, that the globe which had been fixed
apex of its pyramidion was on the top of the obelisk
covered with “pure gold” | g when Caligula set it up was

removed: i1 was  empty,

though many believed that i
would be found to comtain
valuable objects.”

20

Book,
lisks in Byrsa: *
poised

inverted

The following is part of &
manuscript that describes The
Palace at Four AM. Tt was
dictated by Giacometti o
André Breton for publicatios
in the magazine Minotang
(No. 3-4, 1933, p. 42) and
later translated by Ruth Vol
mer into English (see the
magazine Transformation
published by  Wittenborn).
“This object has taken form
little by little: by the end of
summer 1932 it clarified
slowly for me, the various
parts taking their exact form
and their particular place in

the ensemble. Come autumn
it had attained such reality
that its execution in space
did not take more than one
day.” He alsu goes on 1o
say, " . . the davs and nightg
had the same color, us if

everything happened just bes
fore daybreak .

A Giacomernt Porteait, The
Museum of Maodern Art

Ruth Vollmer, Ohefisk (1962)

Quoted  from  Eupcads, in
Concepts of Mass in Clasyical
and Modern  Physics  (Har-
per Torch Book TBS71) by
Max Jammer, page 31. On
the same page Jammer goes
on to say, “Proclus, the other
great exponent  of Neopla-
tonism in the Fusl. accepls
Plotinus'  doctrine, but  with
one important  modification:
the passivity or  inertia  of
matter follows [rom its ex-
tension.” The decline of the
caregories of “painting”  and
“sculpture” seem 1w be the
result of this problem of spa-
tial extension  from  matter.
Space becomes an illusion on
matler.

D. Sudambe by Gustave Flau-
a

Berkeley Medullion
1966, Regarding obe-
. obelisks
on their points  like
lorches.”
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3 A, Eva Hesse, Loakoan, 1965

“The individual is the .seat of a
constant process of decantation,
decantation from the vessel con-
fining the fluid of future time,
sluggish, pale and monochrome,
1o the vessel containing the fuid
of past time, agitated and multi-
colored by the phenomena of its
hours,” Samuel Beckett, Proust

i A. Don Judd has been inter-
ested in “progressions™ and
“regressions” “solid  ob-
jects.” He has based certain
works on  “inverse naturil
numbers.” Some of these may
be found in Summarion of
Series by L. B. W. Jolley,
a Dover paperback,

C. In her Loakoon based on
the sculpture by Pergamen?

cover an absence of “pathos’
and a deliberate avoidance
of the anthropomorphic. In-
stead one is aware only of
the vestigital and devitalized
“snakes” looping through a

. Pergamen? Loakoon

lattice ]
joints. Everything
“romantic” is mitigated
underminded. The ba-
rogue aesthetic of the original
with  its feowing
lines—soft and fluid—is trans-
formed into a dry. skelewal
tower that goes nowhere,

second century B.c. we dis- and
. and

raohs, but in this case the anthropomorphic measure is
absent. Nothing is incarnated into nothing. Human decay
is nowhere in evidence.

The isolated systems Samaras has devised irradiate
a malignant splendor. Clusters of pins cover vile organs
of an untraceable origin. His objects are infused with
menace and melancholy. A lingering Narcissism'*"' may be
found in some of his "treasures.”” He has made "models”
of tombs and monuments that combine the "rimes” of
ancient Egypt with the most disposable futures of science
fiction,"**’

TIME. AND HISTORY AS OBJECTS

At the turn of the century a group of colorful French
artists banded rtogether in order to ger the jump on the
bourgeois notion of progress. This bohemian brand of
progress gradually developed into what is sometimes
called the avant-garde. Both these notions of duration
are no longer absolute modes of "time” for artists. The
avant-garde, like progress, is based on an ideological con-
sciousness of time. Time as ideology has produced many
uncertain "art histories” with the help of the mass-media.
Art histories may be measured in time by books (years),
by magazines (months), by newspapers (weeks and days),
by radio and TV (days and hours). And at the gallery
proper—instants! Time is brought to a condition that
breaks down into "abstract-objects'*"." The isolated time
of the avant-garde has produced its own unavailable his-
tory or entropy.

Consider the avant-garde as Achilles and progress as
the Tortoise in a race that would follow Zeno's second
paradox of "infinite regress"”.” This non-Aristotelian
logic defies the formal deductive system and says that
“movement is impossible.” Let us paraphrase Jorge Luis
Borges' description of that paradox. (See Avatars of the
Tortoise): The avant-garde goes ten times faster than
progress, and gives progress a headstart of ten meters.
The avant-garde goes those ten merers, progress one; the
avant-garde completes that meter, progress goes a deci-
meter; the avant-garde goes thar decimeter, progress goes
a centimeter; the avant-garde goes that centimeter, prog-
ress, a millimeter; the avant-garde, the millimeter, prog-
ress a tenth of a millimerer; and so on to infinity without
progress ever being overtaken by the avant-garde. The
problem may be reduced to this series:

1041411041 1004 1. 1000 41 10,000 - :::

B. Don Judd, Untitled,

with  cloth

Loakoon

bound
“classical”

29

Lucas Samaras. Lnnitled, 1963

Self - love, self - observation,
[ mination, and  self-
; ness result in oan iso-
lated mind, This Kind of mind
would tend 1o produce a fic-
utious “reality”  detached
from organic nature. Mon-
stety Teste by Paul Valery is
perhaps the greatest clucita-
tion of Narcissism. “He
walches himself. he maneu-
vers. he is unwilling 10 be
mancuvered. He knows only
two  values, two  calegories,
those of consciousness  re-
duced 10 its acts: the possible
and the impossible. In this
strange head, where philoso-
phy has little credit, where
fanguage is always on trial,
there s scarcely a thought
that is not accompanied by the
feeling that it is tentative, . . ."

In {3 French Science-Fietion
Srories edited by Damon
Knight (Bantam paperback
(F2817) is a story by Charles
Henneberg  called  Moon-
fishers. “The Interplanetarians
were landing in these sands
They were of many  kinds.
Much later, the Pharaoh
Psammetichus  H1  noted:
‘They fell from the sky like
the fruits of a h ¢ that is
shaken: they were the color
of copper and sulphur, and
some had eyves”™ ™

The followir book  eluct-
dates this ides Abstraction
and  Empathy by Wilhelm
Worringer. London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul L. 1933;
translated from the German
Abstraktion wnd  Einfolthing,
1908, “In so far. therefore,
as a4 sensuous object s sull
dependent upon space, 11 i
unable to appear 10 us in its

closed material individoality.™
And “Space is therefore the
major enemy of all striving

after absiraction

1965
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THE CRYOSPHERE (1966)

BLOCK ENCODEMENT #l
010010010010010010 X 12M = 72(1) + 144(0)

I. 010010010010010010 1s the tentative sequence for the placement of the six
solid hexagonal modules.

2. Each module has 12 mirror surfaces (12M).

3. 6 modules are visible.

4. 12 modules are invisible.

5. 72 mirror surfaces are visible.

6. 144 mirror surfaces are invisible.

7. 66%% of the entire work is invisible.

8. Invent your sight as you look. Allow your eyes to become an invention.

9. Color by Krylon Inc.

Surf Green, No. 2002

PIOENE cocimwemsnsn wdih 5 5 % % 6 5 RS 8 6 B 5 6 G & 5 200
Titanium Dioxade. . . . . . . . . . 100.00%
Tinting material less than . . . . . . . s.00%

Non-volatile (from vehicle) . . . . . . . ... .. .. ... 9.08%

Cellulose Nitrate, Coconut Oil

Modified Alykd, Phthalate Esters

Plasticizer, GL-358 Phenolic Resin Penetrant

| VBIAHIE & o v e oo o mmomsm momow o mm w v ow oo w w o BB

Ketones, Esters, Alcohols, Aromatic Hydrocarbons
PEORElent: - « s s s o os s s s ne s e me w oo w s s = x H000%
Halogenated Hydrocarbons

100.00%

Jewish Museum catalog, Primary Structures, 1966
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Enantiomorphic Chambers, | 964. Painted steel and mirror.

INTERPOLATION OF THE
ENANTIOMORPHIC CHAMBERS (1966)

1. Code of Reflections:

R-...........-.....L;
.4 . . o
2 Y ¥ I
:\2-..-.--:-:-----.--—2
DBI‘B

]

Key to Code:
A. Right (R) corresponds to 1, 2, 3, mirror reflections.

B. Left (L) corresponds to 1, 2, 3, mirror reflections.

the two mirrors.

3. The chambers cancel out one’s reflected image, when one is directly between

4. Defimition of the enantiomorphic within the context of binocular vision. |

A. Any mamfest division between the position of the two eyes.
B. Contrary accommodation and convergence.

C. Duplex structure of sight as an invention,

D. Infinite myopia.

E. Equdistant dislocation,

Finch College catalog, Art in Process, 1066
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5. The surface plane (fluorescent green) 5 behind the framing support (blue),

One cannot see the whole work from a single point of view, because the

vanishing point 18 sphit and reversed. The structure 8 *flae,” but with an extra

dimension,

6. To see ane’s own sight means visible blindness

7. “They asked him if he sull thooght he could 'see” *Mo,’ he said. ‘That was
tolly. The word means nothing . . . less than nothing!™ The Country of the
Blind, H. G.Wells

PARAGRAPH FROM A FICTIVE ARTIST'S JEURNAL

Onee, when 1 was forunate enough to gain access to the privire art-book Ii-
brary of the late Casper Clamp, | had the privilege of scrunmzing his rare edi-
tion of “The Exhaustion of Sight or How to Go Blind and Yer See” Only six
volumes remain of this astounding work. The book’s heavy pages contamed
intricate diagrams “on seemg sight” A chaprer called “lnvisible Crebs,™ llus-
trated special visual conditons known as “lead eves, e eyves, pyramidal eyes
and violet eves.” Much was smd about eve-glasses as "a structure supported by
the nose and ears.” The few arusts that have seen thes book, such as Dantel M

valk and Mary Bone have been m some way altered, MNivalk finds the book

“suspect,” bur nevertheless agrees that it contans many “hitherto unknown
facts abour visual acedia.” On the other hand Mary Bone, known i certain
circles for her “Smoke on Smoke” finds Clamp’s book, “the key to flying
saucers.” For myself, the book is a true paradigm of unending importance. |
look forward to the day when it will be published in “paperback” so that mil-

lisns of artists everywhere will be able to share in its many treasures
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ROBERT SMITHSON, The Museum of the Void, c. 1967, Pencil, 19 x 24"

SOME VOID THOUGHTS ON MUSEUMS (1967)

fomb furniture achieved apparently contradictory ends in discarding old

things all the while retaining them, much as in our storage warehouses,
and museum deposits, and antiguarian storerooms.

George Kubler, The Shape of Time:

Remarks on the History of Things

History is a facsimile of events held together by flimsy biographical informa-
tion. Art history is less explosive than the rest of history, so it sinks faster into
the pulverized regions of ime. History 1s representational, while time 1s ab-
stract; both of these artifices may be found in museums, where they span
everybody's own vacancy. The museum undermines one’s confidence in sense-
data and erodes the impression of textures upon which our sensations exist.
Memories of “excitement” seem to promise something, but nothing 1s always
the result. Those with exhausted memories will know the astonishment.
Visiting a museum is a matter of going from void to void. Hallways lead the

viewer to things once called “pictures” and “statues.” Anachromisms hang and

Arts Magazine, February 1967
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protrude from every angle. Themes without meaning press on the eye. Multi-
farious nothings permute mto false windows (frames) that open up onto a ver-
ity of blanks. Stale images cancel one’s perception and deviate one’s motiva-
ton. Blind and senseless, one continues wandering around the remains of
Europe, only to end in that massive deception “the art history of the recent
past.”” Brain drain leads to eye drain, as one’s sight defines emptiness by blank-
ness. Sightings fall like heavy objects from one’s eyes. Sight becomes devoid of
sense, or the sight is there, but the sense is unavailable. Many try to hide this
perceptual falling out by calling it abstract. Abstraction is everybody’s zero but
nobody’s nought. Museums are tombs, and it looks like everything is turning
into a museum. Painting, sculpture and architecture are finished, but the art
habit continues. Art settles into a stupendous inertia. Silence supplies the dom-
inant chord. Bright colors conceal the abyss that holds the museum together.
Every sohid 1s a bit of clogged air or space. Things flatten and fade. The mu-
seum spreads its surfaces everywhere, and becomes an untitled collection of

generalizations that immobilize the eye.




WHAT IS A MUSEUM? (1967)

A Dialogue between Allan Kaprow and Robert Smithson

arrAN kKarrow: There was once an art which was conceived for the museums,
and the fact that the museums look like mausolea may actually reveal to us the
attitude we've had to art in the past. [t was a form of paying respect to the
dead. Now, | don’t know how much more work there 1s available from the past
that has to be displayed or respected. But if were going to talk about the
works being produced in the last few years, and which are to be produced in
the near future, then the concept of the museum is completely irrelevant. [ \
should like to pursue the question of the environment of the work of art; what
kind of work 1s being done now; where it 15 best displayed, apart from the mu-
seum, or its minature counterpart, the gallery. r

ROBERT smiTHsoN: Well, it seems to me that there is an attitude that tends i
toward McLuhamism, and this attitude would tend to see the museum as a null

structure, But I think the nullity implied in the museum is actually one of its

Arts Yearbook,* The Museum World,” 1967

Top: Installation photograph of the architecture of Louis Kahn at
Top: Entrance to Philip Johnson Gallery, Connecticut. Architect, the Museum of Modern Art,
Philip Jehnson. Photo by Ezra Stoller, Bottom: Final inspection of refrigerators in Kelvinator Grand Rapids
Bottom: Memarial to French soldiers at Verdun. plant.
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Top: Whitney Museum of American Art. Architect, Marcel Breuer Tap: Proposed monument by Holabird and Root, Chicago
and Associates. Photo by Ezra Stoller. Bottom: Discothéque, Cheetah. Photo by Thecla.
Bottom: Mauscleum for Lenin, Moscow. Designed by the

Constructivist Shussev.

major assets, and that this should be realized and accentuated. The museum
tends to exclude any kind of life-forcing position. But it seems that now
there’s a tendency to try to liven things up in the museums, and that the whole
idea of the museum seems to be tending more toward a kind of specialized en-
tertainment. It’s taking on more and more the aspects of a discothéque and less
and less the aspects of art. So, [ think that the best thing you can say about mu-
seums 15 that they really are nullifying in regard to action, and I think that this
is one of their major virtues. It seems that your position is one that is con-
cerned with what’s happening. I'm interested for the most part in what's not
happening, that area between events which could be called the gap. This gap
exists in the blank and void regions or settings that we never look at. A mu-
seum devoted to different kinds of emptiness could be developed. The empti-
ness could be defined by the actual installation of art. Installations should
empty rooms, not fill them.

kaPROW: Museums tend to make increasing concessions to the idea of art
and life as being related. What’s wrong with their version of this is that they
provide canned life, an aestheticized illustration of life. “Life” in the museum is

like making love in a cemetery. I am attracted to the 1dea of clearing out the
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Top: Mimeum af Modern Art i
The Braun Combpany—Chemex

llaticn, Twa Desipn Proproms Topr. Bedroom Emsernbie by Claes Obdenberg, 1563 |
w Bottom: Bottroom Seditiful, Crane Company,

Battom: Chicago showraom for Crane Campany

arporo

museums and letting berter designed ones like the Guggenheim exast as seulp-
tures, a5 works, as such, almost closed o people. [t would be positive comnut-
ment to thewr funcnon as massolea, Yer, such an act would put so many artises |
out of business, . . . I wonder if there isn't an alternative on the fringes of life
and art, i that marginal or penumbral zone which you've spoken so elo-
quently of, at the edges of cines, along vast ghways with thewr outcroppings
of supermarkets and shopping cenrers, endless lumbervards, discount houses,
whether that sn't the world that’s for you at lease, | mean, can you imagine
vourselt working i thar kind of environmene?
smrruson: 'm so remote from that world that it seems uncanny to meé
when | go our there; so not beang directly involved in the life there, it fasci-
nates me, because T'm sure of a distance from it, and T'm all for fabricatng as i
minel distance as possible. Tt seems that [ like to think and look at these sub
urbs and those fringes, but at the same tdme, 'm not interested in lvang there.
Its more of an aspect of tme. [t s the future—the Martian landscape. By a dis-
tance, | mean a consciousness devond of self-projection
[ think that some of the symptoms as to what’s going on in the arca of

musewn building are reflected somewhat i Philip Johison’s underground
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museum, which in a sense buries abstract kinds of art in another kind of ab-
straction, so that it really becomes a negation of a negation. I am all for a per-
petuation of this kind of distancing and removal, and I think Johnson's project
for Ellis Island is interesting in that he's going to gut this nineteenth-century
building and turn it into a ruin, and he says that he’s going to stabilize the
ruins, and he’s also building this circular building which is really nothing but a
stabilized void. And it seems that you find this tendency everywhere, but
everybody 1s still a bit reluctant to give up their life-forcing attitudes. They
would like to balance them both. But, I think, what’s interesting 1s the lack of
balance. When you have a Happening you can'’t have an absence of happening.
There has to be this dualism which I'm afraid upsets a lot of ideas of human-
ism and unity. [ think that the two views, unity and dualism, will never be rec-
onciled and that both of them are valid, but at the same time, I prefer the latter
i muluaplicity.

karrow: There 1s another alternative. You mentioned building your own
monument, up in Alaska, perhaps, or Canada. The more remote it would be,
the more naccessible, perhaps the more satisfactory. Is that true?

smrtnson: Well, I think ultimately it would be disappointing for everybody

including myself. Yet the very disappointment seems to have possibilities.

Top: Penthouse Dining Room, Los Angeles County Museum Top: Proposed memaorial by Benjamin Marshall, 1230,
Bottom: Carl Andre Exhibition, |966. Limestone and sand bricks. Bottom: Storage Tanks, Mobil Qil
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karrow: What disturbs me is the lack of extremity in either of our posi-
tions. For mstance, I must often make social compromises in my Happenings,
while, similarly, you and others who might object to museums nevertheless go
on showing in them.

smiTisoN: Extremity can exist in a vain context too, and [ find what'’s vain
more acceptable than what’s pure. It seems to me that any tendency toward ‘ I
purity also supposes that there’s something to be achieved, and it means that ‘ |
art has some sort of point. I think I agree with Flaubert’s idea that art is the
pursuit of the useless, and the more vain things are the better I like it, because
['m not burdened by purity.

I actually value indifference. | think it’s something that has aesthetic possi-
bilities. But most artists are anything but indifferent; they're trying to get with
everything, switch on, turn on.

karrow: Do you like wax works?

smrrasonN: No, I don't like wax works. They are actually too lively. A wax- I
work thing relates back to life, so that actually there’s too much life there, and I
it also suggests death, you know. I think the new tombs will have to avoid any

reference to life or death.

karrow: Like Forest Lawn?

Top: World's largest bureau. Top: Proposed museum for outer space. Designer unknown.
Battom: Executive Suite for year 2026 from Metropolis. Set built in Bottom: Guggenheim Museum exterior. i
1926 i
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Top: SOL LeWITT, MAS, |966.
Bottom: Hydroelectric project. Hirfanli, Turkey.

Top: Guggenheim interior {empty).
Bottorm: “Invisible Architecture” built by Bernard Zehrfuss for
UNESCO, France,

sMITHSON: Yes, it's an American tradition.

karrow: Realistically speaking, you'll never get anybody to put up the
dough for a mausoleum—a mausoleum to emptiness, to nothing—though it
might be the most poetic statement of your position. You'll never get anyone
to pay for the Guggenheim to stay empty all year, though to me that would be
a marvelous 1dea.

smitusoN: [ think that’s true. I think basically 1ts an empty proposal.
But . . . eventually there’ll be a renaissance in funeral art.

Actually, our older museums are full of fragments, bits and pieces of Euro-
pean art. They were ripped out of total artistic structures, given a whole new
classification and then categorized. The categorizing of art into painting, archi-
tecture and sculpture seems to be one of the most unfortunate things that took
place. Now all these categories are splintering mto more and more categories,
and 1t’s like an interminable avalanche of categories. You have about forty difter-
ent kinds of formalism and about a hundred different kinds of expressionism.
The museums are being driven into a kind of p;lrulyzud position, and 1 don't
think they want to accept it, so they've made a myth out of action; they've made
a myth out of excitement; and there’s even a lot of talk about interesting spaces.

Theye creating exciting spaces and things like that. I never saw an exciting




Bottom: Radar-observing sites. Courtesy Smithsonian Astrophysical of Smithsonian Institute,
and Harvard College Observatories. Bottom: Betry Parsons’ Long Island house, designed by Tony Smith.

Top: Housing development, Jersey City. Photo by Dan Graham, Top: Storage of wer collections of marine invertebrates. Courtesy ‘ I
Photo by Jon Maar.
|

space. | don't know what a space 1s. Yet, I like the uselessness of the museum.

karrow: But on the one side you see it moving away from uselessness to-
ward usefulness. I

smitnson: Utlity and art don’t mix. i

karrow: Toward education, for example. On the other side, paradoxically. |
see 1t moving away from real fullness to a burlesque of fullness. As its sense of
life is always aesthetic (cosmetic), its sense of fullness is aristocratic: it tries to
assemble all “good™ objects and 1deas under one roof lest they dissipate and de-
generate out in the street. It implies an enrichment of the mind. Now, high class
(and the high-class come-on) 1s implicit in the very concept of a museum,
whether museum administrators wish it or not, and this is simply unrelated to
current isﬁllt‘.\'. I wrote once t]]ilf [h]."i i"i d L'('}ll”try (.‘f more or ]R_'Sfi N(?Phl.\tll'dtl‘d '

mongrels. My fullness and your nullity have no status attached to them.

smrruson: | think you touched on an interesting area. It seems that all art 1s
in some way a questioning of what value is, and it seems that there's a great
need for people to attribute value, to find a significant value. But this leads to
many categories of value or no value. 1 think this shows all sorts of disorders

and fractures and irrationalities. But [ don't really care about setting them right

or making things in some ideal fashion. I think it’s all there—independent of
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any kind of good or bad. The categories of "good art™ and “bad art” belong to
a commodity value system

karrow: As | sad before; vou face a social pressure which 1s hard to recon
cile with your ideas, At present, galleries and museums are stll the primary
agency or “market” for whar artises do. As the universities and federal educa-
pon programs finance culture by bullding even more museums, you see the
developing picture of contemporary patronage. Therefore, your involvement
with “exhibition peaple” however well-meant they are, 15 bound to defeat
whatever position you take regarding the non-value of vour activiry. If yvou say
its neither good nor bad, the dealers and curitors who appropriate 1t, who
support you personally, will say or imply the opposite by what they do wath 1

smrrison: Contémporary patronage 15 getting more public and less pri
viite. Good and bad are moral valoes. What we need are aesthetic values

EAPRUW | low can VOUr posiiion [l""'l] |'|LL .'|||'l.'|'|'!|_||g |'||.||.' 1T, I;"'r'('l'l"F U
vou at least a skepticism. How can you become anything except a kind of sly
plilosapher—a nun with a smile of amusenment on your face, whose every act
15 1talicized?

sprrruson: Well, 1 think humor # an mtercsung area. The vanenes of
humor are pretry foreign to the American temperament. It seems that the
American remperament doesn’t associate art with humor, Humor 15 not con
sidered serious, Many structural works really are almost hilariows. You know,
the dumber, more stupid ones are really verging on a kind of conerete humor,
and actually [ find the whole 1dea of the mausoleum very humaorous

garnow: Our comparison of the Guggenheim, as an intestinal meaphor, to
whit you've called a “waste system”™ seems quite to the point, But this of
COLITSE 15 l:lUTllH:lL! maore t‘|]:1|1 .ill(]th‘l [l]\tlhl'il[ll'lll tor the moseum man, for rl]L'
museun publicist, for the muoseum crige. Instead of high seriousness it’s high
humor

ssiTisos: High seriousness and lugh humos are the same thing

kaprow: Nevertheless, the minute you start operating within a culrural

context, whether 1t's the context of a group of arfists and critics or whether it's

Burial Mounds. Behrain 1slands




the physical context of the museum or gallery, vou automatically associate this
uncertan 1dentity with something certain. Someone assigns to it a new cate-
gorical name, usually a variant of some old one, and thus he continues his lin-
cage or family system which makes it all credible. The standard fate of novelty
is to be justified by history. Your position is thus ironic,

smrruson: | would say that 1t has a contradictory view of things. It’s basi-
cally a pointless position. But [ think to try to make some kind of point right
away stops any kind of possibility. I think the more pomts the better, you
know, just an endless amount of points of view.

karrow: Well, this article itself 1s ironic in that it functions within a cul-
tural context, within the context of a fine-arts publication, for instance, and
makes its points only within that context. My opinion has been, lately, that
there are only two outs: one implying a maximum of inertia, which [ call “idea™
art, art which is usually only discussed now and then and never executed; and
the other existing in a maximum of continuous activity, activity which 1s of
uncertain aesthetic value and which locates itself apart from cultural institu-
tions. The minute we operate in between these extremes we get hung up (in a

niuseum).
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TOWARDS THE DEVELOPMENT
OF AN AIRTERMIMNAL SITE (1967)

it reseemibles sormeth ng, M would no lear

Since July, 1966 ve been rendering consultanon and advice as an “artist con
sultant” to Tippetts-Abbett-McCarthy-Stratton  (Engineers and Architects)
[he project concerns the deveélopment of an air termnal between Fort Worth
and Dhillas. From time to ome, after studying various maps, surveys, reports,
specifications, and construction maodels, | meer with Walther Prokosch, John
Gardner and Ernest Schwiebert in order to discuss the overall plan. | have ¢n
gaged in these discussions not as an architect or engineer, but simply as an
artist. The discussions do not operate on any presupposed noton of art, engi-
neering or architecture. The problems disclose themselves, as we encounter
them. Everything follows an exploratory path

The actual meaming of an ar termanal and how 1t relates to arcraft 15 one
such problem. As the arcraft ascends into higher and higher alttudes and flies
ar taster speeds, its meamng as an obyect changes—one could even say reverses
The streambined design of our earlier aircraft becomes increasingly more trun-
cated and angular. Our whele nogen of airflight s castng off the old meamng
of speed through space, and developing a new meanimg based on instantaneous
time. The aircraft no longer “represents™ a bird or ammal (the flying ngers)
in an organic way, because the movement of air around the craft 15 no longes

visihle. The meaning of airthight has for the most part been condidoned by a

rattonalism that supposes truths—such as natare, progress, and speed. Such
meanings are merely “eategorical” and have no basis i actual facr. The same
l.';"ll'.i.l“l’"li exists 1 art, i one sees ||'|I' 1Tl tll.r'l"llli-_:l'l |||I' rational I.I[l.'_lj':'ll 125 0l
‘painting, sculpture and architecture” The rationalist sees only the details and
never the whole. The categories thar proceed from ratonal logie maflate 4 lin

grustic detanl meo a dated

system of meamng, so that we cannot see the mremft
through the “speed.” Language problems are often at the bottom of most ri-
tonalistic “objectivity.” One must be conscious of the changes in linguage, be-
fore one attempts to discover the form of an object or fact

Let us now try to delimit some new meamngs in terms of the actual facts of
today’s new aircraft. By extracting esthetic morphologies from existing aircraft,
the same way an artist extracts meanings from a given “art object,” we should

find a whole new set of values,

Lrtfertinn, June 167
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It an wrcraft discloses itself on an instane network of nme, the resule 15 an
immaobilization of space, This immobilization of space becomes more apparent
if we consider the high alatude satellite. The farther out an object goes in
space, the less it represents the old rational idea of visible speed. The stream-
lines of spaee are replaced by a crystalline structure of fime. An example of this
15 the SECOR surveving satellite fabniciated by the Cubic Corporation, This
gi-pound object enables surveyors to tie together land masses separated by
more than 2000 miles of land or water, or roughly the distance between the
LS. mainland and Hawail. [t increases the capahility of the geodetic surveying
profranm.

Fhis kind of “aerosurveyimg” dermves from a more elementary type of land
surveying, The mstrument that the surveyor uses on the ground level 15 a tele-
scope mounted on g tripod and fitted with cross hairs and a level. This enalbiles
the strveyor to fnd the points of identcal elevation. The surveyor locates the
boundanes of land rracts by measuring various sites within a network of lines

and aneles, This he does with the md of die “survevors measure”

Pine Flat Dam, Sacramenta, Californin, This dam w sean as 3 funcoonbess wall When ic funcsans as & dam mowill
cease be ind bacome o Mutiliny” ("Site-Salection

5wk of 2

made by Robers Smithson, |




DORING LOCATION PLAN

7.02 inches - I link

1960 links - 1 chain or 66 feet

&0 chains = 1 mule

6z 5 square inks: = 1 square pole

16 square poles 1 siquare chain

10 square chains = | acre

040 acres - 1 secfion, or 1 sguare ke

36 sections township

Che maps that surveyors develop from coordinating lind and air masses re
semble erystalline grid networks, Mapping the Earth, the Moon, or other
planets is similar to the mapping of crystals, Because the world is round, grid
coordinates are shown to be spherical, rather than rectangular, Yer, the rectan-
gular grad fies withan the sphenical gnid. Laotode and longitude lines are a ter
restrial system much like our city svstem of avenues and streets. In short, all air
md land 15 locked into 4 vast lattice, Thas lattice may take the shape of any of
the six Crystal Systems: ™. .. [ saw all the mirrors in the planet and none re-
flected me " (Borges),

Alexander Graham Bell (1847-1922), known to most people as the inventor

of the telephone, was also mnterested in the problems of aerodvnamies, aero-

Dullas—Faore Worth Reghonal Alrpore Lyyout Plan. (Tippetts, Abberr, McCarthy & Stratron. )

e COMPARATIVE SIZE
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nautics, shipbuilding engineering science, medicine, electrical engineering,
and surveying. In Konrad Wachsmann's book The Tirning Point of Building, we
learn something of Bell’s concern with “airborne structures” and how they re-
late to mass production. Bell designed kites based on tetragonal units, that on
an esthetic level resemble the satellites such as the SECOR.. His units were
prefabricated, standardized and crystalline, not unlike Buckminster Fuller’s in-
ventions. He also built a pyramid-shaped outdoor observation station that re-
minds one of the art of Robert Morris. (Unlike Bell, Morris would not want
to “live” in his art.) From inside his solid tetrahedron Bell surveyed his “flight”
projects—the tetragonal lattice-kites. A grid connection was established by
him between ground and air through this crystalline system. The solid mir-
rored the lattice. The site was joined to the sky in a structural equation. Bell’s
awareness of the physical properties of language, by way of the telephone, kept
him from misunderstanding language and object relanonships. Language was
transformed by Bell into linguistic objects. In this way he avoided the rational
categories of art. The impact of “telephone language” on physical structure re-
mains to be studied. A visual language of modules seems to have emerged from
Bell’s investigations. Points, lines, areas, or volumes establish the syntax of sites.

All language becomes an alphabet of sites, or it becomes what we will call

Dam foundation site, somewhere in Texas. If viewed as a "discrete stage” it becomes an abstract work of art that
vanishes as it develops. ("Site-Selection” made by Robert Smithson.)




Aleandes Grakam Bell in his outdoor observation staticn

Alexandar Graham Bell with his tecr agomal lazoice-kites

5é

the air terminal berween Forr Worth and Dal
las. The entre project shall rest onan elevanon
of about 550 feer to G20 feer, The area is well
drained and practically free of trees and natural
obstructions. The subsurface site of the project
contains sediments from the Creticeous Age
[his underground site was penetrated by
“auger borings” and “core borings.” All the soal
samples encountered 1n the borings were visu-
illy classified and tested. These samples ranged
from clay to shale rock. The “boring ™ if seen as
i discrete step in the development of the
whale site has an estheue value: It is an “invisi-
ble hole," and could be defined by Carl Andre’
motto—"4A thing 15 4 hole in a thing 1t 15 not”
The “bonng” like other “earth works,” 15 be-
l.l.'lll:l:lll_ﬁ_'I Hghre .“l.l.i (LN LS i:lll'll"]:.l]][ o .l!:i\"..'\
Pavements, holes, enches, mounds, heaps,
paths, ditches, roads, terraces, etc,, all have an
esthetic potential

Reemote places such as the Pine Barrens of
MNew Jersey and the frozen wastes of the North
and South Poles could be coordinated by art
forms that would wse the actual land as a
medinm. Television could transout such activiry
all over the world. Instead of wsing a paintbrush
to make his art, Bobert Morms would like 1o
use a bulldozer. Consider a “City of Tee” in the
Arcric, that would contain frmd labyrinths,
glactal pyramids, and towers of snow, all bult
i (,('”,I:ill_'l!_' B sEmce .|.|'l\|r.'.|k_| SVETETTS O 11
amorphous “City of Sand” thar would be noth
g bur artficial dunes, and shallow sand pis

The air termnal—also known as the Uni-
verse—rests on g irmament of statstes. Here
statistics are the abysmal archetypes that en-
gender the endre complex of buildings, This
ternnal arca of approximately 600 acres 15 en-
closed by a two-way tax system approximately
000 feet in length by 3,000 feer in width, This
inscrutable terminal exceeds and rejects all ter-
nunation. The following “spaces”™ have been

engendered by the mdividual airdines;




TERMINAL BUILINGS

AIRLINES Square Feet
American : |, 400
Branit [0, 00
Central 14,500
Contmental . - . . . . o .. . . . . . 34,400
Drelta . | . 70,700
Eastern : 13,700
Mexicana . . ..., .. ! . 3406
Trans-Texas . . 17,700
Western ; TR .+ 13800
Toeal 320,500

[he process behind the air rermunal end-
lessly plans and replans 1ts concesstons, agencies,
and facilicies from masses of informaton, Here
unit termunals are not conceived as tip ternu
nus pomts. Here no gate posinon has a umgue
location. The distribunon of car trafhe 15 man-
tained by a central axis of roadways that devel-
ops according to stansucal probabilicy, Exrra
terminal space may crystallize off this central
linear axis, Framing this central complex of ter

mitral wnits dre the rumwavs and taxiways

Width of Land Strip . 500 i
Width of FRunway (BR/W) . . L . . 150 it
Width of Taxaway (T/W) 75 &
Distance between BAW

Centerline and T/W

Centerline ) . o0 ft
Distance between Parallel T/WS. . too fi
Drstance bepween Centerline T /W

and Adrcralt Parking jo0 it
[stance between Centerline and

Cihstacle . 250 ft
Distance between Centerline and

Bulding Line 750 ft

Mz Runway Effectve Gradient . o.25%
Maximum B/W and T/W

Longitudinal Grade wa L .oo
Masimum BAW and T /AW
Transverse Girade o Laso

SECOR Surveying Sateflite. {Cubic Corporation, San Diego, Califorma )

ROBERT SMITHSOM, F

sguare surfaces, 144 to |'F

nge. 1966 Pamted steel, 10 units

ncrgmencs |
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[t 1s most probable that we will someday see upon these runways, aircraft that
will be more crystalline in shape. The shapes suggested by Alexander Graham
Bell and the Cubic Corporation show evidence of such a direction. Already
certain passenger aircraft resemble pyramidal slabs, and flying obelisks, Perhaps
aircraft will someday be named after crystals. As it is now, many are still named
after animals, such as DHC 2 Beavers; Vampire T.; Chipmunk T. Mk. 20; Dove
8s; Hawker Furies; Turkey; etc. At any rate, here are some names for possible
crystalline aircraft: Rhombohedral T.2; Orthorhombic 60; Tetragonal Terror;
Hexagonal Star Dust 49; etc.

The enormous scale of the runways will 1solate such aircraft into “build-
ings™ for short spaces of time, then these “buildings” will disappear. The prin-
cipal runways will extend from 11,000 feet to 14,000 feet, or about the length
of Central Park. Consider an aircraft in the shape of an enormous “slab™ hovering over
such an expanse.

Tippetts-Abbett-McCarthy-Stratton have developed other sites that have
limits similar to the air terminal project. They mclude port and harbor facilities
like the Navy pier in Chicago, a port in Anchorage and San Nicholas Harbor
mn Aruba. Such sites rest on wide expanses of water, and are generated by ship
voyages and cargo movements. Bulk storage systems are contained by mazes of
transfer pipelines that include hydrant refueling pump houses and gas dis-
pensers. The process behind the making of a storage facility may be viewed in
stages, thus constituting a whole “series” of works of art from the ground up.
Land surveying and preliminary building, if isolated mto discrete stages, may be
viewed as an array of art works that vanish as they develop. Water resources that
involve flood control, irrigation, and hydroelectric power provide one with an
entirely new way to order the terrain. This 1s a kind of radical construction that
takes into account large land masses and bodies of water. The making of artificial
lakes, with the help of dams, brings into view a vast “garden.” For instance, the
Peligre Dam 1n the Republic of Hain consists of 250-foot high concrete but-
tresses. This massive structure, with its artificial cascades and symmetrical layout,
stands like an 1immobile facade. It conveys an immense scale and power. By in-
vestigating the physical forms of such projects one may gain unexpected es-
thetic information. I am not concerned here with the original “functions” of
such massive projects, but rather with what they suggest or evoke.

[t is important to mentally experience these projects as something distine-
tive and intelligible. By extracting from a site certain associations that have re-
mained invisible within the old framework of rational language, by dealing di-
rectly with the appearance or what Roland Barthes calls “the simulacrum of the
object,” the aim is to reconstruct a new type of “building” into a whole that
engenders new meanings. From the linguistic point of view, one establishes
rules of structure based on a change in the semantics of building. Tony Smith

seems conscious of this “simulacrum™ when he speaks of an “abandoned
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urstrap™ as an “arnficn] landscape.” He speaks of an absence of “funcoon™ ang

“rradinnon,”

Whit s needed is an esthenic method thar brings together anthropology

i hinguostics interms of “huildings"” This would put an end to “art history’
as sole eriternion. Art at the present 15 confined by a dated noton, namely “art
as 4 eraticism of enier are”” The mveh of the Renaissance still conditions and
infecrs much crmcism with @ mushy humanmiste content. Be-birth myths
should not be applied as “meanngs” ro art, Crigeism exasts as language and
nothing more. Usage precedes micaming, The “meanings” dérived rom the word
Foernssanee, such as II'i!||_””="l..I'!I:-._. and Yelassic” are disensed words and out-

ded criterta. As one becomes aware of discrete usages, the syntax of esthen

commumcations discloses the releviane features of both “building” and "lan
guage.” Both are the raw materials of communicanion and are based on chance
~not hstorical preconceptions. Lingustic sense-data, not rational categories,
are what we are investigating, Carl Andre has made it clear that without lin-
ginstic awareness there 15 no physical awareness
[ony Smith writes about a dark pavement™ that 18 “punctuated by stacks,
ponwers, fuames and colored lights” (Aetfornn, December 1966,) The key ward is
“puncruated.” 1n a sense, the “dark pavement” could be considered a "vast sen-

perceived along it, "puncruation marks™ ", | | tower

rence, and the thir
| PR | T TSy l 15 & (| L Py R | | V| W = . "
the exclimation mark () NERCKS . .. the dash [—) .. e =
the questio e e B E "l wred s = rl. ~ codon (53 { llr' -ourse. | r'._.
e {UEsTIon NIATK | COLOTCL HENT 1L COa0 | COUTHE, Or
these equations on the basis of sense-dara and not rational-dara, Puncruatian
refers (o interrupnons in “printed matter.” It s used o emphasize and clarify
the meaning of specific segments of usage. Sentences like “skylmes™ are made

le syntax, Tony Stuch also refers to his

of separate “things™ that constitute a w

irt as "|"::-"'.|||'r|--||w I i

W —=ETTI
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The impressionistic! world-view 1mitates that architectural detail—the

window. The rational category of “painting” was derived from the visual
meaning of the word “window” and then extended to mean “wall.” The trans-
parency of the window or wall as a clear “surface” becomes diseased when the
artist defines his art by the word “painting” alone. Perhaps that is what Tony
Smith is getting at when he says his works are “probably malignant.” **Paint-
ing’ 1s not an end, but a means, therefore 1t 1s hinguistically an out-of-date cate-
gory. The linguistic meaning of a “wall” or “window,” when emptied of ratio-
nal content, becomes surtaces, and lines.

The most common type of window in the modern city is composed of a
simple grid system that holds panes of clear glass. The “glass wall™ 15 a part of
many standard stores and office buildings. By emphasizing the transparent glass
we arrive at a total crystalline consciousness of structure, and avoid the clotted
patchy naturalistic details of “painting.” The organic shapes that painters put
on the “canvas-pane” are eliminated and replaced by a consciousness that de-
velops a new set of linguistic meanings and visual results.

“Sculpture,” when not figurative, also 1s conditioned by architectural de-
tails. Floors, walls, windows, and ceilings delimit the bounds of interior sculp-
ture. Many new works of sculpture gain scale by being installed in a vast room.
The Jewish Museum and the Whitney Museum have such mteriors. The
rooms of these museums tend away from the intimate values of connoisseur-
ship, toward a more public value. The walls of modern museums need not exist
as walls, with diseased details near or on them. Instead, the artist could define
the interior as a total network of surfaces and lines. What's interesting about
Dan Flavin’s art 1s not only the “lights” themselves, but what they do to the
phenomenon of the “barren room.”

“Site Selection Study™ in terms of art 1s just beginning. The investigation of
a specific site 1s a matter of extracting concepts out of existing sense-data
through direct perceptions. Perception is prior to conception, when it comes

to site selection or definition. One does not impose, but rather exposes the

site hL‘ i[ il]it‘rii)l' or exterior. Interiors may l'ﬂ_‘ U’L‘;ltL‘d as exteriors or vice

versa. The unknown areas of sites can best be explored by artists.

NOTE

L Impressionism is a popular theory derived from “symbolist theory.” It has nothing to
do with individual artists. I use the word “impressiomism’™ according to its recent lin-
guistic mutation. The original meaning of the word 1s less important than 1ts recent
usage. We are not concerned with what “impressiomsm™ was but rather what 1t is
today. But it should be remembered that symbolist theory 1s prior to impressionist

theory.
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ROBERT SMITHSON, A Heap of Language, 1966. Pencil drawing, 6'/4 x 22",

LANGUAGE TO BE LOOKED AT AND/OR
THINGS TO BE READ  (1967)

Language operates between literal and metaphorical signification. The power of
a word lies in the very inadequacy of the context it 1s placed, in the unresolved
or partially resolved tension of disparates. A word fixed or a statement isolated
without any decorative or “cubist™ visual format, becomes a perception of simi-
larity 1n dissimilars—in short a paradox. Congruity could be disrupted by a
metaphorical complexity within a literal system. Literal usage becomes incan-
tory when all metaphors are suppressed. Here language 1s built, not written. Yet,
discursive literalness is apt to be a contaner for a radical metaphor. Literal state-
ments often conceal violent analogies. The mind resists the false identity of such
circumambient suggestions, only to accept an equally false logical surface. Banal
words function as a feeble phenomena that fall into their own mental bogs of
meaning. An emotion 15 suggested and demolished in one glance by certain
words. Other words constantly shift or invert themselves without ending, these
could be called “suspended words.” Simple statements are often based on lan-
guage fears, and sometimes result in dogma or non-sense. Words for mental
processes are all derived from physical things. References are often reversed so
that the “object” takes the place of the “word.” A is A is never A is A, but rather
X 1s A. The misunderstood notion of a metaphor has it that A 18 X—that is
wrong. The scale of a letter in a word changes one’s visual meaning of the word.
Language thus becomes monumental because of the mutations of advertising. A
word outside of the mind 1s a set of “dead letters.” The mania for literalness re-
lates to the breakdown in the rational belief in reality. Books entomb words in a
synthetic rigor mortis, perhaps that is why “print™ is thought to have entered
obsolescence. The mind of this death, however, is unrelentingly awake.

Eton Corrasable
[My sense of language is that it 1s matter and not ideas—i.e., “printed matter.”
U R.S. June 2, 1972]

Dwan Gallery press release, June 1967
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By ROBERT SMITHSON

"IN FLOOR OF TIHE HOLLOW WAS A LEVEL COIRCULAR EXPANSE OF PURE CAYSTAL, THE CENTLE SLOIMING SIDES WEILE
LEADCLINED AOCK, MAECTLY ABOVE UHE CRYSTAL FLOON, AND SHEER UP T0 THE LIAMIUT OF YVS0M, THE ATMOSPIERE
EXIONITED A [HSTANT BRILLIANCE, LIKE THE BEAM OF A SEARCHLIGCHT PASSING VERTICALLY UP TIROUGH THE CLEAH,
SUNLIT AIL," —John Taine (Erie Tomple Bell), The Purple Sapphirce,

The Ultrnmoderne of the 'hirties transcends Modemist “historicistic’ realism amd natoralism, and aveids the
avant-garle categorics of ‘painting, sculpture; and architecture.” A tans-historical consclosness has emerged in
the “sixties, that seems to avoid appeals to the organie time of the avant-garde and that is why the ‘thirties are
becoming more and more important to us, Even Clement Greenberg says the avant-garde @ suffering from
“hypertrophy” {the organic metaphor is aceurate ), Boland Bartlies refers to such a condition as the “basic
disease of the historical function.” The value of temporal events in the natural history of Madernism have
become untenable, even gross, in so fur as they represent a detense against nondurational fstories. The
Ultralsn of the ‘thirties escapes the plague of “soctal realism’ of the same period, and the reaction of
organic or naturalistie ‘absteact expression’ in the ‘ffties, The Ultamoderne was never defined by
temporel categories such as "painting,” that s how it avoided o historicistic record. The: Ultramoderne
exists abs aeternol Unlike the realist or naturalist, the Ultraist does nat rejoct the archiic multi-cycles

of the infinite. He does not ‘make’ history i order to impress those who believe In one history,
Belief 1s not the motive behind the timeless, bot rather o skepticism s the generating foree, This
skepticism takes the shape of a paradigmatic or primordisl infrastructure, that repeats itself in
an infinite number of ways, Repetition not oviginality is the object, 1t iz not an aecident that
‘the nidrrm” is one of the more widely used materials of the thirties, and that the Eagades of
buildings contained countless variations of brickwork. Repetition and sevial order run con-
staretly throngh the buildings of that paradigmatic perisd. Ao archaic ootolegy puls the
Ultramoderne in contact with the many types of monumental art (rom every major period—
Egyptian, Muyan, Ines, Avtee, Dewid, Todian, ete, The Ultramodeme containg the ‘primes’
that estublish enigmas not explanations. The Modermist claims to orginality have mace
fhe primes less rigorous, The more exact tho primes, the clearer the Time-Crystal,
There are two types of Hme—prgande | Modernist) and erystalline | Ultraist |
Within the beundaries of the thirties, that multi-Faceted segment of time, we discover
premonitions, lahyrinths, cycles, and repetitions that Jead us to a concrete ares
of the infinite. The ‘thirties apartment buildings wlong Central Park West are
named after the béwildering and the remote—The Century, The Majestic, The
Eldorade, On top of some of the ultra-towers we discover ziggunsts or models

of ‘eosmic mountaing,” The heavy leaden memories of monolithie civilizations
are place] oot of sight, in the aeral regions thal few look at, A miniatoure
Aztec wiggural mwight be poised on the edge of an escarpinent. Incegsant
and unreachable limits are built not into an ‘srchitecture,” but rather mto

i ‘cosmos,” that dissolves into fatigoed and tired distances, Today's
artist trys Lo make his arl refer to nething, while the art of the thirtes
seemed to refer to everything, But of course, today aod vesterday
may always be reversed, The surfaces of most ‘thirties buildings
may b viewed as topographic maps or interminiable landscapes,
Brick works are permuted nto rectungolar valleys” and “istands’
that. multiply into intricate configurations. One encounters
extensive geographic topographies that sugzest the Farthest
spatial Frontiors. The walls of these forgotten buildings from
the Riverside Moscum to Radio City bring one face to face
with the incredible features of something immortal, yel
eorrupt, The arduous limits of the Empire State f11 one
with thoughts of extingnishment and vertigo. The outer
walls of the Bell Telephone Building near Sixth Avenue
and 17th Street are vertiginous maps that reach
into the immensities of nowhere. Radio City i even
hilled as a “city within a ¢ity"™—a microcosm in &
macrocosm, The symmetrical patterns in some
Ultramodeme walls scem devised to bafle and
to prove the notion of a deml-urge, No doubt
the ‘thirtics will be fakifled into a style,
perhaps endless styles, or maybe it has been
already—who knows? For the 'thirties are
built on fdeas that could anby have origi-




nated in the illusory depths of The Mirror of Mirrors. And as everybody knows, the mirror is a symbol of
illusion, as immaterial as a projected film. Or think of the obsolete future in H. G. Wells' The Shapz, of
Things to Come (1936). Tamished reflections are all that remain of the 'thirties. An infinite multiplication of
looking-glass interiors, that could only spell doom to the naturalist. The “thirties recover that much hated Gnostic
idea that the universe is a mirror reflection of the celestial order—a monstrous system of mirrored mazes. The
‘thirties become a decade fabricated out of erystal and prisms, a world heavy with illusion. Never has the phan-
tasmal appeared so solid. The mirror promises so much and gives so little, it is a pool of swarming ideas or
neoplatonic archetypes and repulsive to the realist. It is a vain trap, an abyss, nevertheless the cold distant
people of the Ultramoderne installed themselves in many versions of the Hall of Mirrors. They lived in interiors
of gloss and glass, in luminous skyserapers, in rooms of rarefied atmospheres and airless delights. The overuse
of the mirror turned buildings, no matter how solid and immobile; into emblems of nothingness. Building
exteriors were massive and windows were often surrounded by tomb-like mouldings and casements, but the
interior mirrors multiplied and divided ‘reality’ into perplexing, inpenetrable, uninhabitable regions. The walls
outdoors were ultra physical, while the walls indoors were ungraspable and vain. The purist is vain enough to
imagine he is pure, but this ultimate viewpoint frightens the naturalist. The ‘window" and the ‘mirror’ are secret
sharers of the same elements. The window contains nothing, while the mirror contains everything. Consider
them both, and you will find it impossible to escape their double identity. The ‘ultra-window’ is a privileged
post for those ‘site-scers’ of trans-modemism, The window doubles as an open and closed space, and this is
accentuated in many ‘thirties buildings, Many builders in the ‘thirties such as Helmle, Corbett, Harrison,
Sugarman ond Burger transformed the ‘window” into an art form. By the way, the Riverside Museum was the
first building in New York City to have ‘comer windows.” The window reminds us that we are captives of the
rovm, by suggesting both ﬂaﬂht and confinement. The ziggurated frameworks that contain certain windows show
a keen awareness of the wm(luw —as ‘a thing in itself.” This is the direct opposite of The International Style,
where the window has no meaning other than function. Forin does not follow function in the Ultramoderne
cosmos of fixity and facets, The corner window is a right-angled boundary that involves the idea of the
double or a ‘split-window” from which there is no escape. The meaning of the window makes one aware

of absolute inertia or the perfect instant, when time oscillates in a circumscribed place. The

window prevents movement by setting up a transparent barrier. An Ultraist view through the

Ultra-window brings about total consciousness. The direction of ‘art-time’ has since the

‘fifties tended toward France, along the line of progress from the avant-garde, but

that line appears to be shifting away from France and Europe towards

South America and India. In fact the one line of the avant-garde is

forking, breaking and becoming many lines. Buenos Aires is

where Jorge Luis Borges introduced his own special kind of

Ultraism, back in the ‘twenties. A group of young

theorizers and writers—Narah Lange, Guillerino
Juan, Eduardo Gonzalez Lanuza and Fran-
cisco Pinero—published a review called

Prisma (1921-1922). Later a

manifesto defined Ultraism

through various nega-

tive qualities,




says Ana Maria Barrenechea, it showed an “. . . animosity toward decadent
Madernism, and toward Simplism.” What is fascinating about South America is
that practically nothing is known about it. Like India it is a tangle of endless
unknown or lost cities—look in any World Atlas. The period of time we call the
*thirties holds the secrets of those infinite distances within its physical limits, its
buildings, staircases, windows, doors, and mirrors. The ’thirties become a vast
topos, teeming with replicas of monumental “primes.” Within what George Kubler
refers to as “repetition in gencral, including habits, routines, and rituals,” we are
| apt to discover the serial order of the enduring prime. The “history of art,”
according to Kubler, resembles “a broken but much repaired chain made of string
and wire” that connects “occasional jeweled links.” To understand this ‘chain’
| would be like trying to retrace the pattern of ones footsteps from the day of ones
| birth to the present. The prime monuments are as enigmatic as the prime num-
bers. The distribution of primes in the number system is irregular, but each
number is complete in itself=2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 101, ete. A prime could be a mirror
while a replica could be a reflection. The ‘shape of time,” when it comes to the
‘ Ultramoderne, is circular and unending—a circle of circles that is made of Tinear
incalculables’ and ‘interior distances.” All the arduous efforts of all the monumental
ages are contained in the ultra-instants, the atemporal moments, or the cosmic
| seconds, This is a return to a primitive inertia or invincible idleness that stops
trains, jets and ships and transforms them into signs or symbols. The Time of
) the ‘thirties remains asleep—locked in the mirrors of a purely negative idealism—
a crypto-phenomenology. It would be grossly wrong to consider the Ultramoderne
in terms of Surrealism or existential psychoanalysis, All that was fascinating about
the so-called Surrealists was subverted by a kind of abstract naturalism, that
| imagined itself to be formal.’ Fortunately, the Ultramoderne was dismissed by
1 the ‘organic’ modernist, or else it simply evaded his understanding. Ultraism,
because it is aware of Time as “fiction,” knows that belief is groundless, and so
accepts the groundlessness with a measured skepticism. The Ultraist ‘doubts
his own doubt’, and does not resort to despair because he knows the difference
between the feeling in ene’s self and the thing felt. Temporal continuity conceals
the discrete structure of illusion; it conceals the Absolute that suggests nothing,
recalls nothing and signifies nothing. An infinite memory trace from the ‘thirties
hangs in a cosmos within mental or phenomenological vaults and sinks back into
eternity. The Ultramoderne puts one in contact with vast distances, with the ever-
receding square spirals; it projects one into mirrored surfaces or into ascending and
descending states of ludicity. Walls, rooms and windows take on a vertiginous
immobility—Time engulfs space. The Time of the “thirties is an infinite pyramid
with a mirrored interior and a granite exterior—reality contains the illusion or
reality encloses the illusion. The 1930's reflect the 2030’s into a multifaceted
domain of chambers that progresses backwards in threes, A tripartite infrastructure
that extends forever into the future through the past. Nothing is new, neither is
anything old.

Left: Circular mirror, 1930. Right: Film stills from Andy Warhol's Empire.
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LETTERTO THE EDITOR (1967)

Sirs:

France has given us the anti-novel, now Michael Fried has given us the
anti-theater. A producnon could be developed on 4 monstrous seale with the
Seven Deadly Tsms, verbose diatribes, scandalous refutations, a vindicaton of
Stanley Cavell, shrill but brilliant disputes on “shapchood™ vs. "ohjecthood,”
dark curses, infamous claims, ete. The stage should subdiade meo: millions
of stages.

The following is a “prologue™ Fom an unwritten TV “spectacola™ called
Thie Triladlations of Michael Fried,

. there will be no end to this exquisite, horrible misery, when
vou look forward you shall see a long forever, a boundless dura-
tion before you, which will swallow up your thoughts,

Jonathan Edwards

Michael Fried has in his article " Arc and Objecthood” (Artfaran, June 1967)
declared a “war” on what he quixotically calls “theatricality” In a manner wor-
thy of the most fanateal purnitan, he provides the art world wath a long-overdue
spectacle—a kind of ready-made parody of the war between Renassance clis-
sicism (modermity) versus Manneristic anti-classicism (theater). Fried, without
knowing it, has brought into being a schism complete with all ehe “mime
fury” {Thomas Carew) of a fictive inguisition. He becomes, | want to say, in
efféct the first truly manneristic cntic of “modermty” Fried has set the erineal
stage for manneristic modenmism, although he s teying hard not to fall from the
“erip” of grace. This grace he maimtains by avoiding appearanre, or by keeping
art at “arm’s length.” Fried discusses this “grip" i Awthony Claro and Kenneth
Notand—Some Notes on Not Composing (The Lugano Review, 1965/[11-1V}),
What Fried fears most 1s the consciousness of what he s doing—namely being
humself thearrical, He dreads “distance™ because thar would force him o be-
come gware of the role he is plaving. His sense of intoimacy would be annibi-
lated by the “God” Jonathan Edwards feared so much. Fried, the orthodox
modermst, the keeper of the gospel of Clement Greenberg has been “struck
by Tony Smith,” the agent of endlessness, Fried has declared his sacred duty to
modernism and will now make combar with what Jorge Luis Borges calls “the
numerous Hydra (the swamp monster which amounts to a prefiguration or
emblem of geometric progressions) . .. ", in other words “Judd’s Specific Ohb-
jects, and Morriss gestalts or unitary forms; Smith’s cube .. This atempaoral
world threatens Frieds present state of temporal grace—his "presentmess.” The
terrors of infinity are taking over the mind of Michael Fried. Corrupt appear-
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ances of endlessness worse than any known Evil. A radieal skepticism, known
only to the dreadful “lireralists™ 15 making inroads mte momate “shapehood™
Mon-durational labyvrinths of tdme are infecting his brain with eternity, Fried,

the Marxast sant, shall not be tempred meo this awful sensibilicy, mstead he

will ching for dear bife to the "surfaces” of Jules Oheski’s Bimga, Better one nul

lion Brngas than one “specific object.” Yet, little known “specific demons” are
at thas toment, T want to say, “breaking the fingers” of Frieds grip on Biga
[his “harrowmg” of hellish objecthoed 15 causing modernity much vexaton

and

turmoll—not to say “gnashing of eeth

At any rate, eternity brings about the dissolution of belief in temporal his
tories, empires, revolutions, and counteér-revolutions—all becomes ephemeral
and 1 a sense unreal, even the universe loses its reality, Nature gives way to thi

incalculible cyeles of nonduraden. Evernal time 15 the result of skepticism, not

belief. Every refutation 1 a mirror of the thing it refutes—ad fnfinitum. Every
war 15 bartle wath reflections. What Michael Fried attacks 5 what he 5. He 1
a naturalist who attacks nataral tme, Could 3t be there 15 2 double Michael
Fried—the atemporal Fried and the temporal Fried? Consider a subdivaded

progression of “Frieds™ on mullions of stages
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ATOUR OF THE MONUMENTS
OF PASSAIC, NEW JERSEY (1967)

He laughed softly. "l know. There's no way out. Not through the Barrier,
Maybe that isn't what | want, after all. But this—this—"" He stared at the
Monument. “It seems all wrong sometimes. | just can't explain it. It's the
whole city, It makes me feel haywire. Then | get these flashes.”

Henry Kuttner, Jesting Pilot
Today our unsophisticated cameras record in their own way our hastily
assembled and painted world.

Vladimir Nabokov, Invitation to a Beheading

On Saturday, September 30, 1967, I went to the Port Authority Building on
41st Street and 8th Avenue. [ bought a copy of the New York Times and a Signet
paperback called Earthworks by Brian W. Aldiss. Next [ went to ticket booth 21
and purchased a one-way ticket to Passaic. After that I went up to the upper
bus level (platform 173) and boarded the number 3o bus of the Inter-City
Transportation Co,

I sat down and opened the Times. I glanced over the art section: a “Collec-
tors’, Critics’, Curators’ Choice™ at A. M. Sachs Gallery (a letter 1 got in the
mail that morning invited me “to play the game before the show closes Octo-
ber 4th™), Walter Schatzki was selling “Prints, Drawings, Watercolors™ at 3340
off,” Elinor Jenkins, the “Romantic Realist)” was showing at Barzansky Gal-
leries, XVIII-XIX Century English Furniture on sale at Parke-Bernet, “New

Art: Themes and the Usual Variations
g - i ‘ o o)

®ANegoncal Lamdscape™ by Samuel F. B. Morse, displayed at Marthorough-Gerson Gallery

Published as “The Monuments of Passaic,” Artforum, December 1967
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The: Bricge Maonurient Showing Wooden Sidewafla; Poninment with Pamtoons The Purmiing Derrick.
[Phots: Robert Smithsan.) {Photo! Robert Smithson.)

Dhrections i German Graphics™ at Goethe House, and on page 29 was John
Canaday’s column. He was writing on Themes and the Usial Fanations. 1 looked
ar a blurry reproduction of Saimuel E B, Morse's Allegorical Landscape at the top
of Canaday’s column; the sky was a subtle newsprint grey, and the clouds re-
sembled sensitive stains of sweat renuniscent of a famous Yugoslay watercol-
orist whose name 1 have forgotwen. A lictle starue with right arm held high
faced a pond (or was 1t the sea?). "Gothie” buildings in the allegory had a faded
look, while an unnecessary tree (or was it a cloud of smoke?) seemed to puff
up on the left side of the landscape. Canaday referred to the picture as “stand-
g confidently along with other allegorical representatives of the arts, sci- |
ences, and hgh ideals that wniversities foster” My eves stumbled over the
newsprint, over such headlines as “Seasonal Upswing.” “A Shutte Service,”
and “Moving a 1,000 Pound Sculpture Can Be a Fine Work of Art, Too,” Other
pems of Canaday’s dazzled my mund as 1 passed through Secaucus. " Feealistic
wikworks of raw meat beset by vermin™ (Paul Thek), "Mr. Bush and his col-
leagues are wasting their tume” (Jack Bush), "a book, an apple on a saucer, a
rumpled cloth” [Thyra Davadson). Oueade the bus window o Howard John-
son’s Motor Lodge flew by—a symphony in orange and blue, On page 31 in
Big Letters: THE EMERGING POLICE STATE IN AMERICA SPY GOV-
ERINMENT. "In this book vou will learn _ . . what an Infimity Transmitter is”

The bus turned off Highway 3, down Orient Way in Rucherford.

| read the blurbs and skimmed through Eartloeorks. The first sentence read,
“The dead man drifted along in the breeze” Tt seemed the book was about a
soil shortage, and the Earthworks referred to the manufacture of aroficial soil
I'he sky over Ruthertord was a clear cobalt blue, a perfect Indian summer day,
but the skv in Barthworks was a “great black and brown shield on which mois-

ture sleamed.”
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The Great Pipe Monument. (Photo: Robert Smithson.)

The Fountain Monument: Bird’s Eye View. (Photo: Robert Smithson.)

The bus passed over the first monument. I pulled the buzzer-cord and got
oft at the corner of Union Avenue and Raver Drive. The monument was a
bridge over the Passaic River that connected Bergen County with Passaic
County. Noon-day sunshine cinema-ized the site, turning the bridge and the
river into an over-exposed picture. Photographing it with my Instamatic 400 was
like photographing a photograph. The sun became a monstrous light-bulb that
projected a detached series of “stills” through my Instamatic into my eye.
When I walked on the bridge, it was as though I was walking on an enormous
photograph that was made of wood and steel, and underneath the river existed
as an enormous movie film that showed nothing but a continuous blank.

The steel road that passed over the water was in part an open grating
flanked by wooden sidewalks, held up by a heavy set of beams, while above, a
ramshackle network hung in the air. A rusty sign glared 1n the sharp atmosphere,
making 1t hard to read. A date flashed in the sunshine...1899...No...
1896 . . . maybe (at the bottom of the rust and glare was the name Dean &
Westbrook Contractors, N.Y.). I was completely controlled by the Instamatic
(or what the rationalists call a camera). The glassy air of New [ersey defined
the structural parts of the monument as | took snapshot after snapshot. A barge
seemed fixed to the surface of the water as 1t came toward the bridge, and
caused the bridge-keeper to close the gates. From the banks of Passaic 1
watched the bridge rotate on a central axis in order to allow an nert rectangu-
lar shape to pass with its unknown cargo. The Passaic (West) end of the bridge
rotated south, while the Rutherford (East) end of the bridge rotated north;
such rotations suggested the limited movements of an outmoded world.
“North” and “South”™ hung over the static river in a bi-polar manner. One
could refer to this bridge as the “Monument of Dislocated Directions.”

Along the Passaic Raver banks were many minor monuments such as con-
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~ The Fountain Monument—Side View, (Photo: Robert Smithson.) The Sand-Box Monument. {also called The Desert),
(Photo: Rabert Smithsan.) !

crete abutments that supported the shoulders of a new highway in the process
of being built. River Drive was in part bulldozed and in part intact. It was hard
to tell the new highway from the old road; they were both confounded into a
unitary chaos. Since 1t was Saturday, many machines were not working, and

this caused them to resemble prehistoric creatures trapped in the mud, or, bet-

ter, extinct machines—mechanical dinosaurs stripped of their skin. On the
L edge of this prehistoric Machine Age were pre— and post—World War II subur-
ban houses, The houses mirrored themselves into colorlessness. A group of J

children were throwing rocks at each other near a ditch.“From now on you're

not going to come to our hide-out. And [ mean it!” said a little blonde girl

A who had been hit with a rock.
As I walked north along what was left of River Drive, [ saw a monument in |
the middle of the river—it was a pumping derrick with a long pipe attached to
it. The pipe was supported in part by a set of pontoons, while the rest of it ex-
tended about three blocks along the river bank till it disappeared into the earth.
One could hear debris rattling in the water that passed through the great pipe.
Nearby, on the river bank, was an artificial crater that contained a pale
limpid pond of water, and from the side of the crater protruded six large pipes
that gushed the water of the pond into the river. This constituted a monumen-
tal fountain that suggested six horizontal smokestacks that seemed to be flood-
ing the river with liquid smoke. The great pipe was in some enigmatic way
connected with the infernal fountain. It was as though the pipe was secretly
sodomizing some hidden technological orifice, and causing a monstrous sex-
ual organ (the fountain) to have an orgasm. A psychoanalyst might say that the
landscape displayed “homosexual tendencies,” but I will not draw such a crass
anthropomorphic conclusion. I will merely say, “It was there.”
Across the river in Rutherford one could hear the faint voice of a P.A. sys-
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tem and the weak cheers of a crowd at a football game. Actually, the landscape

was no landscape, but “a particular kind of heliotypy” (Nabokov), a kind of
self-destroying postcard world of failed immortality and oppressive grandeur. I
had been wandering in a moving picture that I couldn’t quite picture, but just

as [ became perplexed, I saw a green sign that explained everything:

YOUR HIGHWAY TAXES 21

AT WORK
Federal Highway U.S. Dept. of Commerce
Trust Funds Bureau of Public Roads
2,867,000 State Highway Funds

2,867,000
New Jersey State Highway Dept.

That zero panorama seemed to contain ruins in reverse, that is—all the new
construction that would eventually be bult. This 15 the opposite of the “ro-
mantic ruin” because the buildings don’t fall into ruin affer they are built but
rather rise into ruin before they are built. This anti-romantic mise-en-scene sug-
gests the discredited 1dea of fime and many other “out of date” things. But the
suburbs exist without a rational past and without the “big events” of history.
Oh, maybe there are a few statues, a legend, and a couple of curios, but no
past—just what passes for a future. A Utopia minus a bottom, a place where
the machines are idle, and the sun has turned to glass, and a place where the
Passaic Concrete Plant (253 River Drive) does a good business in STONE,
BITUMINOUS, SAND, and CEMENT. Passaic seems full of “holes™” com-
pared to New York City, which seems tightly packed and solid, and those holes
in a sense are the monumental vacancies that define, without trying, the mem-
ory-traces of an abandoned set of futures. Such futures are found in grade B
Utopian films, and then imitated by the suburbanite. The windows of City
Motors auto sales proclaim the existence of Utopia through 1968 WIDE
TRACK PONTIACS—Executive, Bonneville, Tempest, Grand Prix, Fire-
birds, GTO, Catalina, and LeMans—that visual incantation marked the end of
the highway construction.

Next [ descended into a set of used car lots. [ must say the situation seemed
like a change. Was I in a new territory? (An English artist, Michael Baldwin,
says, “it could be asked if the country does in fact change—it does not in the
sense a traffic light does.”) Perhaps I had shpped mto a lower stage of futu-
rity—did [ leave the real future behind in order to advance into a false future?
Yes, I did. Reeality was behind me at that point in my suburban Odyssey.

Passaic center loomed like a dull adjective. Each “store™ in it was an adjec-
tive unto the next, a chain of adjectives disguised as stores. 1 began to run out
of film, and I was getting hungry. Actually, Passaic center was no center—it
was instead a typical abyss or an ordinary void. What a great place for a gallery!
Or maybe an “outdoor sculpture show” would pep that place up.

At the Golden Coach Diner (11 Central Avenue) 1 had my lunch, and
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Negative Map Showing Region of the Monuments along the Passaic River.

loaded my Instamatic. | looked at the orange-yellow box of Kodak Veri-

chrome Pan, and read a notice that said:

READ THIS NOTICE:

This film will be replaced 1if defective in manufacture, label-
ing, or packaging, even though caused by our negligence
or other fault. Except for such replacement, the sale or any
subsequent handling of this film is without other warranty
or liability. EASTMAN KODAK COMPANY DO NOT OPEN
THIS CARTRIDGE OR YOUR PICTURES MAY BE SPOILED
—12 EXPOSURES—SAFETY FILM—ASA 125 22 DIN.

After that I returned to Passaic, or was it the hereafte—for all 1 know that
unimaginative suburb could have been a clumsy eternity, a cheap copy of The
City of the Immortals. But who am I to entertain such a thought? I walked
down a parking lot that covered the old railroad tracks which at one time ran
through the middle of Passaic. That monumental parking lot divided the city
in half, turning 1t into a mirror and a reflecion—but the mirror kept changing
places with the reflection. One never knew what side of the mirror one was
on. There was nothing interesting or even strange about that flat monument, yet
it echoed a kind of cliché idea of infimity; perhaps the “secrets of the universe™
are just as pedestrian—not to say dreary. Everything about the site remained
wrapped in blandness and littered with shiny cars—one after another they ex-
tended into a sunny nebulosity. The indifferent backs of the cars flashed and
reflected the stale atternoon sun. [ took a few listless, entropic snapshots of that

strous monument. If the future 1s “out of date” and “old fashioned,” then 1
lustrous m nent. If the fut
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had been in the future. [ had been on a planet that had a map of Passae drawn

over it, and a rather imperfect map it that. A sidereal map marked up with
“lines” the size of streets, and “squares”™ and “blocks™ the size of buildings, At
any moment my feet were apt to fall through the cardboard ground. 1 am con-
vinced that the future 1s lost somewhere m the dumps of the non-historical past;
it 15 1 yesterday’s newspapers, in the jefune advertisements of science-henon
maovies: in the false nurror of our rejected dreams. Time turns metaphors into
things, and stacks them up in cold rooms, or places them in the celestial play-
grounds of the suburbs.

Has Passaie replaced Rome as The Erernal City? If certan cines of the
world were placed end to end in a straight line according to size, starting with
Rome, where would Passaic be in that impossible progression? Each oty
would be a three-dimensional murror that wounld reflect the next caty o ex
istence, The limits of etermity seem to contin such nefarious ideas,

Fhe last monument was a sand box or a model desert. Under the dead light
af the Passaic afternoon the desert became a map of infinite disintegration and
forgetfulness. This monument of minute particles blazed under a bleakly glow-
ing sun, and suggested the sullen dissolution of entire continents, the dryving
up of sccans—no longer were there green forests and hgh mountans—all
that existed were nullions of grains of sand, a vast deposit of bones and stones
pulverized into dust, Every grain of sand was a dead metaphor that equaled
timelessness, and to decipher such metaphors would take one through the false
mirror of eternity. This sand box somchow doubled as an open grave—a grave
that chuldren cheerfully play 1o,

- all sense of reality was gone. In its place had come deep-
scated tllusions, absence of pupillary reaction to light, absence of
knee reaction—symptoms all of progressive cerebral menmingins:
the blanketing of the brain | ..

Louis Sullivan, "one of the greatest of all archateces”
quoted in Michel Butor’s Mabile

| should now like to prove the wreversibality of etermty by using a jejune
experiment for proving ¢ntropy. Picture in vour mind’s eve the sand box di-
vided in half with black sand on one side and white sand on the other. We take
a child and have him ron hundreds of tmes clockwise i the box until the sand
gers mixed and begins to turn grey; after that we have lam run ano-clockwise,
but the result will not be a restoration of the original division but a greater de-
gree of greyness and an increase of entropy.

Of course, if we Almed such an experiment we could prove the reversibiliey
of etermity by shovwing the filim backwards, but then sooner or later the film it-
self would erumble or get lost and enter the state of irveversibility. Somehow
this suggests that the cinema offers an illusive or temporary escape from physi-
cal dissolution. The false immortality of the film gives the viewer an llusion of

control over eternity—but “the superstars” are fading,
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WIBIGERINA OOZE AND THE BLUISH MUDS. CARETA THE LATIN WORD FOR CHALK (THE CHALK AGE). AN ARTICLE CALLED GROTTOES, GEOLOGY AND THE GOTHIC REVIVAL,
AILOSOPHIC ROMANCES. GREENSANDS ACCUMULATED OVER WIDE AREAS IN SHALLOW WATER. UPRAISED PLATEAUX IN AUSTRALIA. SEDIMENT SAMPLES. CONIFERS. REMAINS
EAFLIGHTLESS BIRD DISCOVERED IN A CHALK PIT. CAUSES OF EXTINCTION UNKNOWN. THE FABULOUS SEA-SERPENT. THE CLASSICAL ATTITUDE TOWARD MOUNTAINS IS
J0MY. A DISPLAY OF PLASTER TRICERATOPS EGGS IN A GLASS CASE. THE ROCKS OF MONTANA. GLIBIGERINA CRETACEA ENLARGED 30 TIMES IN A BOOK. THE WEARING
RICESS CONTINUES, A CONSTANT GRINDING DOWN OF AOUGH TERRAINS. SOMETHING HAD FANGS 6 INCHES LONG. KILLED BY THE HEAT OF THE SUN. THE SACRED THEORY OF
MEEARTH CAUSES BEWILDERMENT. SOME BOOKS CONCERNING THE DELUGE BRING CHADS TO MANY. GRAY MISTS AND MUCH HEAT. PERPLEXED BY PEBBLE DEPOSITS. COLUMNS
FHSALT ILLUSTRATED IN DE RERUM FOSSILIUM. PAINTINGS OF CRETACEOUS PERIOD SHOWN AS ART/ST'S CONCEPTIONS ON LARGE PANELS. FROM 135 TO 70 MILLION YEARS
QUL TRAITE DE PETRIFICATIONS. WOODCUT SHOWING TWO STONES FALLING FROM THE HEAVENS DURING A STORM. A DEAD TORTOISE. IN THE ZONE OF AIR-THUNDERBOLTS,
QRCERANLUINIUS, BELEMNITE, ETC. CERTAIN BEDS OF THE KEOKUK IN THE CENTRAL MISSISSIPPI VALLEY. THE FLAMING RAMPARTS OF THE WORLLD (LUCRETIUS). DE MINERALI-
Y ALBERTUS MAGNUS, FEATHER IMPRESSIONS EXHIBITED IN A PALEONTOLOGICAL MUSEUM, FOSSILIZED VENDOM, THE TREE ONICA WHOSE TEARS HARDEN INTO THE MINERAL
MEX, (FROM THE HORTUS SANITATIS), SUME GRAINS OF SAND WERE SQUARE AND OTHERS PYRAMIDAL, CAMERAS LOST IN SHELLS AND SKELETONS.

8 i 2 3 2y %

JMUSEL UNDER A STEGDSAURUS SKELETON. BONY PLATES. THREE OUNGES OF BRAIN. 45,000,000 NO WORDS COULD DESCRIBE IT. CRAGGY CLIFFS, INDEPENDENT OF LIFE.
TENSIVE LAKES OR INLAND SEAS MARKED AS BLUE STRIPES ON AN OVAL MAP. PLASTIC SEAWEEDS IN THE MUSEUM. A GREAT COLLECTION OF FOSSILS IN THE ASHMOLEAN
JBEUM AT OXFORD. MUNDUS SUBTERRANEUS, KIRCHER AMSTERDAM 1678, STONE PLANTS. JOHN CLEVELAND'S NEWS FROM NEWCASTLE OR NEWCASTLE COAL PITS PUBLISHED
HHIESS. AGE OF CYCADS. A FINE CHALKY DEPQSIT (PERHAPS DUST BLOWN FROM RAISED CORAL REEFS). MONO LAKE-THE DEAD SEA OF THE WEST, BELEMNITES SWARMED IN THE
MDOY SEAS. POETS CELEBRATING GROTTOES. THE RECENT MONKEY-PUZZLE HAS NOTHING TO 00 WITH THE JURASSIC PERIOD, WELL-PRESERVED PTERODACTYLS. THE BURNET
INTROVERSY. MANY CRAWLED ON THE OCEAN FLOOR. DELTAIC SANDSTONES OUTCROPPING IN YORKSHIRE. A MODEL OF A BRYOZOA ONE MILLION TIMES LIFE SIZE. MEANDER-
M AIVERS. GO MY SONS, BUY STOUT SHOES, CLIMB THE MOUNTAINS, SEARCH THE VALLEYS, DESERTS, THE SEA SHORES, AND THE DEEP RECESSES OF THE EARTH (SEVERINUS).
BERITAIN THE JURASSIC CONSISTS MAINLY OF OOLITES AND CLAYS. RHAETIC BEDS. SEVERAL LAND-MASSES NOT SHOWN ON A MAP. LUXURIANT VEGETATION. PARADISE LOST.
MASION OF THE OCEAN. ARCHAEOPTERY X. FLESH-EATERS WALKED ON THEIR HIND LEGS USING THEIR FORE LIMBS FOR GRABBING PREY. BONES WITH AIR CAVITIES SHOWN IN
WEDRAWING. LOW TIDE. DEAD JELLY-FISH IN A LAGOON. PAINTING OF FERN FOREST, POST CARDS OF ZION CANYON, A BOOK ON URANIUM. AN AATIST'S CONCEPTION OF
WIOSAURS IN A SWAMP, CHART TELLS OF THE EVOLUTION OF WASTE. OVER-EXPOSED PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE SUNDANCE SEA. A NOVEL ABOUT THE LIFE OF AN ICHTHYOSAUR,

q|EESHEETS MARKED THE POLES. INFRA-RED PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE GULF OF GEDSYNCLINE,
! Ko v P W L —_— .
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HEURE VALLEYS. DATA FROM DRILLED HOLES. HE MAY EVEN NOW-IF | MAY USE THE PHRASE-BE WANDERING ON SOME PLESIOSAURUS-HAUNTED OLLITIC CORAL REEF, OR
BIDE THE LONEL Y SALINE LAKES OF THE TRIASSIC AGE (H.G. WELLS). TRACKS OF DINOSAURS DISCOVERED AT TURNERS FALLS, ON THE CONNECTICUT RIVER IN MASSACHU-

5. THE COLUMNAR JDININGS OF THE PALISADES. INERT, ALL SLIDES INTO A LOST MOMENT, A CLIFF BELOW THE WEST END OF THE GEORGE WASHINGTON BRIDGE. VOLEANIC
AS. AT THE CHILLED ZONE. A RESTORED SECTION OF A TRIASSIC FAULT BLOCK SHOWING LAVA DIKES. A BODK IS A PAPER STRATA. A COLORED PHOTOGRAPH OF THE
SIRIFIED FOREST, ARIZONA. A LANOSLIDE OF MAPS. ECLIPSE OF THE MOON. GYPSUM. AN ILLUSTRATION FROM THE PALESTECTONIC ATLAS. DYING IN THE YUKON AMID THE
JUTONIC ROCKS. TECTONIC ISLANDS SURRDUNDED BY GREEN FOAM....NOTHING CAN APPEAR MORE LIFELESS THAN THE CHAOS OF ROCKS... (DARWIN). SOUTHERN ELLESMERE-
U0, ABUNDANT QUANTITIES OF GRANULAR MINERALS. THE EXHUMED PRE-LATE TRIASSIC PENEPLANE CAN BE SEEN NEAR THE GEDRGE WASHINGTON BRIOGE. A GENERALIZED
EOLDGIC CROSS SECTION SHOWING MAGMA OFFSHOOTS. A DIAGRAM SHOWING A FAULT ZONE. WEDGES OF SEDIMENTARY STRATA. A PHOTOGRAPH OF AOTTEN DIABASE, RAPID
SATLOSS. A RESTORATION OF A ICAROSAURUS. FALL ZONE. SWASH. 600,000 CUBIC YARDS OF SOMETHING. A BLOCK DIAGRAM SHOWING DRIFT. BARRIERS OF MUD. THE EARLIEST

ETHREE GEQLOGICAL PERIODS COMPRISED IN THE MESOZ0IC ERA (DICTIONARY OF GEOLOGICAL TERMS). BLACK HEATHS, WILD ROCKS, BLACK CRAGS, AND NAKED HILLS

BARLES COTTONLIN THE WAKE OF LAVA FLOWS. CHOMATIC EMULSIONS OF NAMELESS ROCKS. A NARROW RANGE OF GREY TONALITIES. THE ANONYMOUS SURFACE UNIFORMITY
FMUSEUM PHOTOGRAPHS. DEGENERATE TECHNIOUES. DISPLAYS IN PLASTIC,

RATA A GEOPHOTOGRAPHIC FICTION

Aspen, no. 8, Fall-Winter |970-71,issue edited by Dan Graham
Some words are illegible in this article because of the worn folds in the pages of the only copy of the original available to us.
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PERMIA

CAITBONIFEROUS

DEVONIAN

SILURIAN

THE PROVINCE DF PERM IN AUSEIA, EVAPORATION CALFSES LAND TQ SHAINK, CONTINENTAL DRIFT, & DRAWING DF THE BKULL OF THE REPTILE ELGINIA (RELATED Y0
PAAEASAURUS, FAOM PERMLAN SANOSTONE IN ELOIN, ¥.E_SCOTLAND, DRAWN TO OME QUARTER MATURAL SIZTE). THROUGH THE EYES OF DIMETROOON, PERMIAN IGE AGE
THUE, THE PULEATING MOVEMENT OF GLACIERS 15 DUE TO THE PROPERTIES OF ICE ITEELF AND 15 ASSOCIATED WITH THE PERIDONG ACCUMULATION AND REMO AL OF B
STRESE W ATE VERYETRELINE AGGREGATE (P.A SHUMSKI). HOT DESERT CONDITIONS. NOTES AEGARDING FORAMINIFERA, REMAING OF SLOW WADOLING CREATUMES FOU
RUBSEA AND SOUTH AFRICA. SEAS WERE CUT-DFF FADM THE DCEAN, UNTIL THEY BECAME INCREASINGLY RALINE. DRESTIE CHANGES OF THE LANDSCAPE TAKE PLACE. A Y
ACCORDING TO BUTTON IS A SPIRACLE TO A SUBTERAANEAN FURNACE. FANTABTIC IOEAS WERE LATER CAST ASI0E BY THE PLUTONISTE. SOLIDIFIES IN GRANITE, FALST 54
SETROCK T ROCK... THE NEFTUMIAN THEORY, THE TYMMETTY OF THE EARTH WAS THOUGHT TO0 BE 8POILED, MODERN ORDERS OF INGECTS EMERGE, A SMAALLY COILED
OF TEETH BELONGED TO HELICOPRION. DWARF FAUNA ONE SENTENCE DEVOTED TO INSECTS IN A CHAPTER 0N THE PERMIAN PERIGO. STEREDSCOPIC VIEWS OF THE §1a0
BEA. NUANCES OF CHANGING LIGHT OVER RECONETRUCTIONS OF DECIDUOLS TREES. ENAPSHOTE OF PRISON GAR, OFORAMA OF ASH HEAPS, DAGLUERREDTYPE 54 IWING VAST
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GLACIATION. STRATIGRAPHIC MAP OF (1L DEPOSITS. MISPLACED BOUNDARIES. BHIFTS 1N POLAR AXIE RECORDED. EVAPDRATION 0F SDUTHERN HEMISPHERE. MARATHIN
WOUNTAIN SEETCHED. JOURNALS DEVOTED TO AADIATION DAMAGE : UNOEVELOPED FILM OF DRY LAND MASS. NEGATIVES OF BHELLY DRGOANISWE. A BODK ON EEII‘A.'PI'EIS.lll.I

COLOR SLIDES DF PERMIAN PRAIRIES
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OVER DEAD CALAMITES, TEARIGENOUS CLASTIC SEQIMENTS EXTENDED TO A LINE PASSING WEST OF MICHIGAN, EARTH WARPAGE, PHOTOGRAPH OF LIMESTONES NEAR LS
TON, INDIANA RATURE 15 NOT THE BTARTING POINT. ALL ROUND THE COAST THE LANGLID ALR D0 SWOON_. (TENNYEON). PURELY STATIC SMAPES, CLUMPS GLIMPIED THRI
THE EYES OF ERYOPS. THE BRITISH MUSELIM BUILT 1824, THE GLYPTOTHEK IN MUNICH 1B16-1634. AS DECA Y AND DEATH QWERTOMK THESE FOREST GIANTS THEY EVENTUALL
CRASHED INTE THE MUD AND GOZE SURACUNDING THEN \LHARLES B KNIGHT). THE IMMUTABLE CALM IN THE STEAMING SWAMPS, THINGE FAIL TO APPEAR. WO RDE SIN KINEE
THE MUCK AND MIRE, COLLECTING THE FOSS!L AND SENDUNG [T T THE MUSELW 12 QLY PART OF THE STORY (EDWIN W COLBERT], A CAMERA DBSCURA ATPAODUCES & PARS
GEDLOGIC MAP. THE SPLITTING OF MARINE BEQS, ERDDED OUT. DIAGRAM SHOWING ELUSTATIC MOVEMENT-RISE AND FALL OF SEA LEVEL DF 100 FEET |K 420,000 YEARS. EFE
BENIC SINKING. /T 15 N THE MUSELW-LIRGE THAT QUR LEARNING SHOWS A FACE TUANED TOWARDS THNE THINGS OF DEATH {EANST JUNGER), A HEAF BETWEEN FORGETFUE
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TECTONIC MaP OF THE CANADIAN APPALACHIAN REGION. UNSTABLE CONTINENTS. SEDIMENTS ON THE FAET SHORE OF THE ﬁﬁ‘l' E'F FJHIJ"’ AT IDGGHING, NOVA B Lf'l 1. 5O
WINOS, ARTIFICIAL LIEHT. AGUATINT ENGRAVINGS DF FOSSILE

HUGE DUANTITIES OF PESBLES, SAND AND MUD. DEVONSHIAE. .. APPARENTLY THE WRECK [F SOME GIGANTIC STRUCTURES OF ART.. IPDE), THE WDRLD THROUGH THE EYER
A DEVONIAN LUNG FISH, POLISHED PIECES OF SILICA ROCE. FUNGAL THAEADS AND RESTING SPORES. BUMSHINE ON THE PETRIFIED DEPDSITA. A LAKE LOST UKRDER THE DER
EPIRAL SHELLS. FOSSIL FOREST EXHIBITED IN A IORAMA | THE KEW YORK STATE MUSEUM. EQSPEAMATOPERIS IS PAOMINENT. MOSS, ANTENIOR MEMORIES. LAYER LIPCK
LAYER. UWLESS THE INFORMATION SAINED FROM THE COLLECTING AND PREPARING OF FOSSILE 15 MADE AVALASLE THROUGH THE PRINTED PAGE, ASSEMBLAGE SPECTREN
ESSENTIALLY A PILE DF MEANINGL ESS SUNK (EDWIN H. COLBERT). A DOUET WHICH TUAKS T0 NEGATION, BUT FEIGNED KEGATION, DENDOROIDS AND GAAPTO LITES DIEAM
MORE LIME ACCUMULATES. & MODEL BHOWING HOW & VOLCAND EAUFTS TREE FEANS DECAY INTD FLOAA CEMETERIES. RECONSTRULTION OF LATE DEVONIAN SEA BOTTOM
WESTERN KEW YORK: (HORAMA (CHICAGD NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM), & FAINT ILLUSIONISTIC BACKOROP EXTENDE A FALRE UNDEASEA LANDECAPE. MWLESS FISHES IN
WATER, & GAZE EQUAL TO SPACE, THE BURDEN OF MILLIONS OF YEAHS ONLY THE GREAT HORIZONS (OF THE ARSENT WORLD REFLECT IN THE MIND. THE POTHOLES OF &
IMAGINATION, MIRAGES ON THE VOLCANIC PLAINS. FOSSILIFEROUS AOCKS CAUMBLE 1N MAINE, QUARTZ IN THE BRAIN. ACADIAN DISTURBANCE. THE AGE [IF FISH. THE AGE R
SNAILE, THE AGE OF CALMS. MILLIONS DF YEARS PAST. & FAMOUS FOSSIL DELTA IN THE CATSKILLS. SPIDEAS AND WINGLESS INSECTE ALSD AR RIVED. UPLIFT IN THE MIDETO
WMOST COMPLETE BLINDNESS, AN UNKEMPT CEMETERY OF ANNULARIA, THE DEVONIAN PERIOD (6 A GUCCESSION OF LOSEES. AT QUTSKIRTS OF MUD. SPAEMDDIC CHRONOLOMES
SUBSTRATA EXHIBITION OF PLACODERYS
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SEAWEEDS WITH LINY BXELETONS. SUBMARINE TROUGHS DEEPEN STONE-LILIES, BRIGHT COLOAED POLYPS SPREAD. NEW MOUNTAIN AANGES APPEAR, THEIR RAMES ARE
IMMATERIAL-DULL DESCRIPTIONS IN A BOOK. THESE SILUAVAN TEARAINS EXIST 8Y CONGEALMENT, NOTHING BUT BLAND REFERENCES TO A VAGUE GET OF GEOLOGIC
FORMATIONS, THE EARTH DSFS OUT OF SIGHT, ALL THE AGTIVITY 15 LOST UNDER THE LIMPID OCEANS. ALL 15 SEOIMENTATION AND AIMLESS EFFOAT. THE SILUALAN NIGHT
CASTS THE NINE FOOT SEA SCORPIONS INTO TOTAL DARKNESS, WHERE THEY LIVED MAINLY IN ESTUARIES A0 COASTAL LAGDONS, SILENCE, DATENESS, AND DISMAL PERFES
TIOMN ¢ CANNAT SWSCOVER THIS DCEANIC FEELING W MYSELF [FREUD) MASSIVE HEAPS OF SEELETONS CAPARLE OF WITHETANDING BUFFETIMNG |N ROUGH WATER, CORAL
BREAKDCWN: FLOATING GHAPTOLITES. MANY $ANK T THE BOTTOM, SHALE, $00 MILLION YEARS AGD. PERIODIC ALTERNATION OF THE LEVEL OF LAND AND SEA, LESS VOLGH
ACTIVITY THAN IN ORDOVICIAN TIMES. UNDERSEA MOUNTAINS, BAVINES AND VALLEYS CRUSTAL MOVEMENT, TRAVERTINE, SWAMP TREASURE, DAAWINGS DF SINKHDLERAG
CAATERS, THINKING OF THE TUNDRA NEAR HUDSON 8AY. THE MD.CONTINENT 15 A RELIEF OF FEATURELESS FEATURES (VER TH FFOLDING OF THE MARATHON TROUM
SEOIUM CHLORIGE 18 THE EYES. DMLY TWO DIMENSIONS EXIST, HOURS AND DAYS ON LLANORIA. YESTEADAYS ARE DEFORMED. MONOCHROME MAPS, NO RECOAD OF LIFEON
THE LAND EUTURE TIME GNOEN SALTY SEAS RECREATING CRINOIOS HAZE PERIODS DF ABANDONMENT. THE LIMITS OF THE MICHIGAN BASIN, A VAST AND HIDEDUS CONTIN




ARENIG AND SKIDDAW SLATES, SPONGES WITH A FRAMEWDRK OF SILICA, THROVE AT VARIOUS DEPTHS, VOLCANDES ERUPTED UNDER THE OCEAN. PAINTING SHOWING AN
(BRODVICIAN SOUTH DAKOTA. THE MUD GROVELLING: AMPY X. FORGOTTEN PILES OF SANDSTONE, DCEAN FLOOR COLLAPSES, ROTTEN VEGETATION DECOMPOSES INTO ROTTEN
LK. MAGNESIA. NO LONGER A FAITHFUL IMITATION OF ETERNITY, BUT A CONSTANT STATE OF EROSION. THREE STAGES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF A THRUST FAULT, SHOWN

A LINE DRAWING, DISLOCATED BY A MOLTEN CONDITION. THE BURIAL OF THE BRYOZOA. FOR WHERE THINGS ARE DISCERNED AT INTERVALS OF TIME, THERE ARE FALSE-

3 HOpDS; AND WHERE THINGS HAVE AN ORIGIN IN TIME, THERE ERRGRS ARISE (ASCLEPIUS). DECREPITUDE AND DELIQUESCENCE. BOTCHED FABRICATIONS ON THE FOGGY

[ LAMDSCAPE. PLANKTONIC CALCAREOUS ORGANISMS FALLING. CAREFULLY LABELED SPECIMENS ARE FILED AWAY. A TEDIOUS PART OF FOSSIL COLLECTING TAKES PLACE

§ UMDER THE HOT SUN IN THE BAD LANDS. QUICKSAND. DIAGRAM WITH DRANGE BACKGROUND SHOWS HOW ROCK RESISTANCE INFLUENCES TOPOGRAPHY. A SORT OF JIGSAW

S PIZZLE FOR GEOLDSISTS, X-RAY VIFW NIF AN 0L WELL A LIGHT B 1IF AND TAN MAP SHMNE NRATVICIAN | AND CHAPES NVERTIIANEN ANTIFI INE (8 & TYOE NECTRATA EAI N
analg MAKDERING WATERS. GEOLDGY EXEMPLIFIES A NEW IDEA IN PAPERBACK PUBLISHING-A SERIES OF QUTSTANDING BOOKS, ILLUSTRATED THROUGHOUT IN FULL COLOR, LAKE

BONNEVILLE HAS SHRUNK. VAST STRETCHES DF SALT FLATS, EVAPORATION, OLD FAITHFUL—YELLOWSTONE'S FAVORITE GEYSER. LOCCOLITHS, PROFILE OF A SHIELD VOLCAND:

o | HAWAII'S MAUNA LOA. FTOLEMY GUESSED THAT THE EARTH IS A BALL. DUACHITA. BLUE INK ON TEXAS. CANADIAN SHIELD SINKS. THE OZARK DOME PAINTED ON A MAP AS A

1Jpe | BLUR. IMPRESSIONISTIC DRAWINGS OF THE ARCTIC.
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DWANALAND? REEFS FORMED CORALLINE SPONGES (ARCHAEOCYATHINES). THE GREAT THICKNESS OF BLACK MUD, THE ROMAN NAME FOR WALES. BOTTOM LIVING FORMS

EBLIND. PAXADOXIDES SHOWN IN A LINE-CUT ARE SAID TO BE HALF NATURAL 5IZE. MUNDUS SUBTERRANEUS. PUTTING FACTS TOGETHER LIKE A JIGSAW PUZZLE. LANGUAGE
o (SMMDSO0IL BLOW AWAY, FLODDS. BILATERALLY SYMMETRICAL CREATURES, AN ILLUSTRATION OF THE AUSTRAL SEA (BLUE ON GRAY DOTS). A FRAGMENTARY THEORY, EXCAVA-
lWNSMT DINOSAUR NATIONAL MONUMENT IN NORTHEASTERN UTAH, PALAEOZOIC ERA SHOWN ON AN OLD CHART. LITTLE IS KNOWN ABOUT THE LAND AREAS. THEY PLOUGHED
B THEIR WAY THROUGH THE MUD. WORMS AND MORE WORMS TURN INTO GAS. SEA BUTTERFLIES FALL INTD A NAMELESS OCEAN. PLASTER RESTORATIONS COLLECTING DUST IN
§ HEMUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY. THE TRACKS OF TRILOBITES HARDEN INTO FOSSILS. ACCUMULATIONS OF WASTE ON THE SEA BOTTOMS. JELLY-FISH BAKING UNDER THE SUM,
(T BIBESTIVE SYSTEMS SHOWN IN DIAGRAMS. ...A TENDENCY TO AMORPHOUSNESS... (HEINRICH WOLFFLIN). ..SCABBY TOPOGRAPHY ON SOLFATARA PLATEAU (C. MAX BAUER), MAY
-0, WHAVE LODKED LIKE THE PLANET VENUS. LIMP-LOOKING CRUSTACEANS, DYING BY THE MILLIONS. WILL YOU FOLLOW ME AS FAR AS THE SAAGASS0 SEA? (GIORGIO DE CHIRICO).
10, WNGLOMERATE THOUGHTS. MOLLUSCA. BREAKING APART INTCO PARTICLES. SOMETHING FLOWING BETWEEN THE CARIBEEAN AND NEWFOUNDLAND, THE EQUATOR OVER NEW
55 MEXICO MADE OF DOTS AND DASHES, (PORIFERA). BELTS OF SCATTERED ISLANDS. LLANORIA SOUTH OF LOUISIANNA, MOUNTAINS OF JELLY FISH. THE DIMENSIONS OF AN

ANKNOWN SLIME. LIME-SECAETING COLLENIA, A GLOBE SHOWING THE APPALACHIAN TRDUGH, GALLERIES FULL OF ODDD NAMES AND MODELS. CLOUDS MADE DF PAPER. A DRAW
| ING OF CASCADIA DRAWN PARALLEL TD THE PACIFIC COAST. A GUIDE TO GRIT,

([PMENORY AT THE CHTHONIC LEVEL. FLOATING ON SOFT MUDS NEAR THE BLIND RIVER, PINK FOSSILS, OBSCURE TRACES OF LIFE. HALF TONE PICTU™ES OF STRATIFIED ROCKS.
' WBECONSTRUCTIONS OF SANDSTONES IN SOUARE GLASS CASES. HOT WATER. RIDOLE OF THE SEDIMENTS. LOST IN THE ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA. BEACHLCD. BOILING, BUBBLING
T S ONTINENTS, PHOTOGRAPH OF BANDED RED CHERT OR JASPER IN THE SOUDAN MINNESOTA (MINNESOTA GEOLOGICAL SURVEY). A GRAFT SHOWING THE CORRELAT1UN OF THE
SUCCESSIONS OF ROCK UNITS IN SEVERAL DISTRICTS. /(GNEQUS MEANING FIRE. WE LIVE AMID THE WRECK OF FORMER WOARLOS (JEROME WYCHOFF, DUR CHANGING EARTH
& THROUGH THE AGES—FULLY ILLUSTRATED WITH PHOTOGRAPHS AND PAINTINGS). THIS PERIOD IS LOSING ITSELF IN SAND AND PAGES. THE REGION BEGINS TD DISSIPATE. AN
R UEAIAL PHOTD SHOWING THE DRIFT OF LAVA. SOME THOUGHTS ARE SINKING INTO THE CONGLOMERATE. LOGAN PASS IN GLACIER NATIONAL PARK IS MADE OF CRUSTAL BLOCKS.
'THE AGE OF POTASSIUM-ARGON. GEOLOGICAL GHOSTS ON THE PAGES OF A BOOK ON VIRUSES, ANIMALS WITHOUT BACKBONES TURN INTO STONE. /F ONLY THE GEOLOGISTS
"m&ﬂ LETME ALONE, | COULD DO VERY WELL, BUT THOSE DREADFUL HAMMERS (JOHN RUSKIN). GRAPHITE (A CRYSTALLINE TYPE OF CARBON). SLIMY DAYS. STEAMING
ER BASINS (NOBODY'S YELLOWSTONE). COUNTERFEIT ALGAE IN THE MUSEUM. BURROWS [N A MDUNTAIN OF CORRUPTION. ... THE QUEER FLOATING BASKET-LIKE VARIETY...
ARLES R. KNIGHT). HEAPS OF CARBONATE LIME. POURING TONS OF MINERAL MATTER INTD A LAKE. IMITATION GRANITE. LAYERS OF OUT-DATED MAPS. XENUSION, PETRIFIED
M ON DISPLAY. MAP OF THE MISSING SEA. EXTINCT SPONGE-LIKE THINGS. STEAM. CHARTS SHOWING CLAY FORMATIONS. THE PILING UP OF DEBRIS. ..FUTILE AND STUPID
GNATION... (HENRY ADAMS). STALE TIME. ONE-CELLED NOTHINGS. ABSENCE OF OXYGEN,




A MUSEUM OF LANGUAGE IN THE VICINITY OF ART (1968)

She took one or two of them down and turned the pages over, trying to
persuade herself she was reading them. But the meanings of words
seemed to dart away from her like a shoal of minnows as she advanced
upon them, and she felt more uneasy still.

Michael Frayn, Against Entropy

Ad Reinhar

he Four Museums are the Four Mirrors"

[n the illusory babels of language, an artist might advance specifically to get
lost, and to intoxicate himself in dizzying syntaxes, seeking odd intersections of
meaning, strange corridors of history, unexpected echoes, unknown humors,
or voids of knowledge . . . but this quest 1s risky, full of bottomless fictions and
endless architectures and counter-architectures . . . at the end, if there 15 an
end, are perhaps only meaningless reverberations. The following is a mirror
structure built of macro and micro orders, reflections, critical Laputans, and
dangerous stairways of words, a shaky edifice of fictions that hangs over inverse
syntactical arrangements . . . coherences that vanish into quasiexactitudes and
sublunary and translunary principles. Here language “covers” rather than “dis-
covers” its sites and situations. Here language “closes™ rather than “discloses”
doors to utilitarian interpretations and explanations. The language of the artists
and critics referred to in this article becomes paradigmatic reflections i a
looking-glass babel that is fabricated according to Pascal’s remark, “Nature 1s
an infinite sphere, whose center 1s everywhere and whose circumference 1s
nowhere.” The entire article may be viewed as a variation on that much mus-
used remark; or as a monstrous “museum” constructed out of multi-faceted
surfaces that refer, not to one subject but to many subjects within a single

building of words—a brick = a word, a sentence = a room, a paragraph = a

floor of rooms, etc. Or language becomes an infinite musewm, whose center is every-

where and whose limits are nowhere.

MARGINALIA AT THE CENTER: INFRA-CRITICISM

Dan Flavin deploys writing as a pure spectacle of attenuation. Flavin’s autobio-
graphical method is mutated into a synthetic reconstitution of memories, that
brings to mind a vestigial history. “Now there were battered profiles of boxers
with broken noses and Dido’s pyre on a wall in Carthage, its passionate smoke
plercing pious Aeneas’ faithless heart outbound in the harbor below.” (... in
daylight or cool white,” Artforum,” December 1965). Flavins Carthage 1s an arse-
nal of expired metaphor and fevered reverie. His grandiloquent remembrances
play on one’s poetic sense with a mournful giddiness. In his sentence we find a

disarming uselessness that echoes the outrages of Salammbé. “The walls were

Art hiternational, March 1968
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covered with bronze scales; and in the nudst, on a granite pedestal, stood the
statue of the Kabiri called Aletes, the discoverer of the mines in Celtiberia. On
the ground, at its base, and arranged in the form of a cross, lay broad gold
shields and monstrous silver vases with closed necks, of extravagant shape and
of no possible use. . . " Flavin’s writings like Flaubert’s “vases™ are of “no possi-
ble use.” Here we have a chronic case of mental immobilization that results in
leaden lyrics. Language falls toward 1ts final dissolution like the sullen electric-
ities of Flavin’s “lights.” His slapstick “letters to the editor” also call forth the

assorted humors of Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pecuchet—the quixotic autodidacts.

Carl Andre’s writings bury the mind under rigorous incantatory arrange-

Announcement for Sol LeWitt's exhibition at the Dwan Gallery, Los Angeles, |967

SoL LE WITT DPWAN GALLERY LoS ANGELES APRIL 1967
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ments. Such a method smothers any reference to anything other than the
words. Thoughts are crushed into a rubble of syncopated syllables. Reason be-
comes a powder of vowels and consonants. His words hold together without
any sonority. Andre doesn’t practice a “dialectical materialism,” but rather a
“metaphorical materiahsm.” The apparent sameness and toneless ordering of
Andre’s poems conceals a radical disorientation of grammar. Paradoxically his
“words” are charged with all the complication of oxymoron and hyperbole.
Each poem 1s a “grave,” so to speak, for his metaphors. Semantics are driven out
of his language in order to avoid meaning.

Robert Morris enjoys putting sham “mistakes” into his language systems.
His dummy File for example contains a special category called “mistakes.” At
times, the artist admits it is difficult to tell a real mistake from a false mistake.
Nevertheless, Morris likes to track down the “irrelevant” and then forget it as
quickly as possible. Actually, he can hardly remember doing the File. Yet, he
must have derived some kind of pleasure from preserving those tedious mo-
ments, those minute events, that others call “hving.” He works from memory,
which 15 strange when you consider he has nothing to remember. Unlike the
clephant, the artist is one who always forgets.

Donald Judd at one time wrote a descriptive criticism that described “spe-
cific objects”” When he wrote about Lee Bontecou, his descriptions became a
language full of holes. “The black hole does not allude to a black hole,” says
Judd, “it 15 one.” (Arts, April 1965.) In that article Judd brings into focus the
structure of his own notion of “the general and the specific” by defining the
“central hole” and “periphery” of her “conic scheme.” Let us equate central
with specific, and general with periphery. Although Judd is “no longer interested
i voids,” he does seem interested in blank surfaces, which are 1n effect the op-
posite of voids. Judd brings an “abyss™! into the very material of the thing he
describes when he says: “The mmage 1s an object, a grim, abyssal one.” The
paradox between the specific and the general 1s also abyssal. Judd's syntax 1s
abyssal—it 15 a language that ebbs from the mind into an ocean of words. A
brooding depth of gleaming surfaces—placid but dismal.

Sol LeWitt 1s very much aware of the traps and pitfalls of language, and as a
result is also concerned with ennervating “concepts” of paradox. Everything
LeWitt thinks, writes, or has made 1s inconsistent and contradictory. The
“original 1dea” of his art 1s “lost in a mess of drawings, figurings, and other
1deas.” Nothing is where it seems to be. His concepts are prisons devoid of rea-
son. The information on his announcement for his show (Dwan Gallery, Los
Angeles, April 1967) 1s an indication of a self-destroying logic. He submerges
the “grid plan” of his show under a deluge of simulated handwritten data. The
grid fades under the oppressive weight of “sepia” handwriting. It’s like getting
words caught in your eyes.

Ad Reinhardt’s Chronology (Ad Reinhardt—Paintings by Lucy R. Lippard) is

somber substitute for a loss of confidence in wisdom—it is a register of laugh-
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ter without motive, as well as being a hostory of non-sense. Behind the “facts™
of his life run the ludicrous events of hazard and destruction. A seres of fixed
incidents in the dumps of tme. " 1936 Civil War in Spain™ " 1961 Bay of Pigs h-
asco," " 1964 China explodes atomic bomb.” Along with the inchoate, calamitous
remains of those dead headlines, runs a dry humor that breaks into hilarious
personal memories. Evervthing in this Chronology s transparent and intangible,
and moves from semblance to semblance, in order to disclose the final nulliey
"1o66 One hundred twenty paintings at Jewish Museum,” Reeinhardes Chron-
alogry follows a chain of non-happenings—its order appears to be born of a
doleful tedim thar onigimates in the unfathomable ground of farce. This dual-
istic history records itself on the rautelogies of the priviate and the public. Here
is 4 negative knowledge that enshronds itself in the remote regions of that in-
ricate language—rthe joke,

Peter Hutchinson, author of ©1s There Life on Earth?” (An fr America, Fall
tgan), uses the discards of last year’s future in order to define today’s present
His method is highly actificial and is composed of paralyzed guotes, listless
theories, and bland irony. His abandoned planets maintain unthinkable “cul-
tures,” and have tasteless “rastes.” In “Mannerism in the Abstract” (A and Artises,
Seprember 1966) Hutchinson lets us know about " probabilines, contingencies,
chances, and cosnuc breakdown” “Scientsm™ is shown to be actually a kind of
Mannerist science full of abwious disguises and false bottoms, "Topology surely
mocks plane geometry,” sayvs Hutchmson. But actually his language usage de-
liberately mocks his own meamng, so that nothing 1 left but a gratmtous syn-
tactical devree. His writing 15 marvelously “inauthentic” The complexity and
richness of Hutchinsan's method starts with science fiction cliches, and scientis-
tic conservations and ends in an extraordinary esthenic structure. To paraphrase
Mathalie Sarraute on Flaubert, "Here Hutchimson'’s defects become virtues.”

['he attraction of the world outside awakens so energetically n
me the expansive force thar 1 dilate wathout limir . . | absorbed,
lost in multiple curiosity, in the infinity of erudition and the
inexhaustble detail of a peripheral world,
Henri-Frédéric Amiel,
Jowerntal, 1854

Dran Gralum is also very much aware of the fringes of communication. And
it 15 not surprising that one of his favorite authers 1s Robert Pinget. Graham
esponds to language as though he lived in it He has a way of isolating seg-
ments of unreliable information nto compact masses of fugitive meaning,
One such mass of meamngs he has disinterred from the tombic art of Carl
Andre. Some segments from Cad Apdre (unpublished list) are as follows:
“frothing at the mouth and from watertaps™; "misconceptions and canned
langhter™; “difficulty m grasping” Thas 15 the kind of depraved metaphor that
Andre tries to bury 1 his “blocks of words” Graham discloeses the metaphors

that CYETYOILe Wants [0 escape.
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Row housing project, Bayonne, Mew |ersey Photo by Dan Graham

Like some of the other artists Graham can “read” the language of buildings
("Homes for America,” Ay, December-January 1967.) The "block houses” of
the post-war suburbs communicate their ™ *dead” land areas” or “ates” in the
muanner of a linguistiec permutation, Andre Martinet writes, " Buoildings are in-
tended to serve as a protection ., "—the same 15 true of artists’ writings. Each
syntax 1s a “lightly constructed ‘shell’ " or set of linguistic surfaces that surround
the artists unknown motives. The reading of both buldings and grammmars en
ables the artst to avord out of dare appeals to “funcuon”™ or “utlivaransm.”

Andy Warhol allows himmself o be Yinterrogated™; he seems too tired to ac-
tually grip a pencil, or punch a typewriter, He allows himself to be beaten with
“questions™ by s poet-friend Gerard Malanga, Words tor Warhol become
something like surrogate torture devices. His language syntax is mfised with a
take sadomasochism, In an interview he is lashed by Malanga’s questions (Ars,
Vol. g1, No. 4. 1067):

£2: Are all the people degenerates in the movie?

A: Mot all the people—gg.0% of them.

Serge Garvronsky wrinng m Caliiers du Cinema, Mo, 1o, points out that
Warhol employs a kind of self-inventing dialogue i his films, that resembles the
sub-dialogue of Nathalie Sarraute. Garvronsky points out the “dis-synchronized
talk)” “monosyllabic English,” and other "trapistic” effects. The language has
no lorce, it’s not very convincing—all the pornographic prevccupanons col-
lapse into verbal deposits, or what 15 called in commumecaton theory “degen-
eratve informaton.” Warhols syntax forces an arttiice of sadomasochism that
minucs its supposed “reality.” Even his surfaces destroy themselves, In Coner-
sation and Sub-ronversation 1956 by Nathalie Sarraute we find out something
abour “pointless remarks,” and dialogue masses, thae shape our experience “the
slightest intonadons and inflections of voice,” that become maps of meaning ot

antimeaning. Smd Bosley Crowther (New York Times, July 11, 1067) 1 a review
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of My Hustler,"1 would say that “The Endless Conversations’ would be a better
title for this feud beach-boy film.”

Edward Ruscha (alias Eddie Russia) collaborated with Mason Williams and
Patrick Blackwell on a book, Royal Road Test, that appears to be about the sad
fate of a Royal (Model “X”) typewriter. Here is no Warholian sloth, but rather
a kind of dispassionate fury. The book begins on a note of counterfeit Russian
nihilism, “It was too directly bound to its own anguish to be anything other
than a cry of negation; carrying within itself the seeds of its own destruction.”

A record of the deed 15 as follows:

Date: Sunday, August 21, 1966
Time: §:07 p.m.
Place: U.S. Highway 91 (interstate Highway 15), traveling

south-southwest approximately 122 miles southwest
of LasVegas, Nevada
Weather: Perfect

Speed: 9o m.p.h.

The typewriter was thrown from a 1963 Buick window by “thrower”
Mason Williams. The “strewn wreckage™ was labeled and photographed for
the book.

INVERSE MEANINGS—THE PARADOXES OF CRITICAL UNDERSTANDING

Modern art, like modern science, can establish complementary
relations with discredited fictional systems; as Newtonian
mechanics 1s to quantum mechanics, so King Lear 1s to Endgame.
Frank Kermode,
The Sense of Ending

How can anyone believe that a given work 1s an object indepen-
dent of the psyche and personal history of the critic studying it,
with regards to which he enjoys a sort of extraterritorial status?
Roland Barthes,
Criticisnn as Language

Materialism. Utter the word with horror, stressing each syllable.
Gustave Flaubert,
The Dictionary of Accepted Ideas

When the word “fiction” 15 used, most of us think of literature, and practi-
cally never of fictions in a general sense. The rational notion of “realism,” it
seems, has prevented esthetics from coming to terms with the place of fiction in
all the arts. Realism does not draw from the direct evidence of the mind, but
rather refers back to “naturalistic expressiveness” or “shices of lite.” This happens

when art competes with life, and esthetics 1s replaced by rational imperatives.
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The fictional betrays ity privileged position when it abdicates o a mindless "re

alism " The status of fiction has vamished into the noyth of the fact. It 1s thoughe
that facts have a greater reality than ficion—that “science fichon” through the
myth of progress becomes “science fact.” Fiction 15 not believed to be a part of
the world. Ratonalism confines fiction to literary categeries in order to pro
tect its own interests or systems of knowledge. The ragonalist, in order to
maintain his realistic systems, only aseribes “primary qualities™ to the world

The “marertalist™ Carl Andre calls his work “a tlight from the nund.” Andre
says that his “poems™ and “sculpture”™ have no mental or sécondary qualities,
they are to him sohdly “material." Yet, paradoxically, Lucy Lippard wnting in
the The New York Times, June 4, 1967, suggests that Andre’s sculpture m a show
at the Bykert Gallery 15 "rebellioudy romantic™ because of “nuance™ and “sur-
face effects” One person’s “materalism™ becomes another persons “romanti-
cism.” [would venture to assert at this point, that both Miss Lippard’s “ronsan
ticsm” and Andre’s “materialism” are the same thing. Both views refer to
private states of consciousness that are interchangeable

Foomanticisin 15 an older philosophical fiction than matertabism. Ts artbces
dare to a greater degree more decadent than the inventions of materialism, yet
at the same ume it is more fanaliar and not as threatening to the myths of fact
as materialism. For some people the mere mention of the word “materalism™
evokes hordes of demonmic forces. Romanticism and matermlism if viewed
with two-dimensional clarity have a transparence and directness about them
that 15 highly fictive. Peter Brook recognized this esthetic in Robbe-Grillet.
Savs Brook, "If Robbe-Grillet has sought to destroy the ‘romantic heart of
things,” there 15 a sense m whach he 15 constantly fascimated by the romanticism
of surfaces, a preoccuparion especially noticeable in the films Marienbad and
L'Immortelle, and quite explicit in his new novel, La Maison de rendezions” (Par-
ttsan Beview, Winter 1967.) The same 15 troe of “materialism”™ when it becomes
the esthetic motive of the artist. The reality of materialism s no more real than
that of romanticism, In a sense, it becomes evident that roday’s materialism and
romanticisim share stmilar Vsurfaces” The romanticism of the 6os 15 a2 concern
for the surfaces of materialism, and both are fictions in the chance minds of
the people who perceive then If scientism isn't bemg used or nnsused, then
what T will eall “philosophism™ 15. Philosophism confuses realism with esthet-
1cs, and defines art apart from any understanding of the artificies of the mind
and things.

Much modern art 15 trapped in temporality, because 1t 15 unconscious of
fime a5 a “mental structure” or abstract support, The temporality of time began
to be imposed on art in the 18cth and 1oth centuries with the rise of realism o
pantung and novel wrinng. Novels cease being fictions, criticism condemaus
“humoral™ caregories, and “narure™ acts as the prevaling panacea. The time
consciousness of that ]'lfn-:ui Ve T15e To l|11r|k||1lu in teris of Fenassance his-

tory. Says Everere Ellin in a fascinating article “Museums as Media” (ICA Bul-




Giant post card by Dexter Press, Inc.,West Nyack, N.Y., depicting the Brontosaurus
(from a painting by Charles R. Knight). (Note impressionistic treatment of water.)
The American Museum of Natural History, New York.

letin, May 1967),"“The museum, a creation of the 19th century, quite naturally
adopted the popular mode of the Reenaissance for its content.” Time had yet to
extend into the distant future (post-history) or into the distant past (pre-his-
tory)—nobody much thought about “flying saucers™ or an Age of Dinosaurs.
Both pre- and post-history are part of the same time consciousness, and they
exist without any reference to Renaissance history. I had a slight awareness of
the sameness of pre- and post-history, when [ wrote in “Entropy and the New
Monuments” (Artforum, June 1966), “This sense of extreme past and future has
its partial origin i the Museum of Natural History; there the ‘cave man’ and
the ‘space man’ may be seen under one roof.” It didn’t occur to me then, that
the “meanings” in the Museum of Natural History avoided any reference to
the Renaissance, yet it does show “art” from the Aztec and American Indian
periods—are those periods any more or less “natural” than the Renaissance? |
think not—because there 15 nothing “natural” about the Museum of Natural
History. “Nature” is simply another 18th- and 19th-century fiction. Says E. E.
Cummings, “Natural history museums are made by fools unlike me. But only
God can stuff a tree. .. " (“Letter to Ezra Pound,” Paris Review, Fall 1966.) The
“past-nature” of the Renaissance finds its “future-nature™ in Modernism—

both are founded on realism.

RESTORATIONS OF PREHISTORY

The prehistory one finds in the Museum of Natural History 1s fugitive and
uncertain. It is reconstructed from “Epochs” and “Periods” that no man has
ever witnessed and based on the remains of “animated beings” from the Trilo-
bites to Triceratops. We vaguely know about them through Walt Disney and
Sinclair Oil—they are the dinosaurs. One of the best “recreators” of this “di-

nosaurism’ is Charles R. Knight. In many ways he excells the Pop artists, but
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he comes closest to Claes Oldenburg, at least in terms of scale. Sinclair Oil
ought to commission Oldenburg to make “the mating habits of the Bronto-
saurus” for children’s sex education. Knight’s art 1s never seen 1in museums out-
side of the M.IN.H., because it doesn't fit in with the contrived “art-histories”
of Modernism or the Renaissance.

Knight is also an artist who writes. In Life Through the Ages, a book of 28
prehistoric “tune” restorations, Knight can be seen as a combination Edouard
Manet and Eric Temple Bell (the professor of Mathematics who wrote science
fiction for Wonder Stories Magazine). Bell in The Greatest Adventure describes
“brutes” that are “like no prehistoric monster known to science.” These mon-
sters are “piled five and six deep” on a frozen beach in Antarctica. “They are
like bad copies, botched imitations if you like of those huge brutes whose
bones we chisel out of the rocks from Wyoming to Patagonia. Nature must
have been drunk, drugged or asleep when she allowed these aborted beasts to
mature. Every last one of them is a freak.” It 1s hard to say Kmght’s monsters
are ““bad copies,” yet there 1s something odd and displaced about both his writ-
ings and art. He refers to his writings as “captions,” and to his art as “the more
striking forms of Prehistoric times.” The following quote 1s from Knight's
“The Carboniferous or Coal Period™—"Great sprawling salamander-like crea-
tures such as Eryops are typical of the period. No doubt these and many other
species still passed their earlier life stages in the water. They were stupid,
smooth-skinned monsters some six feet long, with wide tooth-filled jaws and
an enormous gape which enabled them to swallow their food at a single gulp.”
He also has a way of evoking the prehistoric landscape—"Rancho La Brea—
Calitornia Pitch Pools™: “Peaceful as the place looks now, tragedy, both dark
and terrible, long hung about its gloomy depths.” The corollary of Knight's ar-
tifice is immobilization. This heavy prehistoric time extends to the landscape:
“shme-covered morasses” and “It was an era of swamps.” Death 1s suggested n
the ever present petrifaction of forests and creatures; a predilection for the op-
pressive and grim marks everything he writes and draws. One senses an enor-
mous amorphous struggle between the stable and the unstable: a fusion of ac-
tion and inertia symbolizing a kind of cartoon vision of the cosmos. Violence
and destruction are inimately associated with this type of carnivorous evolu-
tionism. Nothing seems to escape annihilation—for the Brontosaurus, “starva-
tion is their greatest bugaboo.” A kind of goofiness haunts these “big bulked
and small-brained” saurians. Tyrannosaurus Rex 1s considered by Knight to be
“just an enormous eating machine.” These “sinister beings” seem like reform-
ulated symbols of total or original Evil. The battle between the Tyrannosaurus
and Stegosaurus in Walt Disney’s Fantasia set to the music of The Rite of Spring
evoked a two-dimensional spectacular death-struggle, quite 1n keeping with
the entire cast of preposterous reptilian “machines”” No doubt, Disney at some
point copied his dinosaurs trom Kmight, just as Sinclair O1l must have copied

directly from Disney for their “Dino-the-Dinosaur.”
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TERATOLOGICAL SYSTEMS

The Art World was created n 4 Days in 4 Sections, 40 years ago,
and originally 4004 B.c. Today minor artists have 4oo Disciples
and more favored mediocre Artists have 44,000 Devotees

approximately. Ad Psinhande

A Portend of the Artist as a Yhung Mandala

The immensity of geologic time 1s so great that 1t 1s difficult for
human minds to grasp readily the reality of its extent. It is almost
as if one were to try to understand infinity.
Edwin H. Colbert,
The Dinosaur Book

The word “teratology” or “teratoid” when not being used by biology and
medicine in an “organic” way has a meaning that has to do with marvels, por-
tends, monsters, mutations and prodigious things (Greek: teras, teratos = a
wonder). The word teratoid like the word dinosaur suggests extraordinary
scale, immense regions, and infinite quantity. If we accept Ad Reinhardt’s “por-
tend,” the Art World 1s both a monster and a marvel, and if we extend the
meaning of the word: a dinosaur (terrible lizard)—a lizard with its tail in its
mouth. Perhaps, that is not “abstract” enough for some of the “devotees.” Per-
haps they would prefer the “circular earth mound” by Robert Morris or even
“a target” by Kenneth Noland. Organic word meanings, when applied to ab-
stract or mental structures have a way of returning art to the biological condi-
tion of naturalism and realism. Science has claimed the word teratology and
related 1t to disease. The “marvelous” meaning of that word has to be brought
[0 CONSCIOUSNESS again,

Let us now examine Remhardt’s “Portend,” and take this “Joke” seriously.
In a sense Reinhardt’s teratological Portend seems to approach some kind of
pure classicism, except that where the classicist sees the necessary and true
concept of pure cosmic order, Reinhardt sees it as a grotesque decoy. Near a
label NATURALIST-EXPRESSIONIST-CLASSICISM we see “an angel”
and “a devil"—and a prehistoric Pterodactyl; Knight calls it “another kind of
flying mechanism.” Remnhardt treats the Pterodactyl as an atemporal creature
belonging to the same order as devils and angels. The concrete reptile-bird of
the Jurassic Period 1s displaced from its place in the “Synoptic Table of the
Amphibia and Reptilia™ of the “subclass Diapsida.” and transformed by Rein-
hardt into a demon or possibly an Aeon. The rim of Reinhardt’s Portend be-
comes an ill-defined set of schemes, entities half abstract, half concrete, half
impersonal fragments of time or de-spatialized oddities and monsters, a Re-
naissance dinosaurism hypostatized by a fictional ring of time—something half-
way between the real and the symbolic. This part of the Portend is dominated
by a humorous nostalgia for a past that never existed—past history becomes a

comic hell. Atemporal monsters or teratoids are mixed 1n a precise, yet totally
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inorgame way, Reinhardt isn't doing what so many “natural expressive™ arrists
do—he doesn't pretend to be honest. History breaks down into fabulous hes,
that reveal nothang but copies of copies. There s no order oubade of the man-

dala itself,

THE CENTER AND THE CIRCUMFERENCE

The center of Reinhardt’s Joke 15 empty of monsters, a circle contans four sets
of three squares that descend toward the maddle vortex, It 15 an mversion of
Pascals statement, that “nature s an infinite sphere, whose center is every-
where and whose cucumterence 15 nowhere”: instead with Remhardr we get
an Art World that is an infinite sphere, whose circumference is evervwhere but
whaose center 15 nowhere. The teratological fringe or circumference alludes to
a tumultwous circle of teeming memories from the Past—from thar lastorical
past one sees “nothing” at the middle, The finite present of the center annihi-
lates itself in the presence of the infinite fringes. An appalling distance is estab-
lished between past and present, but the mandala always engulfs the present
order of thing—ART AND GOVERNMENT/ART AND EDUCA-
TION/ART AND NATURE/ART AND BUSINESS—are lost in a freakish
grandeur that empties one’s central gaze. Everything mad and grotesque on
the outer edges encompasses the present " Are World™ in an abysmal concatena

tion of Baals, Banshees, Beezleboobs, Zealots, Wretches, Toadies, all of which
are transtormed 1into horrors of more recent orign. From the central vortex,
that looks like prophetic parody of “op are”™—1 can't think of anything more
meaningless than that—to the rectangular margin of parodic wisdom—
“Everybuddie understands the Songs of Birds and Picasso” one 15 aware of a
conflict between center and permmeter. The excluded muddle of thay Joke
plunges the mind into a simulated past and present without a future. The orig-
inal and historical nightmare bordering the “void” destroys its own sanctuary.
At the bottom of this well we see “nothing” The center s encompassed by *The
Human Vegetable, The Human Machine, The Human Eve, The Human Ami-
mal"—a human “prison house of grandeur and glory,” not unlike Edgar Allan
Poe’s Howuse uf Llsher, or even more ]1rL~|,_'i'iL'|:,' hus A Deseernt fito the Maelstrom—

"Upon the interior surface of a funnel vast in circumterence, prodigious o

depeh” Poe's "Pit" (center) is defined by the swing of the "Pendulum™ from side
to side, thus defining the crcumference. Reemhardt’s “dark humor” resembles
Poe’s "sheeted memeries of the past” Reinhardt maintains the same haunted

mind that Poe did: “a dim-remembered story of the old tinie entombed.”

THE MOVIES OF ROGER CORMAN AND NEGATIVE ETERNITIES

The films of Roger Cormun are structured by an esthetic of atemporality, that
relates to Reinhardt and Poe more than most visual artists working ar this
tume, The grammar of Corman's films avends the " organic substances” and bife

forcing rationalism that fills so many realistic films with naruraliste meanngs,
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AD REINHARDT, A Portend of the Artist as a Yhung Mandala, 1955. Collage, 26 x 19"
One of a series of cartoons commissioned from Reinhardt by Art News, this appeared in the May 1956 issue.



His actors always appear vacant and transparent, more like robots than peo

ple—they simply move through a series of settings and places and define
where they are by the artifice that surrounds them. This artifice 15 always sig-
naled by a “tomb"” or another mise en seéne ot deathlessness. For instance, the
Great Pyramid at the beginning of The Seeret Invasion, or the Funeral at the
end of The Wild Augels. Duration 15 drained, and the nevworks of an infinite
mind take over, turning the “locanon™ of the film mro “mmmeasurable but sull
definite distances” (Poe). Corman brings the infinite into the Anite things and
minds that he directs. The suburban sives in The Wild Augels appear with a
“gleaming and ghastly radiance” (Poe) and seem not to exist av-all except as
spectral cinematic artifices. The menacing fictions of the terrain engulf the crea

tures that pass as actors, " Things” in a Corman movie seem to negate the very
condition they are presented m. A paredic pattern 15 established by the conven-
tionalized structure or plot-line, The actors as “characters™ are not developed
but rather buried under countless disguises. This 15 especially true of The Secret
Invasion, where nobody seems to be anybody. Corman uses actors s though
they were “angels” or *monsters™ in a cosmos of dissimulition, and it is in that
way that they relate to Reinharde’s world or cosmic view, Corman’ sense of
dissimulation shows us the peripheral shell of appearances in terms of some n

visible set of rules, rather than by any “natoral™ or Yrealisnc™ inner motiva

non—us actors reflect the empry center.

SPECTRAL SUBURBS
Where have all the people gone roday? Well, there’s no need tor
vou to be worned about all those people. You never see those

|.1 24 ||i\] e AWy,
The Ciratetul Dead,

Wopming D (Dobson-Rose)

dead streets of the mner suburbs, vellow under the sodium

lights.
Michael Friyn,

Apainst Eatropy

In 1954, when they announced the H-Bomb, only the kids were
ready for it
Kurt von Meier,
quoted m Cpen City

A dry wind blows hot and cold down from Clhimborazo a soiled
post card in the prop blue sky. Crab men peer out of abandoned

UATT IS and wi.lg ||l.'.-|]'|‘\.
William S, Burroughs,

The Soft Mai Tin

90




It seems that “the war babies,” those born after 1937—38 were “Born Dead”™—
to use a motto favored by the Hell’s Angels. The philosophism of “reality” ended
some time after the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the
ovens cooled down. Cinematic “appearance” took over completely sometime

in the late sos. “Nature” falls into an infinite series of movie “stlls”—we get
what Marshall McLuhan calls “The Reel World.”

Suburbia encompasses the large cities and dislocates the “country.” Subur-
bia literally means a “city below”; it is a circular gulf between city and coun-
try—a place where buildings seem to sink away from one’s vision—buildings
fall back into sprawling babels or limbos. Every site glides away toward ab-
sence. An 1immense negative entity of formlessness displaces the center which
15 the city and swamps the country. From the worn down mountains of North
New Jersey to postcard skylines of Manhattan, the prodigious variety of
“housing projects” radiate mnto a vaporized world of cubes. The landscape 1s
effaced mnto sidereal expanses and contractions. Los Angeles 1s all suburb, a
pomtless phenomenon which seems uninhabitable, and a place swarming with
dematerialized distances. A pale copy of a bad movie. Edward Ruscha records
this pointlessness in his Every Building on the Sunset Strip. All the buildings ex-
pire along a horizon broken at intervals by vacant lots, luminous avenues, and
modernistic perspectives. The outdoor immateriality of such photographs con-
trasts with the pale but lurid indoors of Andy Warhol’s movies. Dan Graham
gains this “non-presence’” and serial sense of distance in his suburban photos of
forbidding sites. Exterior space gives way to the total vacuity of time. Time as a
concrete aspect of mind mixed with things 1s attenuated into ever greater dis-
tances, that leave one fixed in a certain spot. Reeality dissolves into leaden and
incessant lattices of solid diminution. An effacement of the country and city
abolishes space, but establishes enormous mental distances. What the artst seeks
is coherence and order—not “truth,” correct statements, or proofs. He seeks the

fiction that reality will sooner or later imitate.

MAPSCAPES OR CARTOGRAPHIC SITES

In the deserts of the West some mangled Ruins of the Map lasted
on, inhabited by Animals and Beggars; in the whole Country
there are no other relics of the Disciplines of Geography.
Suarez Miranda, Viajes de Varones Prudentes,
Book Four, Chapter XLV, Lerida, 1658

. all the maps you have are of no use, all this work of discovery
and surveying; you have to start off at random, like the first men
on earth; you risk dying of hunger a few miles from the richest
stores . ..

Michel Butor, Degrees
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THE HUNTING OF THE SNARK
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Seale of Mt o CEAN-CHART.

Mag by Lewis Carradl

From Theatrion Orbis Terraniom of Orrelius LI470) to the “'|'l.li."|| e, |l.";_',i_‘l.'ll [EERT el
of Jasper Johns, the map has exercised a fascination over the minds of artists, A
cartography of unimhabitable places seems o be developing—complere with
decoy diagrams, abstract grid systems made of stone and tape (Carl Andre and

Sol LeWitt), and electronic “mosaic” photomaps from NASA. Gallery floors

are being turned inwo collections of parallels and meridians. Andre in a show in
the Spring of ‘o7 at Dwan Gallery in California covered an entire floor with a
‘map” that people walked on—rectangular sunken “islands" were arranged in
a regular order. Maps are becomuing immense, heavy quadrangles, topographic
lmuts that are emblems of perpetuity, intertmunable grid coordinates without

Equators and Tropic Zones

Lewis Carroll reters to this kind of abstract cartography in his The Himting
of the Suark (where a map contains "nothing™) and i Syplvic and Brung Con
cluded {(where a map contains “everything”). The Bellman’s map i the Swark

rerminds one of Jo Baer’s pantngs




The World Energy Map pictured an a Dymaxion
Projection. The man symbols represent the percentage
of world population in each region. The black dots
represent the percentage of “energy slaves” serving the
regions. (First published in Fortune, February 1940.)
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He had bought a large map representing the sea,

Without least vestige of land:

And the crew were much pleased when they found it to be

A map they could all understand.

Jo Baer’s surfaces are certainly in keeping with the Captains map which 1s
not a “void,” but “A perfect and absolute blank!” The opposite 1s the case, with

the map in Carroll’s Sylvie. In Chapter 11, a German Professor tells how his

country’s cartographers experimented with larger and larger maps until they

finally made one with a scale of a mile to a mile. One could very well see the

Professor’s explanation as a parable on the fate of painting since the so0s. Per-

haps museums and galleries should start planning square mile interiors. The

Professor said, “It has never been spread out, yet. The farmers objected: they

said 1t would cover the whole country, and shut out the sunlight! So now we

use the country itself, as its own map, and I assure you 1t does nearly as well.”
The Bound Sphere Minus Lune by Ruth Vollmer may be seen as a globe with
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RUTH VOLLMER, Bound Sphere Minus Lune. Unique bronze cast, JASPER JOHNS, Map (based on Buckminster Fuller's Dymaxion Airocean
7'4" diameter. World), 1967, Encaustic and collage/canvas, 186 x 396",

a cut away Northern region. Three arcs in the shape of crescents intersect at

the “bound” equator. The “lune” triangulation n this orb detaches itselt and

becomes secondary “sculpture.”

There are approximately so Panama Canals to a cubic mile and
there are 317 MILLION cubic miles of ocean.
R.. Buckminster Fuller,
Nine Chains to the Moon

R.. Buckminster Fuller has developed a type of writing and original cartog- ‘
raphy, that not only 1s pragmatic and practical but also astonishing and terato- !
logical. His Dymaxion Projection and World Energy Map 1s a Cosmographia that |
proves Ptolemy’s remark that, “no one presents it rightly unless he 1s an artist.” ‘
Each dot in the World Energy Map refers to “1% of World’s harnessed energy
slave population (inanimate power serving man) in terms of human equiva-
lents,” says Fuller. The use Fuller makes of the “dot™ 1s in a sense a concentra-
tion or dilation of an infinite expanse of spheres of energy. The “dot™ has its
rim and middle, and could be related to Reinhardt’s mandala, Judd’s “device™
of the specific and general, or Pascal’s universe of center and circumference.

Yet, the dot evades our capacity to find its center. Where 15 the central point,
axis, pole, dominant interest, fixed position, absolute structure, or decided goal?
The nund 1s always being hurled towards the outer edge nto intractable tra-

jectories that lead to vertigo.

NOTE

I. Recently drama critic Michael Fried has been enveloped by this “literal” abyss. (See
“Objecthood and Art,” Artforum, June 1967.
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ATHING ISA HOLE INATHING IT IS NOT (1968)

As consultant in early design of the proposed new air terminal between
Fort Worth and Dallas, Texas, the author takes a new view of borings.
The site is at 550 to 620 foot elevation, well drained, generally open. Un-
derground is chiefly Cretaceous Age sediment. The underground site
was penetrated by auger borings and core borings, and samples visually
classified and tested —Ed.

Boring, if seen as a discrete step in the development of an entire site, has an es-
thetic value. It is an invisible hole. It could be defined by Carl Andre’s motto—
“A thing is a hole in a thing it 15 not.”

All language becomes an alphabet of sites. The boring, like other works, 15
becoming more and more important to artists. Pavements, holes, trenches,
mounds, heaps, paths, ditches, roads, terraces, etc., all have an esthetic potential.
Remote places such as the Pine Barrens of New Jersey and the frozen wastes
of the North and South poles could be coordinated by art forms that would
use the actual land as a medium. Television could transmit such activity all over
the world. Instead of using a paintbrush to make his art, Robert Morris would
like to use a bulldozer. Consider a “City of Ice™ in the Arctic that would con-
tain frigid labyrinths, glacial pyramids, and towers of snow, all built according
to strict abstract systems. Or an amorphous “City of Sand” that would be
nothing but artificial dunes and shallow sand pits.

Tippetts-Abbett-McCarthy-Stratton have developed other sites that have
limuts similar to the air terminal project. They include port and harbor facilities
like the Navy pier in Chicago, a port in Anchorage, and San Nicholas Harbor

in Aruba. Such sites rest on wide expanses of water, and are generated by ship

voyages and cargo movements. Bulk storage systems are contained by mazes of

transfer pipelines that include hydrant refueling pump houses and gas dis-
pensers. The process behind the making of a storage facility may be viewed 1n
stages, thus constituting a whole “series” of art from the ground up. Land sur-
veying and preliminary building, it 1solated into discrete stages, may be viewed
as an array of art works that vanish as they develop.

Water resources that involve flood control, irrigation, and hydro-electric
power provide one with an entirely new way to order the terrain. This 1s a
kind of radical construction that takes into account large land masses and bod-
1es of water. The making of artificial lakes, with the help ot dams, brings mnto
view a vast “garden.” For instance, the Peligre Dam in the Republic of Haiti
consists of 250-foot high concrete buttresses. This massive structure with its ar-

tificial cascades and symmetrical layout stands as an immobile facade. It con-

Landscape Architecture, April 1968
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veys an immense scale and power. By investiganng the physical forms of such
projects we may gan unexpected esthetne information. | am not concerned
here with the original “functions” of such massive projects, but rather wath
what they suggest or evoke.

It is important to mentally expertence these projects as something distine-
tive and intelhymble. By extracting from a site certaim associations that have re-
mained inyisible within the old framework of rational linguage, by dealing di-
rectly with the appearance of what Roland Barthes calls "the simulacrum of
the object,” the aim 1s to reconstruct a new type of "building” into a whole
that engenders new meanings. From the linguistic point of view, one estab-
lishes rules of structure based on a change in the semantics of building, Tony
Smith seems conscious of this “smudacrum™ when he speaks of an “abandoned
airstrip” as an "artficial landscape” He speaks of anabsence of "function™ and
“tradinon.”

What s needed 15 an esthetic method that brings wogether anthropology
and linguistics in terms of “bulding.” This would put an end to "art history™ as
sole criterion. Art at the present s confined by a dared notion, namely “art as a
criticism of carlier arc.”

“Site Selection Study” in terms of art s just beginming, The investgation of
a specific site 15 a matter of extmctung concepts out of existing sense-data
through direct perceptions, Perception 1§ prior to conception, when it comes
to- site selecnon or definicion; One does not ampese, but rather exposes the
site—be 1t mterior or extertor. Intertors may be treated as exteriors or vice

versa. The unknown arcas of sites can best be explored by artists
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Leaning Strata, | 968. Flat white paint on steel, 49'4 x 103 x 30"

THE ESTABLISHMENT (1968)

The notion of an establishment seems to be a social fairytale, a deadly utopia
or invisible system that inspires an almost mythical sense of dread—it is a “bad
dream” that has somehow consumed the world. I shall postulate The Establish-
ment as a state of mind—a deranged mind, that appears to be a mental City of
Death. The architecture is uncertain and without a center; it comes and goes
like a will-o’-the-wisp. It contains a strange mixture of politics and madness
that resembles a nightmare let loose in the time and space of everyday reality.
This mightmarish system catalogues every known physical thing according to
the “science” of totalitarian propaganda, and none of this “thought-control”
can be traced by the 1solated individual. Indoctrination causes many to follow
monstrous lies against their will. Public or State “programs” follow maze-like
patterns, till finally no one knows where he is. In this political dream world
everything is leveled so that on the distant horizons mirages appear—phantom
mmages of crazed armies and sinking ships, shadowy scenes of “the death of
art,” and other obscene pomposities. Networks of paths go in all directions.
Everything that is the antthesis of art rolls on after brainless slogans: “Every-
man is equal—the war on poverty—win the mind of man to freedom”—all
echo into the poisonous skies. Organizations seem to grow more and more
crackpot with all their “activist” demonstrations. Techniques of “social” duph-

cation make 1t impossible to get near anything that even slightly resembles “a

Metro, June 1968
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government”—it s the decomposition of decomposition. All individual power
15 undermined and wasted as vague msttutions of “culture,” " educaton,” and
“sport” spread into departments of delusion. Admimstrations: proliferate into
bogus “movements” and “fake ideals” Tmpenetrable piles of bureaneratic slush
sink into an ever sinking landscape of organized violence. The circles of power
become more and more intangible as' they move to the edge of nowhere.
Crimes are committed for the ulomate good of the Swate. Fictitious social
structures uphold stupid hierarchies and protect the legal crmunals. Unrealiry
becomes a “hard-nosed” fact, In this frgitive “city” of the crumbling world-
mind, all solids tremble and seem about to disintegrate. A complete inarticula-
tion of thought brings one toa sickly lagoon, called “The Slough of Decaved
Language™—it has vile shapeless creatures swimming in it Beyond the lageon
are the desolite gates of “The Museum of Leftover ldeologies,” which 1 run
by the robors of The Establishment

In the musewm one can find deposits of rust labeled “Philosophy,” and n
glass cases unknown lumps of something libeled “Aesthetics.” One can walk
down rumed hallways and see the remains of “Glory” A sense of fangue over-
comes one in the “*Room of Ancient History.” A chart with poorly drvwn pic-
tures shows the 7 Wonders of the World” with the captions: The Egyptian
Pyramids, The Walls and Hanging Gardens of Babvlon, The Mausoleum at
Halicarnassus, The Temple of Artenms at Ephesus, The Colossus of Rhodes,
The Statue of Zeus by Pludias at Olympia, and the Pharos (or lighthouse) a
Alexandria. Adjomning this room 15 the “Room of Savage Splendor™ where we
see a group of simulated “primitives” made of plaster siting around a campfire
with cellophane flames beatng the air ferociously, A faded map shows the
“underdeveloped”’ countries. Fifty glass cases all the same size contain nothing
but arrowheads,

In the “Hall of Destruction,” we see a fantastic plan o blow up the Statue

of Liberty. Sone bones from Hannibal’s elephants are neady displaved, and so

ROBERT SMITHSON, Glots Strmtum, 1967, Glass, |75« 12 « B4
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is Nero's "fiddle™ Piles of trophies are strewn i1 odd corners. A tasteful pant
ing of “The Battle of Waterloo' hangs on a wall, A photograph shows a2 World
War [ tank bogeed down in the mud. On a cracking wall 15 a list of “ideals™

that killed nullions

ama that goes from “the

The "Room ol Grear Artisis” presents a pan
grand" to “the horrible” A contmuous flm, always being shown in a dark
chamber, depicts “the arost alienated from sociery™ It is made i “ser1al™ sec-
gons under the tites: “Suffering, discovery, fame, and decline” The film delves

into the private life of the creative genius and shows the artists conflicts as he

strugreles o make the world understand his vision.
[0 this museum run by the awesome Establishment 15 also the “Hall of Lost

Establishment and Vinished Crvilizations.” We see Troy—the golden treasures

of 4 great mvehaeal oty discovered hudden beneath 4 hally Turkish town; Baby

N | ' i 1
[om—tlae great tower of Babel FIsig OVer thc desert like 2 modern SKyscraper;

Angkor—its vine-enshrouded towers brooding over the steaming jungles of

Cambodia; and Pompen ud city of the Caesars preserved in s last ago-

miged moment of life by a sudden worrent of volcanic ash—and many more
This hall sags under the weight of such exhibitions, The Establishment is a

nightmare from which Tam rying to awake.
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A SEDIMENTATION OF THE MIND:
EARTH PROJECTS (1968)

The carth’s surface and the fipments of the mind have a way ot disintegrating
mnto discrete regions of art. Various agents, both fictional and real, somehow
trade places with each other—one cammot avoud muddy thinking when at
comes oy carth projects, or what L will call “abstract geology” One’s mind and
the earth are i a constant state of eroston, mental rivers wear away abstract
banks, brain waves undernune chifls of thonght, ideas decompose into stones of
unknowing, and conceptual cryvstallhizations break apart into deposits of gritty
reason, Vast moving faculties occur in this geological woasma, and they mowve
in the most physical way. This movement seems motionless, yet it crushes the
{ landscape of logic under glacial reveries, Thus slow flowage makes one con-
scious of the murbidity of thinking. Slump, debris slides, avalanches all take

place within the cracking limits of the brain. The entire body 15 pulled into the

|

|
cerebral sediment, where particles and fragments make themselves known as
solid consciousness. A bleached and fractured world surrounds the artist. Tt
organize this mess of corrosion into patterns, grids, and subdivisions 1s an es-
thetic process that has scarcely been rouched.

|

I'he mamfestations of technology are at tunes less “extensions™ of man

{riforuim, September 1968

The R.'.rlgc-r UI.I-'IFF)' Slare site in an umcontained conditon before hemg
| congzined in a2 Mon-5te by Robert Smithson -:ﬁ'lnrn:".-'l"g-ll-.' Dlwan ) ROBERT SMITHSOMN. MNon-Sue, | 96E [Sime from ﬁnﬂgl:.r P b




'. (Marshall McLuhans anthropomorphisim), than they are aggregates of ele-
' ments. Even the most advanced tools and machines are made of the raw matter | |
of the earth. Today’s highly refined technological tools are not much different |
in this respect from those of the caveman. Most of the better artists prefer
processes that have not been 1dealized, or differentiated into “objective” mean- |

ings. Common shovels, awkward looking excavating devices, what Michael i |
Heizer calls “dumb tools,” picks, pitchforks, the machine used by suburban
contractors, grim tractors that have the clumsiness of armored dinosaurs, and .
plows that simply push dirt around. Machines like Benjamin Holt’s steam trac-
tor (invented in 1885)—"It crawls over mud like a caterpillar” Digging en-

1
gines and other crawlers that can travel over rough terrain and steep grades. \
Drills and explosives that can produce shafts and earthquakes. Geometrical |
trenches could be dug with the help of the “ripper”—steel toothed rakes
mounted on tractors. With such equipment construction takes on the look of ’
destruction; perhaps that’s why certain architects hate bulldozers and steam
shovels. They seem to turn the terrain into unfimished cities of organized ‘
wreckage. A sense of chaotic planning engulfs site after site. Subdivisions are !
made—but to what purpose? Building takes on a singular wildness as loaders
scoop and drag soil all over the place. Excavations form shapeless mounds of ]
debris, miniature landshides of dust, mud, sand and gravel. Dump trucks spill
. soil into an infinity of heaps. The dipper of the giant mining power shovel s 25 |
feet high and digs 140 cu. yds. (250 tons) in one bite. These processes of heavy
construction have a devastating kind of primordial grandeur, and are in many

ROBERT SMITHSON, Non-Site, 1968. (Mica from Portland,
Conn.)

|
Buckwheat Mineral Dump. Rock site in an uncontained condition before
being contained in Non-Site #3 by Robert Smithson. (Photo: Nancy Holt.)
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wiys more astonishing than the finished projece—be 1t a road or a building.

The actoal disruption of the earth’s crust iy at times very compelling, and seems
to confirm Heraclituss Fragment 124, " The most beautiful world 15 like o heap
of rubble tossed down in confusion.” The tools of art have too long been con-
fined to “the studio’ The city gives the illusion that earth does not exist,
Hewzer calls his earth projects “The alternative to the absolute oty system.”
Recently, in Vancouver, lamn Baxter put on an exhibation of Piles that were
located at different points in the city; he also helped in the presentation of a
Portfolio of Piles. Dumping and pouring become interestng rechniques. Carl
Andre’s “grave site”—a tiny pile of sand, was displayed under a stairway at the
Museunn of Contemporary Crafts last vear, Andre, unlike Baxter, is more con-
cerned with the elemental 1n things. Andre’s pile has no anthropomorphic over-
tones; he gives it a clarity that avoids the idea of temporal space. A serenifica-
tion takes place, Dennis Oppenheim has also considered the " pile"—"the basic
components of concrete and gypsum . . . devold of manual organization.”
Some of Oppenheim’ proposals suggest deésert pliysiography—mesas, buttes,
mushroom mounds, and other “deflations” {the removal of material from
beach and other land surfaces by wind action), My own Tar Peol and Gravel Pit
(1966) proposal makes one conscious of the primal coze. A molten substance
15 poured nto a square sink that is surrounded by another square sink of coarse
gravel. The tar cools and flattens mto a sacky level deposit. This carbonaceons
sediment brings o mund a tertiary world of petroleum, asphalts, ozokerite, and

hitununous :!%1L5I]]L‘]'L|[j(_1[1}~.

PRIMARY ENMVELOPMEMNT

At the low levels of consciousness the artist experniences undifferentiated or
unbounded methods of procedure that break with the focused limits of rino-
nal technique. Here tools are undifferentuited from the material they operate
on, or they seem to sink back into their primordial condition. Robert Morris
(Arthorm, April 1968) sees the paint brush vanish into Pollock’s "stick,” and the
stick dissolve mto “poured paint” from a contamer used by Morrs Lows,
Whit then is one to do with the container? This entropy of technique leaves
one with an empty limit, or no limic ag all. All differentiated technology be-
comes meaningless to the artist who knows this state. "What the Nonmunalists
call the grit in the machine” says T. E. Hulme in Cinders, "1 call the fundamen-
tal element of the machine” The rational critic of art cannot risk this aban-
denment into “oceanic” undifferentiation, he can only deal with the limis
that come after this plunge into such a world of non-continment.

At this pomnt | must return to what 1 think 15 an important issue, namely
lony Smath’s “car ride” on the “unfinished tornpike.” “This drive was a reveal-
ing experience. The road and much of the landscape was artificial, and yer it
couldn’t be called a work of art” ("Talking with Tony Soath™ by Samuel



MICHAEL HEIZER, Compression Line, 1968, Unpainted plywood, MICHAEL HEIZER, Two-Stage Liner Buried in Earth and Snow, | 967.
16 long, 6" surface opening, 24" depth, 24" base (underground). Sierra Mountains, near Reno,
El Mirage Dry Lake, Mohave Desert, California.

Wagstaft, Jr., Artforum, December 1966.) He is talking about a sensation, not
the finished work of art; this doesn’t imply that he is anti-art. Smith is describ-
ing the state of his mind in the “primary process™ of making contact with mat-
ter. This process is called by Anton Ehrenzweig “dedifferentiation,” and it in-
volves a suspended question regarding “limitlessness™ (Freud’s notion of the
“oceanic”) that goes back to Civilization and Its Discontents. Michael Fried’s
shock at Smith’s experiences shows that the crinic’s sense of limit cannot risk
the rhythm of dedifferentiation that swings between “oceanic” fragmentation
and strong determinants. Ehrenzweig says that in modern art this rhythm is
“somewhat onesided”’—toward the oceamic. Allan Kaprow's thinking 1s a good
example—"“Most humans, it seems, still put up fences around their acts and
thoughts.” (Artforum, June 1968.) Fried thinks he knows who has the “finest”
fences around their art. Fried claims he rejects the “infinite,” but this 1s Fried
writing in Artforun, February 1067 on Morris Louis: “The dazzling blankness
of the untouched canvas at once repulses and engulfs the eye, like an infinite
abyss, the abyss that opens up behind the least mark that we make on a flat sur-
face, or would open up if innumerable conventions both of art and practical life
did not restrict the consequences of our act within narrow bounds” The “in-
numerable conventions” do not exist for certain artists who do exist within a
physical “abyss.” Most critics cannot endure the suspension of boundaries be-
tween what Ehrenzweig calls the “self and the non-self.” They are apt to dis-

miss Malevich’s Non-Objective World as poetic debris, or only refer to the
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“abyss” as a rational metaphor “within narrow bounds.” The artist who is phys-

ically engulfed tries to give evidence of this experience through a limited
(mapped) revision of the original unbounded state. | agree with Fried that
limits are not part of the primary process that Tony Smith was talking about.
There is different experience before the physical abyss than before the mapped
revision. Nevertheless, the quality of Fried’s fear (dread) 1s high, but his experi-
ence of the abyss is low—a weak metaphor—"like an infinite abyss.”

The bins or containers of my Non-Sites gather in the fragments that are expe-
rienced in the physical abyss of raw matter. The tools of technology become a
part of the Earth’s geology as they sink back into their original state. Machines
like dinosaurs must return to dust or rust. One might say a “de-architecturing”

takes place before the arust sets his limits outside the studio or the room.

BETTER HOMES AND INDUSTRIES

Great sprays of greenery make the Lambert live-in room an
oasis atop a cliff dwelling. In a corner, lighted by skylights and
spotlights, “Hard Red.” an oil by Jack Bush. All planting by
Lambert Landscape Company.
Caption under a photograph,
House and Garden, July 1968

In Art in America, Sept.—Oct. 1966, there 1s a Portrait of Anthony Caro, with
photographs of his sculpture n settings and landscapes that suggest Enghsh
gardening. One work. Prima Luce 1966, painted yellow, matches the yellow daf-
todils peeking out behind 1t, and it sits on a well cut lawn. I know, the sculptor
prefers to see his art indoors, but the fact that this work ended up where it did
is no excuse for thoughtlessness about installation. The more compelling artists

today are concerned with “place” or “site”—Smith, de Maria, Andre, Heizer,

Oppenheim, Huebler—to name a few. Somehow, Caro’s work picks up its sur-
roundings, and gives one a sense of a contrived, but tamed, “wildness” that
echoes to the tradition of Enghsh gardening.

Around 1720 the English mvented the antiformal garden as protest against
the French formal garden. The French use of geometric forms was rejected as
something “unnatural.” This seems to relate to today’s debate between so-
called “formalism” and “anti-formalism.” The traces of weak naturalism cling
to the background of Caro’s Prima Luce. A leftover Arcadia with flowery over-
tones gives the sculpture the look of some industrial ruin. The brightly painted
surfaces cheerfully seem to avoid any suggestion of the “romantic rum,” but
they are on closer investigation related to just that. Caro’s industrial ruins, or
concatenations of steel and aluminum may be viewed as Kantian “things-in-
themselves,” or be placed into some syntax based on So and So’s theories, but at
this point I will leave those notions to the keepers of “modernity.” The Eng-
lish consciousness of art has always been best displayed 1n its “landscape gar-

dens.” “Sculpture” was used more to generate a set of conditions.



ROBERT SMITHSON, for A Non-Site below, |968. ROBERT SMITHSON, A Non-Site (indoor earthwork), 968
| Aerial photograph/map, Blue painted aluminum with sand, 12 x 652 x 65'4 "

|

| Clement Greenberg’s notion of “the landscape” reveals itself with shades of
T. S. Eliot 1n an article, “Poetry of Vision" (Artforum, April 1968). Here “Angli-
] cizing tastes” are evoked in his descriptions of the Irish landscape. “The ruined
castles and abbeys,” says Greenberg, “that strew the beautiful countryside are
gray and dim,” shows he takes “pleasure in ruins.” At any rate, the “pastoral,” 1t
seems, 1s outmoded. The gardens of history are being replaced by sites of time.
. Memory traces of tranquil gardens as “ideal nature”™—jejune Edens that
suggest an idea of banal “quality”—persist in popular magazines like House
Beautiful and Better Homes and Gardens. A kind of watered down Victorianism,
an elegant notion of industrialism in the woods: all this brings to mind some
kind of wasted charm. The decadence of “interior decoration™ is full of appeals
to “country manners” and liberal-democratic notions of gentry. Many art
magazines have gorgeous photographs of artificial industrial ruins (sculpture)
on their pages. The “gloomy” ruins of aristocracy are transformed mto the
“happy” ruins of the humanist. Could one say that art degenerates as 1t ap-
proaches gardening?! These “garden-traces” seem part of time and not history,

they seem to be mvolved in the dissolution of “progress.” It was John Ruskin

who spoke of the "dreadful Hammers” of the geologists, as they destroyed the
classical order. The landscape reels back into the millions and millions of years

of “geologic time.”

FROM STEEL TO RUST
As “technology™ and “industry” began to become an 1deology in the New
York Art World in the late ‘sos and early “6os, the private studio notions of |

“craft” collapsed. The products of industry and technology began to have an

appeal to the artist who wanted to work like a “steel welder” or a “laboratory

technician.” This valuation of the material products of heavy industry, first de-
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veloped by David Smith and later by Anthony Caro, led to a fetish for steel and
aluminum as a medium (painted or unpainted). Molded steel and cast alu-
minum are machine manufactured, and as a result they bear the stamp of tech-
nological ideology. Steel is a hard, tough metal, suggesting the permanence of
technological values. It is composed of iron alloyed with various small per-
centages of carbon; steel may be alloyed with other metals, nickel, chromium,
etc., to produce specific properties such as hardness and resistance to rusting.
Yet, the more [ think about steel itself, devoid of the technological refine-
ments, the more rust becomes the fundamental property of steel. Rust itself 1s a
reddish brown or reddish yellow coating that often appears on “steel sculp-
ture,” and 1s caused by oxidation (an interesting non-technological condition),
as during exposure to air or moisture; it consists almost entirely of ferric oxide,
Fe,05 and ferric hydroxide, Fe(OH)5. In the technological mind rust evokes a
fear of disuse, inactivity, entropy, and ruin. Why steel 15 valued over rust 1s a
technological value, not an artistic one.

By excluding technological processes from the making of art, we began to
discover other processes of a more fundamental order. The breakup or frag-
mentation of matter makes one aware of the sub-strata of the Earth before 1t 1s
overly refined by industry into sheet metal, extruded I-beams, aluminum
channels, tubes, wire, pipe, cold-rolled steel, iron bars, etc. | have often thought
about non-resistant processes that would involve the actual sedimentation of
matter or what I called “Pulverizations” back in 1966. Oxidation, hydration,
carbonatization, and solution (the major processes of rock and mineral disinte-
gration) are four methods that could be turned toward the making of art. The
smelting process that goes into the making of steel and other alloys separates
“impurities” from an original ore, and extracts metal in order to make a more
“ideal” product. Burnt-out ore or slag-like rust is as basic and primary as the
material smelted from it. Technological 1deology has no sense of time other
than its immediate “supply and demand,” and 1ts laboratories function as blind-
ers to the rest of the world. Like the refined “paints” of the studio, the refined
“metals” of the laboratory exist within an “ideal system.” Such enclosed
“pure” systems make it impossible to perceive any other kinds of processes
than the ones of differentiated technology.

Refinement of matter from one state to another does not mean that so-
called “impurities” of sediment are “bad”—the earth is built on sedimentation
and disruption. A refinement based on all the matter that has been discarded
by the technological ideal seems to be taking place. The coarse swathes of tar
on Tony Smith’s plywood mock-ups are no more or less refined than the bur-
nished or painted steel of David Smith. Tony Smuth’s surfaces display more of a
sense of the “prehistoric world” that is not reduced to ideals and pure gestalts.
The fact remains that the mind and things of certain artists are not “unities,”

but things in a state of arrested disruption. One might object to “hollow™ vol-
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umes in favor of “solid materials,” but no materials are solid, they all contain
caverns and fissures. Solids are particles built up around flux, they are objective
illusions supporting grit, a collection of surfaces ready to be cracked. All chaos is
put into the dark inside of the art. By refusing “technological miracles” the artist
begins to know the corroded moments, the carboniferous states of thought, the
shrinkage of mental mud, in the geologic chaos—in the strata of esthetic con-

sciousness. The refuse between mind and matter is a mine of information.

THE DISLOCATION OF CRAFT—AND FALL OF THE STUDIO

Plato’s Timaeus shows the demiurge or the artist creating a model order, with
his eyes fixed on a non-visual order of Ideas, and secking to give the purest
representation of them. The “classical” notion of the artist copying a perfect
mental model has been shown to be an error. The modern artist in his “stu-
dio,” working out an abstract grammar within the limits of his “craft” 1s
trapped in but another snare. When the fissures between mind and matter mul-
tiply into an infinity of gaps, the studio begins to crumble and fall like The
House of Usher, so that mind and matter get endlessly confounded. Deliver-
ance from the confines of the studio frees the artist to a degree from the snares
of craft and the bondage of creativity. Such a condition exists without any ap-
peal to “nature.” Sadism is the end product of nature, when it is based on the
biomorphic order of rational creation. The artist is fettered by this order, if he
believes himself to be creative, and this allows for his servitude which 1s de-
signed by the vile laws of Culture. Our culture has lost its sense of death, so it
can kill both mentally and physically, thinking all the time that it is establishing

the most creative order possible.

THE DYING LANGUAGE

The names of minerals and the minerals themselves do not differ from each
other, because at the bottom of both the material and the print 1s the begin-
ning of an abysmal number of fissures. Words and rocks contain a language that
follows a syntax of splits and ruptures. Look at any word long enough and you
will see it open up into a series of faults, into a terrain of particles each con-
taining 1ts own void. This discomforting language of fragmentation offers no
easy gestalt solution; the certainties of didactic discourse are hurled into the
erosion of the poetic principle. Poetry being forever lost must submit to its
own vacuity; it 1s somehow a product of exhaustion rather than creation. Po-
etry 1s always a dying language but never a dead language.

Journalism in the guise of art criticism fears the disruption of language, so it
resorts to being “educational” and “historical” Art critics are generally poets
who have betrayed their art, and instead have tried to turn art into a matter of
reasoned discourse, and, occasionally, when their “truth” breaks down, they re-

sort to a poetic quote. Wittgenstein has shown us what can happen when lan-
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guage is “idealized,” and that it is hopeless to try to fit lingoage into some ab
solute logic, whereby everything objective can be rested. We have o fabricate
our rules as we go along the avalanches of language and over the terraces of
CTIRCISIN

Poe's Naprative of A. Gordonr Py seems to me excellent art criticism and
prototype for rigorous "non-site” investigatons. ' Nothing worth mennoning
occurred during the nexe owenty-four hours except that, in exanumng the
ground to the castward third chasm, we found two triangular holes of grea
depth, and alse with black granive sides.” His descriptions of chasms and holes
scem to verge on proposals tor “earthwords.” The shapes of the chasms them
selves become “verbal roos” that spell out the difference between darkness
and light. Poe ends his mental maze with the sentence—"1 have graven it

within the hills and my vengeance upon the dust within the rock.”

THE CLIMATE OF SIGHT

lhe clhimate of sight changes from wet to dry and from dry to wet according
to one’s mental weather. The prevailing conditions of one’s psyche affect how
he views art, We have already heard much about “cool™ or "hot™ art, but not
much about “wet™ and “dryv"” art. The wiewer, be he an arnst ora crine, 15 subject
to a chimatology of the brain and eye. The wet muind enjoys “pools and stains™

of paint. “Pant™ itself appears to be a kind of hquefiction. Such wet eyes love
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to look on melting, dissolving, soaking surfaces that give the illusion at times
of tending toward a gaseousness, atomization or fogginess. This watery syntax

is at times related to the “canvas support.”

The world disintegrates around me.
Yvonne Rainer

By Palm Desert springs often run dry.
Van Dyke Parks,
Song Cycle

The following 1s a proposal for those who have leaky minds. It could be

thought of as The Mind of Mud, or in later stages, The Mind of Clay.

THE MUD POOL PROJECT

1. Dig up 100 ft. sq. area of earth with a pitchfork.

Get local fire department to fill the area with water. A fire hose
may be used for this purpose.

. The area will be finished when it turns to mud.

s

4. Let it dry under the sun unul it turns to clay,

Repeat process at will,

Ay

When dried under the sun’s rays for a sufficiently long time, mud and
clay shrink and crack in a network of fissures which enclose polygonal
areas.
Fredric H. Lahee,
Field Geology

The artist or critic with a dank brain 1s bound to end up appreciating any-
thing that suggests saturation, a kind of watery effect, an overall seepage, dis-
charges that submerge perceptions in an onrush of dripping observation. They
are grateful for an art that evokes general liquid states, and disdain the desicca-
tion of fluidity. They prize anything that looks drenched, be it canvas or steel.
Depreciation of aridity means that one would prefer to see art in a dewy green
setting, say the hills of Vermont, rather than the Painted Desert.

Aristotle believed that heat combined with dryness resulted in fire: where
else could this feeling take place than in a desert or in Malevich’s head? “No
more ‘likenesses of reality] no idealistic images, nothing but a desert!” says
Malevich in The Non-Objective World. Walter DeMaria and Michael Heizer
have actually worked 1n the Southwestern deserts. Says Heizer, in some scattered
notes, “Earth liners installed in Sierras, and down on desert floor in Carson-
Reno area.” The desert is less “nature” than a concept, a place that swallows up
boundaries. When the artist goes to the desert he enriches his absence and
burns off the water (paint) on his brain. The slush of the city evaporates from

the artist’s mind as he installs his art. Heizer’s “dry lakes” become mental maps
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that contain the vacancy of Thanatos. A consciousness of the desert operates
between craving and satiety.

Jackson Pollock’s art tends toward a torrential sense of material that makes
his paintings look like splashes of marine sediments. Deposits of paint cause
layers and crusts that suggest nothing “formal” but rather a physical metaphor
without realism or naturalism. Full Fathom Five becomes a Sargasso Sea, a
dense lagoon of pigment, a logical state of an oceanic mind. Pollock’s intro-
duction of pebbles into his private topographies suggests an interest in geolog-
ical artifices. The rational idea of “painting” begins to disintegrate and decom-
pose into so many sedimentary concepts. Both Yves Klein and Jean Dubuffet
hinted at global or topographic sedimentary notions in their works—both
worked with ashes and cinders. Says Dubuffet, regarding the North and South
Poles, “The revolution of a being on its axis, reminiscent of a dervish, suggests
fatiguing, wasted effort; it is not a pleasant idea to consider and seems instead
the provisional solution, untl a better one comes along, of despair”” A sense of
the Earth as a map undergoing disruption leads the artist to the realization that
nothing is certain or formal. Language itself becomes mountains of symbolic
debris. Klein's IKB globes betray a sense of futility—a collapsed logic. G. E. M.
Anscombe writing on “Negation™ in An Introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractatus
says, “But 1t 1s clear then an all-white or all-black globe is not a map.” It 1s also
clear that Klein's all blue globe 1s not a map; rather it is an anti-map; a negation

of “creation” and the “creator” that 1s supposed to be in the artist’s “selt)”

THE WRECK OF FORMER BOUNDARIES

The strata of the Earth is a jumbled museum. Embedded in the sediment is a
text that contains limits and boundaries which evade the rational order, and
social structures which confine art. In order to read the rocks we must become
conscious of geologic time, and of the layers of prehistoric material that is en-
tombed in the Earth’s crust. When one scans the ruined sites of pre-history
one sees a heap of wrecked maps that upsets our present art historical limits. A
rubble of logic confronts the viewer as he looks into the levels of the sedimen-
tations. The abstract grids containing the raw matter are observed as some-
thing incomplete, broken and shattered.

In June, 1968, my wife Nancy, Virginia Dwan, Dan Graham, and 1 visited
the slate quarries in Bangor-Pen Angyl, Pennsylvania. Banks of suspended slate
hung over a greenish-blue pond at the bottom of a deep quarry. All boundaries
and distinctions lost their meaming mn this ocean of slate and collapsed all no-
tions of gestalt unity. The present fell forward and backward into a tumult of
“de-difterentiation,” to use Anton Ehrenzweig’s word for entropy. It was as
though one was at the bottom of a petrified sea and gazing on countless
stratographic horizons that had fallen into endless directions of steepness. Syn-
cline (downward) and anticline (upward) outcroppings and the asymmetrical

cave-ins caused minor swoons and vernigos. The brittleness of the site seemed
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to swarm around one, causing a sense of displacement. I collected a canvas bag
full of slate chips for a small Non-Site.

Yet, 1f art 1s art it must have limits. How can one contain this “oceanic” site?
[ have developed the Non-Site, which 1n a physical way contains the disrup-
tion of the site. The container 1s in a sense a fragment itself, something that

could be called a three-dimensional map. Without appeal to “gestalts” or “anti-
form,” it actually exists as a fragment of a greater fragmentation. It is a three-
dimensional perspective that has broken away from the whole, while containing
the lack of its own containment. There are no mysteries in these vestiges, no

traces of an end or a beginning,

CRACKING PERSPECTIVES AND GRIT IN THE VANISHING POINT

Parallactic perspectives have introduced themselves into the new earth pro-
jects in a way that is physical and three-dimensional. This kind of convergence
subverts gestalt surfaces and turns sites into vast illusions. The ground becomes
a map.

The map of my Non-Site #1 (an indoor earthwork) has six vanishing points
that lose themselves in a pre-existent earth mound that 1s at the center of a
hexagonal airfield in the Pine Barren Plains in South New Jersey. Six runways
radiate around a central axis. These runways anchor my 31 subdivisions. The
actual Non-Site 1s made up of 31 metal containers of painted blue aluminum,
cach containing sand from the actual site.

De Maria’s parallel chalk lines are 12 feet apart and run a half a mile along
the Dry Lake of El Mirage in the Mojave Desert. The dry mud under these
lines 1s cracking into an infinite variety of polygons, mainly six-sided. Under
the beating sun shrinkage 15 constantly going on causing irregular outlines.
Rapid drying causes widely spaced cracks, while slow drying causes closely
spaced cracks. (See E. M. Kindle’s “Some Factors Affecting the Development
of Mud Cracks,” Journal of Geology.Vol. 25,1917, p. 136.) De Maria’s lines make
one conscious of a weakening cohesion that spreads out in all directions.
Nevada 1s a good place for the person who wants to study cracks.

Heizer’s Compression Line 15 made by the earth pressing against the sides of
two parallel lengths of plywood, so that they converge into two facing sunken
perspectives. The earth surrounding this double perspective is composed of
“hardpan” (a hard impervious sediment that does not become plastic, but can

be shattered by explosives). A drainage layer exists under the entire work.

THE VALUE OF TIME

For too long the artist has been estranged from his own “time.” Critics, by fo-
cusing on the “art object,” deprive the artist of any existence in the world of
both mind and matter. The mental process of the artist which takes place in
time is disowned, so that a commodity value can be maintained by a system

independent of the artist. Art, in this sense, is considered “timeless” or a prod-




DENNIS OPPEMNHEIM, Earth Proposal for Gallery Space, | 968, Base Side Panel Frame (glass broken). (From Edward Ruscha's
Royal Road Test.)

uct of “no time at all”; this becomes a convenient way to exploit the artist out
of his rightful claim to his temporal processes. The arguments for the con-
tention that time is unreal is a fiction of language, and not of the material of
ume or art. Criticism, dependent on rational illusions, appeals to a society that
values only commodity type art separated from the artist’s mind. By separating
art from the “primary process,” the artist is cheated in more ways than one.
Separate “things,” “forms.” “objects,” “shapes.” etc., with beginnings and end-
ings are mere convenient fictions: there 1s only an uncertain disintegrating
order that transcends the limits of rational separations. The fictions erected in
the eroding time stream are apt to be swamped at any moment. The brain itself
resembles an eroded rock from which ideas and ideals leak.

When a thing is seen through the consciousness of temporality, it is changed
into something that 1s nothing. This all-engulfing sense provides the mental
ground for the object, so that it ceases being a mere object and becomes art.
The object gets to be less and less but exists as something clearer. Every object,
if it is art, 1s charged with the rush of time even though it is static, but all this
depends on the viewer. Not everybody sees the art in the same way, only an
artist viewing art knows the ecstasy or dread, and this viewing takes place in
time. A great artist can make art by simply casting a glance. A set of glances
could be as solid as any thing or place, but the society continues to cheat the
artist out of his “art of looking,” by only valuing “art objects.” The existence of
the artist in ime 1s worth as much as the finished product. Any critic who de-
values the time of the artist is the enemy of art and the artist. The stronger and
clearer the artist’s view of ime the more he will resent any slander on this do-
main. By desecrating this domain, certain critics defraud the work and mind of
the artist. Artists with a weak view of ime are easily deceived by this victimiz-
ing kind of criticism, and are seduced into some trivial history. An artist 1s en-

slaved by time only if the time is controlled by someone or something other
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than himself. The deeper an artist sinks into the time stream the more it be-
comes oblivion; because of this, he must remain close to the temporal surfaces.
Many would like to forget nme altogether, because it conceals the “death
principle” (every authentic artist knows this). Floating in this temporal river
are the remnants of art history, yet the “present’” cannot support the cultures of
Europe, or even the archaic or primiuve civilizations; it must instead explore
the pre- and post-historic mind; it must go into the places where remote fu-

tures meet remote p;lh‘l.'ﬂ‘

NOTE

I. The simster i a primitive sense seems to have its origin in what could be called
“quality gardens™ (Paradise). Dreadful things seem to have happened in those half~
torgotten Edens. Why does the Garden of Delights suggest something perverse? Tor-
ture gardens. Deer Park. The Grottos of Tiberius. Gardens of Virtue are somehow
always “lost.” A degraded paradise 15 perhaps worse than a degraded hell. America
abounds 1n banal heavens, in vapid “happy-hunting grounds,” and in “natural™ hells
like Death Valley National Monument or The Devils Playground. The public “sculp-
ture garden” for the most part 1s an outdoor “room,” that in time becomes a limbo of
modern isms. Too much thinking about “gardens™ leads to perplexity and agitation.
Gardens like the levels of criticism bring one to the brink of chaos. This footnote is
turning into a dizzying maze, full of tenuous paths and innumerable riddles. The
abysmal problem of gardens somehow involves a fall from somewhere or something.

The certainty of the absolute garden will never be regained.
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| MINUS TWELVE  (1968)

1, USELESSNESS
A. Zone of standard modules.
B. Monaliths without color.
C. An ever narrowing field of

approximation known as the

Method of Exhaustion.

D. The circumscribed cube.

2. ENTROPY
A. Equal units approaching
divisibility.
| B. Something inconsistent with
common experience or hav-
ing contradictory qualities.
C. Hollow blocks in a window-
less room.

D. Militant laziness.

| 3. ABSENCE
A. Postulates of nominalism.
B. Idleness at the North Pole.

C. Exclusion of space.

D. Real things become mental
r vacancies.

|' 4. INACCESSIBILITY

I A. Gray walls and glass floors.

1
!
‘ B. Domain of the Dinosaurs.

ROBERT SMITHSON, Tar Pool and Gravel Pit (model), | 966,

C. Toward an aesthetics of
disappointment.
D. No doors.

5. EMPTINESS

A. A flying tomb disguised as an
airplane.

B. Some plans for logical stupe-
factions.

C. The case of the "missing-
link.”

D. False theorems and grand
mistakes.

6. INERTIA

A. Memory of a dismantled
parallelepiped.

B. The humorous dimensions
of time.

C. A refutation of the End of
Endlessness.

D. Zeno’s Second Paradox
(infinite regression against
movement).

= BUTILITY

A. Dogma against value,

B. Collapses into five sections.
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C. To go from one extreme to
another

1. Put everything imnto doubr

8, BLINIDYMNESS
A Two bmocular holes thae
appear endlessly
B. lnwvisible orbs,
. Abolished sight.
D). The splitting of the vanishing

point,

9. STILLMNESS
AL Sinking back into echoes.
B Extingmshed by reflections.
C. Obsolete ideas 1o be promul-
gated (teratologres and other
marvels).

D Cold storage.
10. EQUIVALENCE

AL Refusal to privilege one sign

T .|!HI[|'|I.'T.

B, Different types of sameness.
. Odd objecnons ro uncertain

SYmmetrics mn n.'!.!‘_l]i.l'l' 5'_\'5t'.."|.]]5.
D. Any declaration of unity

resules o two things,
11, DISLOCATION
A Deluging the deluge.
B. The Great Plug.
. The Wanter Solstice of
4000 B.C. {3 temporal

dements).

[ Toward mnumerable futires.

1z, FORGETFULNESS
A, Alumnum cioes on a lead
planet.
B. The Museum of the Vioud,
C. A compact mass in a dim
passageway (an anti-ohject).
3. A series of sightings down

CECATPITICTIES.
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AERIAL ART (1969)

Proposats for the Dallas—Fort Worth Regional Airpoart (Tippetts—Abbett
MeCarthy-Stratton, Architects and Engineers)

Art today 15 no longer an archatectural afterthought, or an obyect to attach o a
building after it is finished, but rather a total engagement with the building
process from the ground up and from the sky down. The old landscape of nat- |
uralism and realism is being replaced by the new landscape of abstraction and
artifice,

How art should be installed in and around an airpart makes one conscious
of this new landscape. Just as our satellites explore and chart the moon and
the planets, so might the artist explore the unknown sites that surround our
HTPOCES,

The futare atr terminal exists both in terms of mind and thing, Tt suggests
the infinite in a fimte way. The straight lines of landing fields and runways
bring into existence a perception of “perspective” that evades all our concep-
oons of nature. The naturalism of seventecth-, eighteenth- and mineteenth-
century art is replaced by non-objective sense of site. The landscape begins to
look more hke a three dimensional map than a rustic garden, Aerial photogra-
phy and air transportation bring into view the surface features of this shifting
world of perspectives. The rational structures of buildings disappear imnto irri-
nenal disguises and are patched mmto opocal illusions, The world seen from the

air 15 abstract and illusive, F

m the window of an airplane one can see drastic

changes of scale, as one ascends and descends, The effect takes one from the

dazzling to the monotonous m a short space of tme—from the shrinking rer
minal to the obstructing clouds,

Below this concatenation of aerial perceptions 15 the conception of the air
termunal wself, firmly rooted 10 the earth. The principal cumwavs and series of
terminals will extend from 11,000 feet to 14000 feet, or about the length of
Central Park. The outer linuts of the terminal could be brought into con
scronsness by a type of arg, which T will call aerial art, thar could be seen from
aircraft on takeoft and landing, ar not seen art all

On the boundaries of the taxaways, runways or approach “clear zones"™ we
might construct “earthworks” or grid type frameworks close to the ground
lewel. These aerial sites would not enly be visible from arriving and departing
arcraft, but they would alse define the terminals manmade perimeters in
terms of landscaping.

The terminal complex might include a gallery (or aenal museum) that

would provide visual informarion about where these acrial sites are situated.

Studio Intersrational, Febroary—April 1ty
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Diagrams, maps, photographs, and movies of the projects under construction
could be exhibited—thus the terminal complex and its entire airfield site
would expand its meaning from the central spaces of the terminal itself to the
edges of the air fields,

Letters A, B, C, and D (see aerial map) stand for installations of art on the
margins of the main terminal complex. This art is remote from the eye of the
viewer the way a galaxy 1s remote from the earth. In fact, the entire air termi-
nal may be considered conceptually as an artificial universe, and as everyone
knows, everything in the known universe isn’t entirely visible. There 1s no rea-
son why one shouldn’t look at art through a telescope. Our terminal universe
1s built in the shape of a rectangle with two diagonals set 1n a photo firmament
of haze and non-objective land masses. The double white rectangles within the
grid shall someday contain a series of terminals each one the size of Grand
Central Station. At the moment we are considering this air terminal through
the camera obsaura of our mind—the camera takes a picture but does not see it.
“Some 1deas are logical in conception” says Sol LeWitt, “and illogical percep-
tually.” Visibility 1s often marked by both mental and atmospheric turbidity.
Just how we should look at art 1s a question that is rarely considered. Simply
looking at art at eye-level 1s no solution. If we consider the aerial map as “a
thing in itself)” we will notice the affects of scattered light and weak tone-
reproduction. High-alttude aerial photography shows us how little there is
to see, and seems to prove what Lewis Carroll once said, “They say that we
Photographers are a blind race at best.” Carl Andre sees the camera as the most
catastrophic invention of the Modern Age.

Aerial art can therefore not only give limits to “space,” but also the hidden
dimensions of “time” apart from natural duration—an artificial time that can
suggest galactic distance here on earth. Its focus on “non-visual” space and
time begins to shape an esthetic based on the afrport as an idea, and not simply
as a mode of transportation. This airport 1s but a dot in the vast infinity of uni-
verses, an imperceptible point in a cosmic immensity, a speck in an impenetra-

ble nowhere—aerial art reflects to a degree this vastness.

A. ROBERT MORRIS

His proposal 1s an “earth mound” circular in shape and trapezoidal in cross
section. Its surface would be sod, and 1ts radius might be extended as much as a

thousand feet—easily viewed from arriving and departing aircraft.

B. CARL ANDRE
A crater formed by a one-ton bomb dropped from 10,000 feet.

or

An acre of blue-bonnets (state flowers of Texas).




ROBERT SMITHSON, Aerial map-proposal for Dallas—Fart Worth Regional SOL LEWITT, Box in the hole. A report on a cube that was buried at ms

Airport, 1967, Visser House in Bergeyk, Holland on July |, 1968, From notebook for

“Earthworks" exhibition.

C. ROBERT SMITHSON '

A progression of triangular concrete pavements that would result in a spiral ef-
fect. This could be built as large as the site would allow, and could be seen from

approaching and departing aircraft.

D. SOL LEWITT

His proposal 1s “non-visual” and involves the sub-stratum of the site. He em-
. phasizes the “concept” of art rather than the “object” that results from its prac-
tice. The precise spot in the site would not be revealed—and would consist of
a small cube of unknown contents cast inside a larger cube of concrete. The

cube would then be buried in the earth.



INCIDENTS OF MIRROR-TRAVEL IN THE YUCATAN (1969)

Of the Mayan ideas an the forms of the earth we know little. The Aztec
thought the crest of the earth was the top of a huge saurian monster, a
kind of crocodile, which was the object of a certain cult. It is probable
that the Mayan had a similar belief, but it is not impossible that at the
same time they considered the world to consist of seven compartments,
perhaps stepped as four layers.

J. Eric S. Thompson, Maya Hieroglyphic Writing

The characteristic feature of the savage mind is its timelessness: its object
is to grasp the world as both a synchronic and a diachronic totality and
the knowledge which it draws therefrom is like that afforded of a room
by mirrors fixed on opposite walls, which reflect each other (as well as
objects in the intervening space) although without being strictly parallel,

Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind

Driving away from Merida down Highway 261 one becomes aware of the in-
different horizon. Quite apathetically it rests on the ground devouring every-
thing that looks like something. One 1s always crossing the horizon, yet it al-
ways remains distant. [n this line where sky meets earth, objects cease to exist.
Since the car was at all times on some leftover horizon, one might say that the
car was imprisoned in a line, a line that is in no way linear. The distance
seemed to put restrictions on all forward movement, thus bringing the car to a
countless series of standstills. How could one advance on the horizon, if 1t was
already present under the wheels? A horizon is something else other than a
horizon; it 1s closedness in openness, 1t 15 an enchanted region where down is
up. Space can be approached, but time is far away. Time is devoid of objects
when one displaces all destinations. The car kept going on the same horizon.

Looking down on the map (it was all there), a tangled network of horizon
lines on paper called “roads,” some red, some black. Yucatan, Quintana Roo,
Campeche, Tabasco, Chiapas and Guatemala congealed into a mass of gaps,
points, and little blue threads (called rivers). The map legend contained signs
in a neat row: archeological monuments (black), colonial monuments (black),
historical site (black), bathing resort (blue), spa (red), hunting (green), fishing
(blue), arts and crafts (green), aquatic sports (blue), national park (green), ser-
vice station (yellow). On the map of Mexico they were scattered like the
droppings of some small animal.

The Tourist Guide and Directory of Yucatan-Campeche rested on the car seat. On
its cover was a crude drawing depicting the Spaniards meeting the Mayans, 1n
the background was the temple of Chichén [tza. On the top left-hand corner

Artforum, September 1969




Wicmities of the Mine Mirror Didplacements,

was printed "UY U TAN A KIN PECH' (listen how they ralky—EX-
CLAIMED THE MAYANS ON HEARING THE SPANISH LANGUAGE,”
and m the bomom lefi-hand corner * "YUCATAN CAMPECHE —RE-
PEATED THE SPANIARDS WHEN THEY HEARD THESE WORDS”
A capdon under all this sad “Mavan and Spanssh Firse Meeting 15177 In the
“Official Guide” to Uxinal, Fig, 28 shows 27 hittle drawangs of “Pottery Found
at Usmal” The shading on each pot consists of countless dots, Interest in such
pots began to wane, The steady hiss of the ar-conditioner in the rented Dodge
Daart might have been the voice of Eecath—rthe pod of thoughe and wind. Wy-
ward thoughts blew around the car, wind blew over the scrub bushes outside
On the cover of Victor W Von Hagan'’s paperback Warld of the Mupa it said, "A
history of the Mayas and their resplendent civilization that grew out of the jun-
gles and wastelands of Central America” In the rear-view mirror appeared Tez-
catlipoca—demurge of the “smoking-mireor” "All those gmde books are of no
use,” said Tezeatlipoca. " You muse travel at mandom, like the first Mavans; you risk
getting lost in the thickets, but that s the only way to make art”

Through the windshield the road stabbed the horizon, cavusing it to bleed a
sunny incandescence, One couldn't help feeling that this was a ride on a knife
covered with solar blood. As it cut inte the horizon a disruption wok place. The
tranquil drwve became a sacrifice of matter that led to a discontnuons state of
being, a world of quiet delirium, Just sitting there brought one into the wound
of 4 terrestrial victm, This peaceful war between the elements is ever present in

Mexco—an echo, perhaps, of the Aztec and Mayan human sicrifices,

THE FIRST MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

Somewhere berween Uman and Muna is a charred site; The people in this re-
gion clear land by burning it out. On this field of ashes (called by the naoves a

“mlpa™) twelve mirrors were cantilevered into low mounds of red seil, Each
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mirror was twelve inches square, and supported from above and below by the
scorched earth alone. The distribution of the squares followed the irregular
contours on the ground, and they were placed in a random parallel direction.
Bits of earth spilled onto the surfaces, thus sabotaging the perfect reflections of
the sky. Dirt hung in the sultry sky. Bits of blazing cloud mixed with the ashy
mass. The displacement was in the ground, not on 1t. Burnt tree stumps spread

around the mirrors and vanished into the arid jungles.

THE SECOND MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

In a suburb of Uxmal, which is to say nowhere, the second displacement was
deployed. What appeared to be a shallow quarry was dug into the ground to a
depth of about four to five feet, exposing a bright red clay mixed with white
limestone fragments. Near a small cliff the twelve mirrors were stuck into
clods of earth. It was photographed from the top of the cliff. Again Tezcatlipoca
spoke, “That camera 15 a portable tomb, you must remember that” On this same
site, the Great Ice Cap of Gondwanaland was constructed according to a map
outline on page 459 of Marshall Kay’s and Edwin H. Colbert’s Stratigraphy and
Life History. It was an “earth-map” made of white limestone. A bit of the Car-
boniferous period 1s now installed near Uxmal. That great age of calcium car-
bonate seemed a fitung otfering for a land so rich in limestone. Reconstructing
a land mass that existed 350 to 305 million years ago on a terrain once con-
trolled by sundry Mayan gods caused a collision in time that left one with a
sense of the timeless.

Timelessness 1s found in the lapsed moments of perception, in the common

# Mirror Displacement. Second Mirror Displacement.




Third Mirror Displacement.

Fourth Mirror Displacement.

pause that breaks apart into a sandstorm of pauses. The malady of wanting to
“make” is unmade, and the malady of wanting to be “able” 1s disabled. Gond-
wanaland 15 a kind of memory, yet it 1s not a memory, it 15 but an mcognito
land mass that has been unthought about and turned into a Map of Impasse. You

cannot visit Gondwanaland, but you can visit a “map” of 1t.

THE THIRD MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

The road went through butterfly swarms. Near Bolonchen de Rejon thou-
sands of yellow, white and black swallowtail butterflies flew past the car in er-
ratic, jerky flight patterns. Several smashed into the car radio aerial and were
suspended on it because of the wind pressure. In the side of a heap of crushed
limestone the twelve mirrors were cantilevered in the midst of large clusters of
butterflies that had landed on the limestone. For brief moments flying butter-
flies were reflected; they seemed to fly through a sky of gravel. Shadows cast by
the mirrors contrasted with those seconds of color. A scale in terms of “time”
rather than “space” took place. The mirror itself 1s not subject to duration, be-
cause it is an ongoing abstraction that is always available and timeless. The re-
flections, on the other hand, are fleeting instances that evade measure. Space is
the remains, or corpse, of time, it has dimensions. “Objects™ are “sham space.”
the excrement of thought and language. Once you start seemng objects 1n a
positive or negative way you are on the road to derangement. Objects are
phantoms of the mind, as false as angels. Itzpaplotl is the Mayan Obsidian But-
terfly, “a demonic goddess of unpredictable fate represented as beautiful but
with death symbols on her face.” (See The Gods of Mexico by C. A. Burland.)

Thus relates to the “black obsidian mirror” used by Tezcathpoca into which he

122




fifth Mirror Displacement, Sixth Mirror Displacement.

gazed to see the future. “Unpredictable fate” seemed to guide the butterflies
over the mirror displacements. This also brings to mind the concave mirrors of
the Olmecs found at LaVenta, Tabasco State, and researched by Robert Heizer,
the archeologist. “The nurrors were masterpieces. Each had been so perfectly
ground that when we rotated it the reflection we caught was never distorted
in the least. Yet the hematite was so tough that we could not even scratch it
with knives of hard Swedish steel. Such mirrors doubtless served equally well
to adorn important personages or to kindle ritual fires.” (“Gifts for the Jaguar
God” by Philip Drucker and Robert E Heizer, National Geographic, September
1956.) “The Jaguar in the mirror that smokes in the World of the Elements
knows the work of Carl Andre.” said Tezcatlipoca and Itzpaplotl at the same
time in the same voice. “He knows the Future travels backwards,” they contin-

ued. Then they both vanished into the pavement of Highway 261.

THE FOURTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

South of Campeche, on the way to Champoton, mirrors were set on the
beach of the Gulf of Mexico. Jade colored water splashed near the mirrors,
which were supported by dry seaweed and eroded rocks, but the reflections
abolished the supports, and now words abolish the reflections. The unname-
able tonalities of blue that were once square tide pools of sky have vanished
into the camera, and now rest in the cemetery of the printed page—Ancora in
Arcadia morte. A sense of arrested breakdown prevails over the level mirror sur-
faces and the unlevel ground. “The true fiction eradicates the false reality,” said
the voiceless voice of Chalchihuitlicue—the Surd of the Sea.

The mirror displacement cannot be expressed in rational dimensions. The
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distances between the twelve mirrors are shadowed disconnections, where
measure is dropped and incomputable. Such mirror surfaces cannot be under-
stood by reason. Who can divulge from what part of the sky the blue color
came? Who can say how long the color lasted? Must “blue™ mean something?
Why do the mirrors display a conspiracy of muteness concerning their very
existence? When does a displacement become a misplacement? These are for-
bidding questions that place comprehension in a predicament. The questions
the mirrors ask always fall short of the answers. Mirrors thrive on surds, and
generate incapacity. Reflections fall onto the mirrors without logic, and in so
doing invalidate every rational assertion. Inexpressible limits are on the other

side of the incidents, and they will never be grasped.

THE FIFTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

At Palenque the lush jungle begins. The palisade, Stone Houses, Fortified
Houses, Capital of the People of the Snake or City of Snakes are the names
this region has been called. Writing about mirrors brings one into a groundless
jungle where words buzz incessantly instead of insects. Here in the heat of rea-
son (nobody knows what that is), one tends to remember and think in lumps.
What really makes one listless is ill-founded enthusiasm, say the zeal for “pure
color” If colors can be pure and innocent, can they not also be impure and
guilty?

[n1 the jungle all light is paralyzed. Particles of color infected the molten re-

flections on the twelve mirrors, and in so doing, engendered mixtures of dark-

Seventh Mirror Displacement
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ness and light. Color as an agent of matter filled the reflected illuminations
with shadowy tones, pressing the light into dusty material opacity. Flames of

light were 1mprisoned in a jumbled spectrum of greens. Refracting sparks of

sunshine seemed smothered under the weight of clouded mixtures—yellow,
green, blue, indigo and violet. The word “color” means at its origin to “cover”
or “hide.” Matter eats up light and “covers™ it with a confusion of color. Lumi-
nous lines emanate from the edges of the mirrors, yet the surface reflections

manifest nothing but shady greens. Deadly greens that devour light. Acrylic

and Day-glo are nothing to these raw states of light and color. Real color is
risky, not like the tame stuff that comes out of tubes. We all know that there
could never be anything like a “color-pathos™ or a pathology of color. How
could “yellow is yellow” survive as a malarial tautology? Who in their right
I mind would ever come up with a concept of perceptual penut mal? Nobody
could ever believe that certain shades of green are carriers of chromatic fever.
The notion that hight is suffering from a color-sickness 1s both repugnant and
absurd. That color is worse than eternity is an aftront to enlightened criticism.
Everybody knows that “pathetic” colors don't exist. Yet, it 1s that very lack of
“existence” that 1s so deep, profound, and terrible. There 1s no chromatic scale
down there because all colors are present, spawning agglutinations out of ag-
glutinations. It is the incoherent mass that breeds color and kills light. The
poised mirrors seemed to buckle slightly over the uncertain ground. Dis-
jointed square streaks and smudges hovered close to incomprehensible shad-

ows. Proportion was disconnected and in a condition of suspense. The double

Eighth Mirror Displacement Ninth Mirror Displacement
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illure of the ground and the murrors brought forth apparitions. Oue of green

reflections camie the networks of Coatlicue, known to the Mayvans as the Ser
pent Lady: Mother Earth. Twistings and windings were frozen in the mirrors
On the oueskirts of the ruins of Palengue or in the skirts of Coatlicue, rocks
were overturned; firse the rock was photographed, then the pit that remmned.
Under each rock 15 an orgy of scale,” smd Coatlicue, while flashing a green
snake from a nearby “kaller tree™ (parasite vanes that smother o tree, till they
Each pit contamed mintature earthworks—tracks and traces

t=oand raw roots. IE an arctist

hecome the tree)

l.|||||:.'_ L& l|!‘.'1.'l'li"'\-. .:II|.|

ather sundry small creatures, In some |

i -
QL Insects at

nameless shime. In others cocoons, ooy ant o
could see the world throueh the eyes of a L.i,ll_'l|'|”.|.| he nught be able to make
sorme Gscinating art. Each one of these secrer dens was also the entrance to the
tbyss. Dungeons thar dropped away from the eyes meo o damp cosmos of fun-

gus and mold—an exhibition of clammy solitude

THE COLLOOQLUY QF COATLICUE ANID CELRCNUMS

don't have to have cows to bie a cowboy”

Mudi

COATLICUE: You have no future

cliroNos: And vou have no past

coarticue; That doesn't leave us much of a present

cHroNOS: Mavbe we are doomed o being merely some “light-
vears with massing tenses

COATLICUE: Uy two mnelhclent memories

CHRONGS: 3o this 15 Palengue

COATLICUE: Yes;as soan as it was named it ceased to ¢xist

cHEOMNGS: Do vou think those overturned rocks exast?

coarticuE; They exist in the same way that undiscovered moons
orbrong an unknown planet exist

cHrONOS: How can we talk abour what exists, when we hardly
exist oursclyes?

coarnreuE: You don't have to have existence to exist

THE SIXTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

From Ruinas Bonampak to Agua Azl in a single engine airplane with a bro-

ken window:. Below, the jungle extanguished the ground. and spread the hori-
zon into 4 smoldering periphery. This perimeter was subject to a double per-
ception by which, on one hand, all escaped to the outside, and on the other, all

le; no boundaries could hold this jungle together. A dual catas.

collapsed 1nsic
trophe engulfed one “like o point” yer the airpline contnued as though
nothing had happened. The eves were circumscribed by a widening circle of

vertyinoens folage, all dimensions at that edge were uprooted and flung out
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ward into green blurs and blue haze. But one just continued smoking and
laughing, The match boxes in Mexico are odd, they are “things in themselves.”
While one enjoys a cigarette, he can look at his yellow box of “Clasicos-De
Lujo-La Central.” The match company has thoughtfully put a reproduction of
Venus De Milo on the front cover, and a changing array of “fine arts” on the
back cover, such as Pedro Brueghel’s The Blind Leading the Blind. The sea of
leaves below continued to exfoliate and infoliate; it thickened to a great de-
gree. Out of the smoke of a Salem came the voice of Ometecuth—the Dual
Being, but one could not hear what he had to say because the airplane engine
roared too loudly. Down in the lagoons and swamps one could see infinite,
isotropic, three-dimensional and homogeneous space sinking out of sight. Up and
down the plane ghded, over the inundating colors in the circular jungle. A
fugitive seizure ot “clear-air turbulence” tossed the plane about and caused
mild nausea. The jungle grows only by means of its own negation—art does
the same. Inexorably the circle tightened its coils as the plane gyrated over the
landing strip. The 1mmense horizon contracted 1ts endless rings. Lower and
lower 1nto the vortex of Agua Azul, into the calm infernal center, and into the
flaming spiral of Xiuhtecutli. Once on the ground another match was
struck—the dugouts on the Rio Usumacinta were waiting,

The current of the river carried one swiftly along. Perception was stunned
by small whirlpools suddenly bubbling up till they exhausted themselves into
minor rapids. No 1solated moment on the river, no fixed point, just flickering
moments of tumid duration. Iguanas sunning themselves on the incessant
shores. Hyperbole touched the bottom of the literal. An excess of green sunk
any upward movement. Today, we are afflicted with an inversion of hyper-
bole—gravity. Rivers of Lead. Lakes of Asphalt. Heavy water. Generalized
mud. The Caretaker of Dullness—habit—Ilurks everywhere. Tlazolteotl Eater
of Filth rules. Near a pile of rubble in the river, by what was once one of the
lemples of Yaxchilan, the dugout stopped. On a high sandbank the mirrors

were placed.

THE SEYENTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

Yaxchilan may not be wasted (or, as good as waste, doomed to wasting) but still
building itself out of secrets and shadows. On a multifarious confusion of ruins
are frail huts made of sticks with thatched roofs. The world of the Maya and its
cosmography has been deformed and beaten down by the pressure of years.
The natives at Yaxchilan are weary because of that long yesterday, that unend-
ing calamitous day. They might even be disappointed by the grand nullity of
their own past attainments. Shattered recesses with wild growths of creepers
and weeds disclosed a broken geometry. Turning the pages of a book on
Mayan temples. one 1s rehieved of the futile and stupefying mazes of the tropi-
cal density. The load of actual, on-the-spot perception 1s drained away into

banal appreciation. The ghostly photographic remains are sapped memories, a
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Olmec Jaguar Mask, LaVenta, Mexico, Covered by the Olmecs under 500 tons of
clay and a platform of orange and yellow bricks, still discernible in embankment

mock reality of decomposition. Pigs run around the tottering masses, and so
do tourists. Horizons were submerged and suffocated in an asphyxiation of
vanishing points. Archeologists had tried to transport a large stone stele out of
the region by floating it on dugouts up the Usumacinta to Agua Azul, but they
couldn’t get 1t into an airplane, so they had to take it back to Yaxchilan. There
it remains today, collecting moss—a monument to Sisyphus. Near this stele,
the mirrors were balanced in a tentacled tree. A giant vegetable squid inverted
in the ground. Sunrays filtered into the reflections. The displacement addressed
itself to a teeming frontality that made the tree into a jumbled wall full of
snarls and tangles, The mirror surfaces being disconnected from each other
“destructuralized” any literal logic. Up and down parallels were dislocated into
twelve centers of gravity.

A precarious balance existed somewhere between the tree and the dead
leaves. The gravity lost itself in a web of possibilities; as one looked more and
more possibilities emerged because nothing was certain. Nine of the twelve
mirrors in the photograph are plainly visible, two have sunk into shadow. One
on the lower right 1s all but eclipsed. The displacement 1s divided into five
rows. On the site the rows would come and go as the light fell. Countless
chromatic patches were wrecked on the mirrors, flakes of sunshine dispersed
over the reflecting surfaces and obliterated the square edges, leaving indistinct

pulverizations of color on an indeterminate grid. A mirror on the third row
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jammed between two branches flashed into dematerialization. Other mirrors
escaped into visual extinguishment. Bits of reflected jungle retreated from
one’s perception. Each point of focus spilled into cavities of foliage. Glutinous
light submerged vision under a wilderness of unassimilated seeing. Scraps of
sight accumulated untl the eyes were engulfed by scrambled reflections. What
was seen reeled off into indecisive zones. The eyes seemed to look. Were they
looking? Perhaps. Other eyes were looking. A Mexican gave the displacement
a long, imploring gaze. Even if you cannot look, others will look for you. Art
brings sight to a halt, but that halt has a way of unravelling itself. All the reflec-
tions expired into the thickets of Yaxchilan. One must remember that writing
on art replaces presence by absence by substituting the abstraction of language
for the real thing. There was a friction between the mirrors and the tree; now
there is a friction between language and memory. A memory of reflections be-
comes an absence of absences.

On this site the third upside-down tree was planted. The first 15 in Alfred,
New York State, the second is in Captiva Island, Florida; lines drawn on a map
will connect them. Are they totems of rootlessness that relate to one another?
Do they mark a dizzy path from one doubtful point to another? Is this a mode
of travel that does not in the least try to establish a coherent coming and going
between the here and the there? Perhaps they are dislocated “North and South

poles” marking peripheral places, polar regions of the mind fixed in mundane

matter—poles that have slipped from the geographical moorings of the
world's axis. Central points that evade being central. Are they dead roots that
haplessly hang off inverted trunks in a vast “no man’s land” that drifts toward
vacancy? In the riddling zones, nothing 1s for sure. Nevertheless, flies are at-
tracted to such riddles, Flies would come and go from all over to look at the
upside-down trees, and peer at them with their compound eyes. What the fly
sees 15 “something a little worse than a newspaper photograph as it would look
to us under a magnitying glass.” (See Animals Without Backbones, Ralph Buchs-
baum.) The “trees” are dedicated to the flies. Dragonflies, fruit flies, horseflies.
They are all welcome to walk on the roots with their sticky, padded feet, in
order to get a close look. Why should flies be without art?

THE EIGHTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

Against the current of the Usumacinta the dugout headed for the Island of
Blue Waters. The 1sland annihilates itself in the presence of the river, both in
tact and mind. Small bits of sediment dropped away from the sand flats into
the river. Small bits of perception dropped away from the edges of eyesight.
Where 1s the 1sland? The unknowable zero island. Were the mirrors mounted
on something that was dropping, draining, eroding, trickling, spilling away?
Sight turned away from its own looking. Particles of matter slowly crumbled
down the slope that held the mirrors. Tinges, stains, tints, and tones crumbled

into the eyes. The eyes became two wastebaskets filled with diverse colors, var-
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Overturned Rock, Uxmal (first phase}, | 969.
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1egations, ashy hues, blotches and sunburned chromatics. To reconstruct what
the eyes see in words, in an “ideal language™ is a vain exploit. Why not recon-
struct one’s inability to see? Let us give passing shape to the unconsolidated
views that surround a work of art, and develop a type of “anti-vision” or neg-
ative seeing. The river shored up clay, loess, and similar matter, that shored up
the slope, that shored up the mirrors. The mind shored up thoughts and mem-
ories, that shored up points of view, that shored up the swaying glances of the
eyes. Sight consisted of knotted reflections bouncing off and on the mirrors
and the eyes. Every clear view slipped 1nto 1ts own abstract slump. All view-
points choked and died on the tepidity of the tropical air. The eyes, being in-
fected by all kinds of nameless tropisms, couldn’t see straight. Vision sagged,
caved in, and broke apart. Trying to look at the mirrors took the shape of a
game of pool under water. All the clear ideas of what had been done melted
into perceptual puddles, causing the brain to gurgle thoughts. Walking condi-
tioned sight, and sight conditioned walking, till 1t seemed only the feet could
see. Squinting helped somewhat, yet that didn't keep views from tumbling
over each other. The oblique angles of the mirrors disclosed an altitude so re-
mote that bits of “place™ were cast into a white sky. How could that section of
visibility be put together again? Perhaps the eyes should have been screwed up
into a sharper focus. But no, the focus was at times cock-eyed, at times myopic,
overexposed, or cracked. Oh, for the happy days of pure walls and pure floors!
Flatness was nowhere to be found. Walls of collapsed mud, and floors of
bleached detritus replaced the flatness of rooms. The eyes crawled over gramns,
chips, and other jungle obstructions. From the blind side reflections studded
the shore—into an anti-vision. Outside this island are other 1slands of incom-
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mensurable dimension. For example, the Land of Mu, built on “shaky ground”
by Ignatius Donnelly in his book Atlantis, the Antediluvian World, 1882, based on
an imagimative translation of Mayan script by Diego de Landa.' The memory

of what 15 not may be better than the amnesia of what 1s.

THE NINTH MIRROR DISPLACEMENT:

——

Some “enantiomorphic™ travel through Villahermosa, Frontera, Ciudad del
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Carmen, past the Laguna de Terminos. Two asymmetrical trails that mirror

each other could be called enantiomorphic after those two common enan-

tiomorphs—the right and left hands. Eyes are enantiomorphs. Writing the re-
flection 15 supposed to match the physical reality, yet somehow the enan-
tiomorphs don’t quite fit together. The right hand is always at variance with
the left. Villahermosa on the map is an irregular yellow shape with a star in it.
‘ Villahermosa on the earth is an irregular yellow shape with no star in it. Fron-
tera and Ciudad del Carmen are white circles with black rings around them.
Frontera and Ciudad del Carmen on the earth are white circles with no black
rings around them. You say nobody was looking when they passed through
those cities. You may be right, but then you may be wrong. You are caught in
your own enantiomorph.

The double aspect of Quetzalcoat] is less a person than an operation of
totemic perception. Quetzalcoatl becomes one half of an enantiomorph (coat!
means twin) in search of the other half. A mirror looking for its reflection but
never quite finding it. The morning star of Quetzal is apt to be polarized in the
shadowy reflection of the evening star. The journeys of Quetzalcoatl are
recorded in Sahagun’s Historia Universal de las Cosas de Nueva Espana, parts of
which are translated into English in The Gods of Mexico by C. A. Burland. In
Sahagun’s Book I, Chapter XIIL, “Which tells of the departure of Quetzal-
coatl towards Tlapallan (the place of many colours) and of the things he per-
formed on the way thither,” Quetzalcoatl rested near a great tree (Quanhtit-
lan). Quetzalcoatl looked 1nto his “obsidian mirror” and said “Now | become
aged.”“The name of that place has ever afterwards been Ucuetlatitlan (Beside
the Tree of Old Age). Suddenly he seized stones from the path and threw them
against the unlucky tree. For many years thereafter the stones remained en-
crusted in the ancient tree” By traveling with Quetzalcoatl one becomes
The Tree of Rocks. (A memo for a

‘earthwork”—balance slabs of rock in tree limbs.) But if one wishes

aware of primordial time or final time
possible *
to be ingenious enough to erase time one requires mirrors, not rocks. A
strange thing, this branching mode of travel: one perceives in every past mo-
' ment a parting of ways, a highway spreads into a bifurcating and trifurcating
region of zigzags. Near Sabancuy the last displacement in the cycle was done.
i In mangrove (also called mangrave) branches and roots mirrors were sus-
pended. There will be those who will say “that’s getting close to nature” But

what is meant by such “nature” is anything but natural. When the conscious




artist perceives “nature” everywhere he starts detecting falsty in the apparent
thickets, in the appearance of the real, and in the end he 15 skepucal about all
notions of existence, objects, reality, etc, Art works out of the mexphicable
Contrary to affirmations of nature, art 1s inclined to semblances and masks, it
flourishes on discrepancy. It sustains 1tself not on differentiation, bur dediffer-
| entation, not on creation but decreation, not on mature but denaturalizanon,
ete. Judgments and opinions in the area of art are doubtful murmurs o mental
mud. Only appearances are feruile; they are gateways to the primordial, Every
artist owes his existence to such murages. The ponderous illusions of selidicy,
the non-existence of things, 15 what the artist takes for “materials" It 1s this ab-
sence of matter that weighs so heavy on him, causing him wo mvoke gravity. i
Actual delirium 15 devond of insanicy; if insanity exasted 1t would break thie spell
| of productive: apathy. Artists are not motivated by a need to communiciate,
| travel over the unfathomable 15 the only condition.
Living beings dwell in their expectations rather than i their
senses. If they are ever to sec what they see, they must first i
manner stop living; they must suspend the will, as Schopenhauer
pur it, they must photograph the adea that s flying past, veiled in
105 WEry SWiltness.
George _*;.'t11l:,|}';1u;1, .‘:{rr'pn'J o and Astiimal Faith

If you visit the sites {a doubtful probability) vou find nothing but memory

traces, for the marror displacements were dismantled righe after they were

ROBERT SMITHSON, Second Lipskde-down Tree, 1969, Capova lvtand, ROBERT SMITHSOMN, The Map of Glass, bullt at Loveladies, M), | 969
Florida (detail].
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photographed. The mirrors are somewhere in New York. The reflected light

has been erased. Remembrances are but numbers on a map, vacant memories

constellating the intangible terrains in deleted vicinities. It is the dimension of

absence that remains to be found. The expunged color that remains to be seen.

The fictive voices of the totems have exhausted their arguments. Yucatan is

elsewhere.

NOTES

This 15 just one of thousands of hypothetical arguments in favor of Atlantis. Conjec-
tural maps that point to this non-existent site fill many unread atlases. It very well
could be that the Maya writings that alluded to “the Old Serpent covered with green
teathers, who lies in the Ocean” was Quetzalcoatl or the Sargasso Sea. Every way-
ward geographer of Atlantis has his own curious theory, they never seem to be alike.
From Plato’s Timacus to Codex Vaticanus A the documents of the lost sland prolifer-
ate. On a site in Loveladies, Long Beach Island, New Jersey a map of tons of clear
broken glass will follow Mr. Scott-Elliot’s map of Atlantis. Other Maps of Broken
Cilass (Atlantis) will follow, each with its own odd Limits.

Ourside in the open air the glass map under the cycles of the sun radiates bright-
ness without electric technology. Light is separable from color and form. It is a shim-
mering collapse of decreated sharpness, poised on broken points showing the de-
grees of reflected incandescence. Color is the dinunution of hght. The cracked

noth-

transparency of the glass heaps diffuses the daylight of the actual solar source
g 15 fused or connected. The light of exploding magma on the sun 1s cast on to At-
lantis, and ends in a cold luminosity. The heat of the solar rays collides with the
spheres of gases that enclose the Earth. Like the glass, the rays are shattered, broken
bits of energy, no stronger than moonbeams. A luciferous incest of light particles
flashes into a brittle mass. A stagnant blaze sinks into the glassy map of a non-existent
island. The sheets of glass leaning against each other allow the sunny flickers to slide
down mto hidden fractures of splintered shadow. The map is a series of “upheavals”
and “collapses”™—a strata of unstable fragments 1s arrested by the friction of stability.

133




A e e s .. |

THE ARTIST AND POLITICS: A SYMPOSIUM (1970)

The symposium question was, "A growing number of artists have begun

to feel the need to respond to the deepening political crisis in America,

Among these artists, however, there are serious differences concerning

their relations to direct political actions, Many feel that the political impli

cations of their work constitute the most profound political action they
| can take. Others, not denying this, continue to feel the need for an im-
i mediate, direct political commitment. Still others feel that their work is
| devoid of pelitical meaning and that their political lives are unrelated to
their art. What is your position regarding the kinds of political action that
| sould be taken by artists?"

The artist does not have to will a response to the “deepening political crisis in
America.” Sooner or later the artist is implicated or devoured by politics with-
out even trying. My “pesition” 1s one of sinking into an awareness of global
squalor and futility. The rat of politics always gnaws at the cheese of art. The
trap is set. If there’s an original curse, then politics has something to do with it.
Direct political action becomes a matter of trying to pick poison out of boil-
ing stew. The pain of this experience accelerates a need tor more and more ac-

tions. “Actions speak louder than words.” Such loud actions pour in on one |

like quicksand—one doesn’t have to start one’s own action. Actions swirl
| around one so fast they appear inactive. From a deeper level of “the deepening
| political crisis,” the best and the worst actions run together and surround one
in the inertia of a whirlpool. The bottom is never reached, but one keeps drop-
ping into a kind of political centrifugal force that throws the blood of atroci-
ties onto those working for peace. The horror becomes so intense. so impris-
. oning that one is overwhelmed by a sense of disgust.

Conscience-stricken, the artist wants to stop the massive hurricane of car-
nage, to separate the liberating revolution from the repressive war machine. Of
course, he sides with the revolution, then he discovers that real revolution
means violence too. Gandhi 1s invoked, but Gandhi was assassinated. Artists al-
ways feel sympathy for victims. Yet, politics thrives on cruel sacrifices. Artists
tend to be tender; they have an acute fear of blood baths and revolutionary ter-
ror. The political system that now controls the world on every level should be
denied by art. Yet, why are so many artists now attracted to the dangerous
world of politics? Perhaps, at the bottom, artists like anybody else yearn for
that unbearable situation that politics leads to: the threat of pain, the horror of
. annthilation, that would end in calm and peace. Disgust generated by fear cre-

| ates a personal panic, that seeks relief in sacrifice. Primitve sacrifices controlled

Avrtforum, September 1970; Smithson’s atle was “Art and the Polincal Whirlpool or the
Politics of Disgust”
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by relignons rites were supposed to extract hfe from death. The blind surge of
life, |

and randomness, Mobody can face the absolute limae of death

afrard, threatens iself Modern sacrifices become a matter of chance

Student and police rigs on o deeper fevel are ceremoniil sacrifices based on

a primal contmgency—nor o rite but an accident. Nevertheless, because of

media co-opuon, the rors are being structured inro ntes: The students are a

“lite force™ as opposed to the police “death force” Abbie Hoffman makes ref
erence to William Golding’s Lord of the Flies on page 184 of F{'r.'-.r.'.'n'r..'.'.'_|'.:. the
Hell of It; Golding's pig devil surrounded by fhes 15 compared by Hofhinan to
an “unbelievable smell of decay and shit” Golding’s novel abounds in images
of '=1|g5;':x'||||_~>-_ r|1|_-|'|' s the fat |\l.'|‘_L |.'.|||_'|.; |)|:;-'~:'—".‘_". and 1|'|:' Iroftidn |]|_"_||_'; of a pig
[he overall mood of the novel 15 one of orginal disgust. One must remember
that this novel was very popular with students some vears ago. Life is swollen
like Piggy and this is disappointing, the clean world of capitalism begins to

stink_ “the sexual channels are also the body's sewers” (George Batille), nausea

amd repugnance bring one to the brink of vielence. Only the fires of hell can
burn away the shimy, mageot-nidden decomposinon that exists i life, hence
R

“Then the rest joined i, making prg-dying noses and shounng™ (Lord of
|1

planet Earth wnto a more horrible pigpen. Perhaps, the moon landing was one

fior ”I!I' IrfI: |Ilrl'r II.r

the Flies.) As tme goes by, pollution and other excreta are liable to turn the

af the most demoralizing events in history, in that the media revealed the
planet Earth to be a himred closed system, not unhke the sland we Lovd of the

Flies. As the Earth thickens with blood and waste, as the population increases,

the stress factor could bring “the svstem™ to totl frenzy, Imagine o future

where eroncism and love are und

son muich pressure and savagery that they
veer towards canmibalism. When politics 18 controlled by the military, with its

hillions of dollars, the re

15 1 debased demonology, o social aberration that

operates with the help of Beelzebub (the pizg dewil) berween the regions of

Mammon and Moloch
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GYROSTASIS (1970)

The title GYROSTASIS refers to a branch of physics that deals wath rotatng
bodies, and their tendency to maintain their equilibrivm. The work 1is a stand
ing triangulated spiral. When [ made the sculpture [ was thinking of mapping
procedures that refer to the planet Earth, One could consider it as a crystal-
lized fragment of a gyroscopic rotation, or as an abstract three dimensional map
that points to the SPIRAL JETTY, 1970 1n the Great Salt Lake, Unah. GYRO

STASIS s relanional, and should not be considered as un isolated object

ROBERT SMITHSOMN, Gyrostazk, | 968, Painted stesl, 73 2 57 x 40"

Written in 1u70; published in Hirslehem Museum and Sodpnuse Caandey Catalop, 1074
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ROBERT SMITHSON, 400 Seattle Horizans, |96%. (Destroyed, Instamatic snapshots.)
“We are lost between the abyss within us and the boundless horizons outside us.”

A CINEMATIC ATOPIA (1971)

Going to the cinema results in an immobilization of the body. Not much gets
in the way of one’s perception. All one can do 1s look and histen. One forgets
where one 15 sitting. The luminous screen spreads a murky hght throughout
the darkness. Making a film is one thing, viewing a film another, Impassive,
mute, still the viewer sits. The outside world fades as the eyes probe the screen.
Does it matter what film one is watching? Perhaps. One thing all films have in
common is the power to take perception elsewhere. As I write this, I'm trying
to remember a film [ liked, or even one [ didn’t like. My memory becomes a
wilderness of elsewheres. How, in such a condition, can | write about film? 1
don’t know. I could know. But I would rather not know. Instead, I will allow
the elsewheres to reconstruct themselves as a tangled mass. Somewhere at
the bottom of my memory are the sunken remains of all the films I have ever
seen, good and bad they swarm together forming cinematic mirages, stagnant
pools of images that cancel each other out. A notion of the abstractness of films
crosses my mind, only to be swallowed up in a morass of Hollywood garbage.
A pure film of lights and darks slips into a dim landscape of countless westerns.
Some sagebrush here, a little cactus there, trails and hoofbeats going nowhere.
The thought of a film with a “story” makes me listless. How many stories have
I seen on the screen? All those “characters” carrying out dumb tasks. Actors
doing exciting things. It’s enough to put one into a permanent coma.

Let us assume [ have a few favorites. Tkiru? also called Living, To Live, Doomed.

Artforuon, September 1971
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Mis, thit won't do. Japanese filims are too exhaustng. Taken as a lump, they re-
mitd me of a recording by Captain Beet Heare called fapan 0 a Dislpan
Pheres always Saryajit Ray for a heavy dose of tedium, 1if you're mto tedium
Actually, 1 tend to prefer Jurid sensationalism. For that T must turn to some
English chrector, Alfred Fhtcheock will do You know, the shot in Peyeho where
Janet Leigh's eve emerires from the bathtub dean after she's been stabbed
Then there’s abways the Expanded Cirema, as developed by Gene Younghlood,
complete with an moroduction by “Bucky ™ Fuller. Rats for Breakfast could be a
hypothetical film directed by the great utopian himself: Its not hard to con-
sider cinema expanding into a deafening pale abstraction controlled by com-
puters, At the frnges of this expanse one mught discover the deteriorated un-
ages of Hollis Frampton's Maxwells Denron? After the “structural flm” there is
the sprawl of entropy. The monad of cinematic limits spills out into a state of
stupefaction. We are ficed with inventories of hmbo

T could anly nup this limbo with dissolves, vou might have some notion
as to where 1t 1y But that 15 impossible. v counld be described as a cinemanic
borderland, a landscape of rejected film clips, To be sure it 15 a neglected place,
if we can event call 1t a “place” If there was ever a film festrval 1n limbe it would
be called “Oblivion.” The awkwardness of amateur snapshors brings this place
somewhar mto focus: The depraved ammation that George Lundow employed

i pne of his films somewhat locates the region. A kind of aphasia orders this

ROBERT SHITHSOMN, Stlls from Spernl feny, 1570




tectering realm. Mot one order but many orders clash wath one another, as do

“facts” in an obsolete encyclopedia

If we put together a film encyclopedis in limbo, it would be quite ground
less. Categories would destroy themselves, no law or plan would hold mself ro-
gether for very long, There would be no table or contents for the Table of
Contents. The index would slither away into so much cinemate shime. For ex-
ample, I could make a film based (or debased) on the A secnon of the index 1n
Eilm Cudture Reader. Each reference would consist of a4 jo-second take. Here is |
a list of the takes in alphabetical order: Abstract Expressionism, Agee James,
Alexandrov Grigory, Allen Lewss, Anger Kenneth, Anwonmiom Michelangelo,
Aristarco Guido, Ariheim Rudolf, Artaud Antonin, Astruc Alexandre, Only
the letter A pives this index is order, Where is the coherence? The logic
threatens to wander out of control,

In this cinematic atopla orders and groupings have a way of proliferatng
outside their orgmnal structure or meaning, There 15 nothing more tentative
than an established order, What we talee to be the most concrete or solid often
turns into a congatenation of the 1'.||-.'?t'|"L'-.rL'Lr. Any order can be reordered

What seems to be without order, often turns out to be highly ordered. By 10-

ROBERT SMITHSOM, Sulls from Spéral fery, 1970,

'
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lating the most unstable thing, we can arrive at some kind of coherence, at
least for awhile. The simple rectangle of the movie screen contains the flux, no
matter how many different orders one presents. But no sooner have we fixed
the order in our mind than 1t dissolves into limbo. Tangled jungles, blind paths,
secret passages, lost cities invade our perception. The sites in films are not to be
located or trusted. All is out of proportion. Scale inflates or deflates into uneasy
dimensions. We wander between the towering and the bottomless. We are lost
between the abyss within us and the boundless horizons outside us. Any film
wraps us in uncertainty. The longer we look through a camera or watch a pro-
jected image the remoter the world becomes, yet we begin to understand that
remoteness more. Limits trap the illimitable, until the spring we discovered
turns into a flood. “A camera filming itself in a mirror would be the ultimate
movie,” says Jean-Luc Godard.

The ultimate film goer would be a captive of sloth. Sitting constantly in a
movie house, among the flickering shadows, his perception would take on a
kind of sluggishness. He would be the hermit dwelling among the elsewheres,
forgoing the salvation of reality. Films would follow films, until the action of

each one would drown in a vast reservoir of pure perception. He would not be
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able to distinguish between good or bad films, all would be swallowed up into
an endless blur. He would not be watching films, but rather experiencing blurs
of many shades. Between blurs he mught even fall asleep, but that wouldn't
matter. Sound tracks would hum through the torpor. Words would drop
through this languor like so many lead weights. This dozing consciousness
would bring about a tepid abstraction. It would increase the gravity of percep-
tion, Like a tortoise crawling over a desert, his eyes would crawl across the
screen. All films would be brought into equilibrium—a vast mud field of 1im-
ages forever motionless. But ultimate movie-viewing should not be encour-
aged, any more than ultimate movie-making.

What I would like to do is build a cinema in a cave or an abandoned mine,
and film the process of its construction. That film would be the only film
shown 1n the cave. The projection booth would be made out of ¢rude tim-
bers, the screen carved out of a rock wall and painted white, the seats could be
boulders. It would be a truly “underground” cinema. This would mean visiting
many caves and mines. Once when I was in Vancouver, I visited Britannia
Copper Mines with a cameraman intending to make a film, but the project
dissolved. The tunnels in the mine were grim and wet. [ remember a horizon-
tal tunnel that bored into the side of a mountain. When one was at the end of
the tunnel inside the mine, and looked back at the entrance, only a pinpoint of
light was visible. One shot I had in mind was to move slowly from the mnterior
of the tunnel towards the entrance and end outside. In the Cayuga Rock Salt
Mine under Lake Cayuga in New York State I did manage to get some still
shots of mirrors stuck in salt piles, but no film. Yet another ill-fated project in-
volved the American Cement Mines in California—I wanted to film the de-

molition ot a disused cavern. Nothing was done,
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THE SPIRAL JETTY  (1972)

Red is the most joyful and dreadful thing in the physical universe; it is the

fiercest note, it is the highest light, it is the place where the walls of this

world of ours wear the thinnest and something beyond burns through.
G. K. Chesterton

My concern with salt lakes began with my work in 1968 on the Mono Lake
Site-Nonsite in California.! Later T read a book called Vanishing Trails of Ata-
cama by Wilham Rudolph which described salt lakes (salars) in Bolivia in all

stages of desiccation, and filled with micro bacteria that give the water surface

a red color. The pink flaimingos that live around the salars match the color of

the water. In The Useless Land, John Aarons and Claudio Vita-Finzi describe
Laguna Colorada: “The basalt (at the shores) 15 black, the volcanos purple, and
their exposed mteriors yellow and red. The beach is grey and the lake pink,
topped with the icing of iceberg-like masses of salts.”? Because of the remote-
ness of Bolivia and because Mono Lake lacked a reddish color, I decided to in-
vestigate the Great Salt Lake in Utah.

Arts of the Environment, edited by Gyorgy Kepes, 1972

This and the following illustrations show the Spiral fetty, Great Salt Lake, Utah, April 1970, Coil 1500’ long and
approximately 15" wide. Black rock, salt crystals, earth, red water (algae). All photos are by Gianfranco Gorgoni.







From NewYork City [ called the Utah Park Development and spoke te Ted
Turele, who wold me that water in the Great Sale Lake north of the Lucin Cut-
oft, which cuts the lake 1 two, was the color of tomato soup. That was enough
of 4 reason to go out there and have a look, Tuttle told my wiafe, Nancy Haolr,
and myself of some people who knew the lake. First we visited Bill Hole who
lived in Syracuse. He was mstrumental in building a causeway that connected
Syracuse with Antelope Island in the southern part of the Great Sale Lake. Al-
though that site was interesting, the water lacked the red coloration 1 was
looking for, so we continued our search. Next we went to see John Silver on
Silver Sands Beach near Magna. His sons showed us the only boat thar saled
the luke. Due to the high salt content of the water it was impractical for ordi-
nary boats to use the lake, and no large boats ar all could go beyond the Lucin
Cutoff on which the transcontinental railroad crossed the lake. At that point |
wis still not sure what shape my work of art would take. T thought of making
an shand with the help of boats and barges, but 10 the end 1 would let the site
determine what [ would buld. We visited Charles Stoddard, who supposedly
had the only barge on the north side of the cutoff. Stoddard, a well-driller, was
one of the last homesreaders in Urah. His attempt to develop Carnngron 1s-
land in 1932 ended in Balure because he couldn't find fresh water. “T've had the
lake,” he sad. Yet, while he was living on the island with his family he made
many valuable observanons of the lake. He was kind enough to take us to Little

falley on the east side of the Loucin Cutoff to look for his barge—it had sunk.

The abandoned man-made harbors of Little Valley gave me my first view of

the wine-red water, but there were too many "Keep Out" signs around to
make that a practical site for anything, and we were told o stay away ™ by two
angry ranchers. After fixing a gashed gas tank, we returned to Charles Stod-
dard’s house north of Svracuse on the edge of some salt marshes. He showed
s phu!ngr.tj'lha le had taken of “i ebergs,”? and Kit Carson’s cross carved on a
rock on Fremont Island. We then decided to leave and go to Rozel Point,
Driving west on Highway 83 late 1o the afternoon, we passed through
Corinne, then went on to Promontory. Just bevond the Golden Spike Maonu-
ment, which commemorates the meenng of the rails of the first transcontinen-
tal railroad, we went down a dirt road in a wide valley. As we traveled, the val-
ley spread nto an uncanny immensity unlike the other lindscapes we had
seen. The roads on the map became a net of dashes; while in the far distance
the Salt Lake existed as an interrupred silver band. Hills took on the appear-
ance of melong solids, and glowed under amber light. We followed roads that
ghded away mnto dead ends. Sandy slopes turned into viscous masses of percep-
tion. Slowly, we drew near to the lake, which resembled an impassive faint vio-
let sheet held captive in a stoney matrix, upon which the sun poured down its
crushing light. An expanse of sale flats bordered the lake, and caught in s sedi-
ments were countless bits of wreckage, Old piers were left high and dry, The

mere sight of the trupped fragments of junk and waste transported one into a
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world of modern prehistory. The products of a Devonian industry, the remains
of a Silurian technology, all the machines of the Upper Carboniferous Period
were lost in those expansive deposits of sand and mud.

Two dilapidated shacks looked over a tired group of o1l rigs. A series of
seeps of heavy black oil more like asphalt occur just south of Rozel Point. For
forty or more years people have tried to get ol out of this natural tar pool.
Pumps coated with black stickiness rusted in the corrosive salt air. A hut
mounted on pilings could have been the habitation of “the missing hnk.” A
great pleasure arose from seeing all those incoherent structures. This site gave
evidence of a succession of man-made systems mired i abandoned hopes.

About one mile north of the o1l seeps I selected my site. Irregular beds of
limestone dip gently eastward, massive deposits of black basalt are broken over
the peninsula, giving the region a shattered appearance. It is one of few places
on the lake where the water comes right up to the mainland. Under shallow
pinkish water is a network of mud cracks supporting the jig-saw puzzle that
composes the salt flats. As I looked at the site, 1t reverberated out to the hori-
zons only to suggest an immobile cyclone while flickering light made the en-
tire landscape appear to quake. A dormant earthquake spread into the flutter-
ing stillness, into a spinning sensation without movement. This site was a
rotary that enclosed itself in an immense roundness. From that gyrating space
emerged the possibility of the Spiral Jetty. No 1deas, no concepts. no systems,
no structures, no abstractions could hold themselves together 1n the actuality
of that evidence. My dialectics of site and nonsite whirled into an indetermi-
nate state, where solid and hquid lost themselves in each other. It was as 1f the
mainland oscillated with waves and pulsations, and the lake remained rock sull.
The shore of the lake became the edge of the sun, a boiling curve, an explo-
sion rising nto a fiery prominence. Matter collapsing into the lake mirrored in
the shape of a spiral. No sense wondering about classifications and categories,
there were none.

After securing a twenty year lease on the meandering zone,' and finding a
contractor in Ogden, I began building the jetty in April, 1970. Bob Phallips, the
foreman, sent two dump trucks, a tractor, and a large front loader out to the
site. The tail of the spiral began as a diagonal line of stakes that extended nto
the meandering zone. A string was then extended from a central stake in order
to get the coils of the spiral. From the end of the diagonal to the center of the
spiral, three curves coiled to the left. Basalt and earth were scooped up from
the beach at the beginning of the jetty by the front loader, then deposited mn the
trucks, whereupon the trucks backed up to the outline of stakes and dumped
the material. On the edge of the water, at the beginning of the tail, the wheels
of the trucks sank into a quagnure of sticky gumbo mud. A whole afternoon
was spent filling in this spot. Once the trucks passed that problem, there was
always the chance that the salt crust resting on the mud flats would break

through. The Spiral Jetty was staked out in such a way as to avoid the soft
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muds that broke up through the salt crust; nevertheless there were some mud
fissures that could not be avoided. One could only hope that tension would
hold the entire jetty together, and it did. A cameraman was sent by the Ace
Gallery in Los Angeles to film the process.

The scale of the Spiral Jetty tends to fluctuate depending on where the
viewer happens to be. Size determines an object, but scale determines art. A
crack in the wall if viewed in terms of scale, not size, could be called the Grand
Canyon. A room could be made to take on the immensity of the solar system.
Scale depends on one’s capacity to be conscious of the actualities of percep-
tion. When one refuses to release scale from size, one 1s left with an object or
language that appears to be certain. For me scale operates by uncertainty. To be
in the scale of the Spiral Jetty 15 to be out of it. On eye level, the tail leads one
into an undifferentiated state of matter. One’s downward gaze pitches from
side to side, picking out random depositions of salt crystals on the mner and
outer edges, while the entire mass echoes the irregular horizons. And each
cubic salt erystal echoes the Spiral Jetty in terms of the crystal’s molecular lat-
tice. Growth in a crystal advances around a dislocation point, in the manner of
a screw. The Spiral Jetty could be considered one layer within the spiraling
crystal lattice, magnified trillions of tmes,

This description echoes and reflects Brancusi’s sketch of James Joyce as a
“spiral ear” because it suggests both a visual and an aural scale, in other words
it indicates a sense of scale that resonates in the eye and the ear at the same
tnme. l_{C]'L' 15 a I'L'].”t‘l‘rl.'t’lnl_'nl' illld pr()l()ll}.{dtl(!n l){‘ splt';ll.\‘ Ih\]t l‘i:\-’i.‘i‘bi.‘l';l[l..‘i U.P
and down space and time. So it 1s that one ceases to consider art in terms of an
“object.”” The fluctuating resonances reject “objective criticism,” because that
would stifle the generative power of both visual and auditory scale. Not to say
that one resorts to “subjective concepts,” but rather that one apprehends what
is around one’s eyes and ears, no matter how unstable or fugitive. One seizes
the spiral, and the spiral becomes a seizure.

After a point, measurable steps (“Scale skal n.it. or L; it. Scala; L scala usually
sealae pl., 1. a. originally a ladder; a flight of stairs; hence, b. a means of ascent™ )
descend from logic to the “surd state” The rationality of a grid on a map sinks
mnto what it 1s supposed to define, Logical purity suddenly finds itself in a bog,
and welcomes the unexpected event. The “curved” reality of sense perception
operates in and out of the “straight” abstractions of the mind. The flowing mass
of rock and earth of the Spiral Jetty could be trapped by a grid of segments,
but the segments would exist only in the mind or on paper. Of course, it 15 also
possible to translate the mental spiral into a three-dimensional succession of
measured lengths that would nvelve areas, volumes, masses, moments, pres-
sures, forces, stresses, and strains; but in the Spiral Jetty the surd takes over and
leads one into a world that cannot be expressed by number or rationality. Am-
biguities are admitted rather than rejected, contradictions are increased rather

than decreased—the alogos undermines the logos. Purity 1s put in jeopardy. I
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Derail of tumbleweed coated with salt crystals. The Spiral fetty, detail

took my chances on a perilous path, along which my steps zigzagged, resem-
bling a spiral ightning bolt. ““We have tound a strange footprint on the shores
of the unknown. We have devised protound theories, one after another, to ac-
count for its origin. At last, we have succeeded m constructing the creature
that made the footprint. And lo! it 15 our own.”" For my film (a film 1s a spiral
made up of frames) [ would have myself filmed from a hL‘IlL‘uprcr {from the
Greek helix, helikos meaning spiral) directly overhead in order to get the scale
in terms of erratic steps.

Chemically speaking, our blood is analogous in composition to the primor-
dial seas. Following the spiral steps we return to our origins, back to some
pulpy protoplasm, a floating eye adrift in an antediluvian ocean. On the slopes
of Rozel Point I closed my eves, and the sun burned crimson through the hds.
I opened them and the Great Salt Lake was bleeding scarlet streaks. My sight
was saturated by the color of red algae circulating in the heart of the lake,
pumping into ruby currents, no they were veins and arteries sucking up the ob-
scure sediments. My eyes became combustion chambers churning orbs of blood
blazing by the light of the sun. All was enveloped in a flaming chromosphere; |
thought of Jackson Pollock’s Eyes in the Heat (1946: Pegey Guggenheim Col-

oot

lection). Swirling within the incandescence of solar energy were sprays of
blood. My movie would end in sunstroke. Perception was heaving, the stom-
ach turning, I was on a geologic fault that groaned within me. Between heat
lightning and heat exhaustion the spiral curled into vaporization. I had the red
heaves, while the sun vomited its corpuscular radiations. Rays of glare hit my
eyes with the frequency of a Geiger counter. Surely, the storm clouds massing
would turn into a rain of blood. Once, when [ was flying over the lake, its
surface seemed to hold all the properties of an unbroken field of raw meat
with gristle (foam); no doubt it was due to some freak wind action. Eyesight 1s
often slaughtered by the other senses, and when that happens 1t becomes nec-
essary to seck out dispassionate abstractions. The dizzying spiral yearns for

the assurance of geometry. One wants to retreat into the cool rooms of reason.
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But no, there was Van Gogh with his easel on some sun-baked lagoon painting
ferns of the Carboniferous Period. Then the mirage faded into the burning

atmosphere.
From the center of the Spiral Jetty

North — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

North by East — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Northeast by North — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Northeast by East — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
East by North — Mud, salt erystals, rocks, water

East — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

East by South — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Southeast by East — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Southeast by South — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
South by East — Mud, salt erystals, rocks, water
South — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

South by West — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Southwest by South — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Southwest by West — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
West by South — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

West — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

West by North — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Northwest by West — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
Northwest by North — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water
North by West — Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water

The helicopter maneuvered the sun’s reflection through the Spiral Jetty
until it reached the center. The water functioned as a vast thermal mirror.
From that position the flaming reflection suggested the ion source of a cyclo-
tron that extended into a spiral of collapsed matter. All sense of energy accel-
eration expired into a rippling stillness of reflected heat. A withering light
swallowed the rocky particles of the spiral, as the helicopter gained altitude. All
existence seemed tentative and stagnant. The sound of the helicopter motor
became a primal groan echoing mnto tenuous aerial views. Was 1 but a shadow
in a plastic bubble hovering in a place outside mind and body? Et in Utah ego. 1
was slipping out of myself again, dissolving into a unicellular beginning, tryving
to locate the nucleus at the end of the spiral. All that blood stirring makes one
aware of protoplasmic solutions, the essential matter between the formed and
the unformed, masses of cells consisting largely of water, proteins, lipoids, car-
bohydrates, and norganic salts, Each drop that splashed onto the Spiral Jetty
coagulated into a crystal. Undulating waters spread millions upon millions of

crystals over the basalt.
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The preceding paragraphs refer to a “scale of centers™ that could be disen-

tangled as follows:

(a) 1on source in cyclotron

(b) a nucleus

(c) dislocation point

(d) a wooden stake in the mud
(e) axis of helicopter propeller
(f) James Joyce’s ear channel
(g) the Sun

(h) a hole in the film reel.

Spinning off of this uncertain scale of centers would be an equally uncertain

“scale of L‘d‘&__"t“-i“.'

(a) particles

(b) protoplasmic solutions
(¢) dizziness

(d) ripples

(e) flashes of hight

(f) sections

(g) toot steps

(h) pink water.

The equation of my language remains unstable, a shifting set of coordinates,
an arrangement of variables spilling into surds. My equation is as clear as mud
—a muddy spiral.

Back in New York, the urban desert, [ contacted Bob Fiore and Barbara
Jarvis and asked them to help me put my movie together. The movie began as
a set of disconnections, a bramble of stabilized fragments taken from things
obscure and fluid, ingredients trapped in a succession of frames, a stream of vis-
cosities both still and moving. And the movie editor, bending over such a
chaos of “takes” resembles a paleontologist sorting out glimpses of a world not
yet together, a land that has yet to come to completion, a span of time unfin-
ished, a spaceless limbo on some spiral reels. Film strips hung from the cutter’s
rack, bits and pieces of Utah, out-takes overexposed and underexposed, masses
of impenetrable material. The sun, the spiral, the salt buried in lengths of
footage. Everything about movies and moviemaking is archaic and crude. One
15 transported by this Archeozoic medium into the earliest known geological
eras. The movieola becomes a “time machine” that transforms trucks into di-
nosaurs. Flore pulled lengths of ilm out of the movieola with the grace of a
Neanderthal pulling intestines from a slaughtered mammoth. Outside his 13th
Street loft window one expected to see Pleistocene faunas, glacial uplifts, liv-
ing fossils, and other prehistoric wonders. Like two cavemen we plotted how

to get to the Spiral Jetty from New York City. A geopolitics of primordial re-
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turn ensued. How to get across the geography of Gondwanaland, the Austral
Sea, and Atlinns became a problem, Consciousness of the distant past absorbed
the ome that went mto the making of the movie. | needed 2 map that would
show the prehistorie world as coextensive wath the world 1 existed in.

I found an oval map of such a double world, The continents of the Jurassic

Period merped with connments of todav. A nucrolense fitted to the end of a

catnera mounted on a heavy tripod would trace the course of “absent images”
in the blank spaces of the map. The camera panned from right to left. One 15
hable to see things in maps that are not there. One must be careful of the hy-
pothetcal monsters that lurk berween the map’s latitudes; they are designated
ar the map as hlack coreles (marme reptiles) and squares (land repriles), In the
pan shot one doesn't see the flesh-earers walking through what todav 15 called
Indoching, There & no indication of Prerodactyls flying over Bombay, And

where are the corals and sponges covering southern Germany? In the empti-
ness one sees no Stegosaurus. In the middle of the pan we see Europe com-
pletely under water, but not a trace of the Brontosanrus, What line or color
hides the Globigerina Ooze? | don't know: As the pan ends near Utah, on the
edge of Atantis, a cur takes place, and we find ourselves locking at a rectangu-
lar grid known a3 Location NK 12-7 on the border of 3 map drawn by the
LES. Geological Survey showang the northern part of the Great Salt Lake

without any reference to the Jurassic Period.

the earth’s listory seems at tmes like 2 story recorded 1o a

book each page of which 15 torn into small pieces. Many of the

pages and some of the peces of each page are mussing

wnute for the thrd

I wanted Naney to shoot “the earth’s history™ m one
section of the movie. [ wanted to treat the above quote ag a “fact” We drove
out to the Great Notch Quarry in Mew Jersey, where | found a quarry facing
abour twenty feet high. [ chimbed to the top and threw handfuls of ripped-up
pages from books and magazines over the edge, while Nancy filmed it. Some

ripped pages from an Old Atlas blew across a dried out, cracked muod puddle.

According ro all we know from fossil anatomy that beast was
comparatively harmiless. Is only weapons were its teeth and claws,
I don't know what those obscene looking paunches mean

they don't show in any fossl remains yet found. Nor do [ know
whether red is their natural color, or whether it is due to faster
decay owing to all the o1l having dripped down off them. So

much for 1ws supposed denory

[he movie recapitulates the scale of the Spiral Jerty. Disparate elements as
sume a coherence. Unlikely places and things were stuck between sections of
filin that show a stretch of dirt road rushing w and from the actual siee in

Utal, A road thar goes forward and backward berween things and plices that
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are elsewhere. You might even say that the road 1s nowhere in particular. The

disjunction operating between reality and film drives one into a sense of cos-
mic rupture. Nevertheless, all the improbabilities would accommodate them-
selves to my cinematic umverse. Adrift amid scraps of film, one 1s unable to in-
fuse into them any meaning, they seem worn-out, ossified views, degraded and
pointless, yet they are powerful enough to hurl one into a lucid vertigo. The
road takes one from a telescopic shot of the sun to a quarry in Great Notch
New Jersey, to a map showing the “deformed shorelines of ancient Lake Bon-
neville,” to The Lost World, and to the Hall of Late Dinosaurs in the American
Museum of Natural History,

The hall was filmed through a red filter. The camera focuses on a Or-
nithominus Altus embedded in plaster behind a glass case. A pan across the
room picked up a crimsom chiaroscuro tone. There are times when the great
outdoors shrinks phenomenologically to the scale of a prison, and times when
the indoors expands to the scale of the unmiverse. So 1t 15 with the sequence
from the Hall of Late Dinosaurs. An interior immensity spreads throughout
the hall, transforming the lightbulbs into dying suns. The red filter dissolves the
floor, ceiling, and walls into halations of infinite redness. Boundless desolation
emerged from the cinematic emulsions, red clouds, burned from the intangi-
ble light beyond the windows, visibility deepened into ruby dispersions. The
bones, the glass cases, the armatures brought forth a blood-drenched atmos-
phere. Blindly the camera stalked through the sullen light. Glassy reflections
flashed into dissolutions like powdered blood. Under a burning window the
skull of a Tyrannosaurus was mounted 1n a glass case with a mirror under the
skull. In this limitless scale one’s mind 1imagines things that are not there. The
blood-soaked dropping of a sick Duck-Billed Dinosaur, for instance. Rotting
monster flesh covered with millions of red spiders. Delusion follows delusion.
The ghostly cameraman shdes over the glassed-in compounds. These fragments
of a timeless geology laugh without nurth at the time-filled hopes of ecology.
From the soundtrack the echoing metronome vanishes mto the wilderness of
bones and glass. Tracking around a glass containing a “dinosaur mummy,” the
words of The Unnameable are heard. The camera shifts to a specimen squeezed

flat by the weight of sediments, then the film cuts to the road in Utah.

NOTES
I, Dialectic of Site and Nonsite

Site Nonsite

1. Open Linuts Closed Limits

2. A Series of Points An Array of Matter

3. Quter Coordinates Inner Coordinates

4. Subtraction Addition

5. Indetermuinate Determinate
Certainty Uncertainty

6. Scattered Contained
Information Information
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Reflecnion Mirror

8 |'||_._'-.' Centes

g Some Place N Place
(physical) {abstract)

1o, Many {ne

Famge of Compergence

e range of convergence berween Site and Nonsite consists of a course of hazards, a
double path made up of signs, photographs, and maps that belong to both sides of
the dialectic at once. Both sides are present and absent at the same tme The land o
ground from the Site i placed i the art (Nousite) rather than the art placed ow the
ground. The Monsite s o container within another contamer—the room. The plot
or vard outside i yer another contaner. Two-dimensional and three-dimensional

things trade plices wath each other in the range of convergence. Large scale becomes

indl. Smull seale becomes Lirge. A point on a map expands to the size of the land
miass A land miass contraces meo a-pont, Is the Siee a retlecnion of the Nonsite (mor-
ror), or 351t the other way around? The rules of this nerwork of signs are discovered
as your o along uncertain trails both mental and physical

et it swarms with mullions of worms

"Moo fish or reptile hves oot (Mono Lake

whach |:.|"k-.'|-.'-|'- into fies. These rest on the surface and cover Ve .'1'J'|II".=u_: on r|-,._- (TRNNRSTS

diate shore. The number and quantity of those worns and Bies s absolutely incredible
[hey dritt up 1o heaps along the shore” W H. Brewer, The Writerey Suneey, 1863

London, tpha, p. 124,

“In -.1|||I-.' of thie concentrate I saline |:I.I.||Ir'L' |||"!'|:' Waler, 10 18 |s!;lu_-|| |'|11r|||_'L| £ I,I_II'.r\
of the Lake. OF course, the lake brine does not treeze; it is far too salty for thae. What
actually happens 35 that durnng relatively calim weather, fresh water from the various
EITEATIS I||-1'.'|II!_'; TR I|||_' lake ".]1‘:-.|I;':' an Lop af the l..||I WiHler, I|||.' W0 r-._||||:'|_|_>; [0 NUX
Mear mouths of rvers and creeks this “floanng’ condinon exists ar all tmes durmg
calm weather. Dunng the winter this fresh water often freezes before it muoes with

rIEI.' I"'I e I‘II.'JII C,dn e ‘hI'Ii'I'T SEVET : I ||I‘"\| r|'||;_'|>. |'I_I'\| I"'I'\_'|:: L|:II\.‘|'|| %] l.'xrf[j;l r‘r(_ll:|

Weber Faver to Fremont Island, making 1t possible for coyotes to cross to the sland
and molest sheep pastured there, At omes this ice breaks loose and floaws about the
lake i the form of '|.|'|.'l-|'rg'\-'“ f_|3|1.|.|] E, Miller, Grear Salt Lake Past and Present,
Pamphler of the Utah History Aelas, Salt Lake Ciry, 1040.)
Towmship & North of Range 7 West of the Salr Lake Base and Menidian: Unsurveyed land
on the bed of the Grear Sale Lake, if surveved, would be descnibed as follows
Beginmng at a point South jooo feet and Weit 800 feet from the Mortheast Cor-
ner of Section 8, Townslup 8 North, Range 7 West; thence South 437 Wese 641 feet;
thenee North 60 West 651 feet; thence North 43 East 651 feet; thence Southeast-

erly along the meander hine 675 feer 1o the poinr of beginning. Contaimng 1o.00

acres, more or less. {Special Ulse Lease Apreement No. 222; witness: Mr. Mark Crystal )
[Wiehster's News Flid Dietiomary of the American Language (College Edinion), World Pub-
5|'1]|I|:'|:.: Co, tosg, LS A

A. S Eddington, quoted on 232 i Niniber, the Language of Soenee, Tobias Dantzig,
Doubledy Anchor Books, 1944

Thomar H. Clark, Colin W Stern, I'.'nl.rl'!fl'-..l.r Ei
Roorald Peess Cow, nad.. P§

John Tane, The Createst Adventure, Theee Soence Fiction Novels, Mew York, Dover Pub-

lications, Inc., 1962, P20

BEETOR .|f' Morih America, Mew Yl:-:l‘._
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CULTURAL CONFINEMENT (1972)

Cultural confinement takes place when a curator imposes his own linuts on an
art exhibition, rather than asking an artist to set his himats. Arusts are expected
to fit into fraudulent categories. Some artists imagine they've got a hold on
this apparatus, which 1n fact has got a hold of them. As a result, they end up
supporting a cultural prison that is out of their control. Artists themselves are
not confined, but their output is. Museums, like asylums and jails, have wards
and cells—in other words, neutral rooms called “galleries.” A work of art when
placed in a gallery loses its charge, and becomes a portable object or surface
disengaged from the outside world. A vacant white room with hghts 1s still a
submission to the neutral. Works of art seen in such spaces seem to be going
through a kind of esthetic convalescence. They are looked upon as so many
inanimate invalids, waiting for critics to pronounce them curable or incurable.
The function of the warden-curator 1s to separate art from the rest of society.

Next comes integration. Once the work of art 15 totally neutralized, ineffec-

Artforum, October 1972
This statement was published originally in the Documenta 5 catalogue as Smithson's con-
tribution to the exhibition.

ROBERT SMITHSON, Wandering Canal with Mounds, 197 1. Pencil, 19 x 24"




tive, abstracted, safe, and politically lobotomized it is ready to be consumed by
society. All 1s reduced to visual fodder and transportable merchandise. Innova-
tions are allowed only if they support this kind of confinement.

Occult notions of “concept’” are in retreat from the physical world. Heaps
of private information reduce art to hermeticism and fatuous metaphysics.
Language should find itself in the physical world, and not end up locked in an
idea in somebody’s head. Language should be an ever developing procedure
and not an 1solated occurrence. Art shows that have beginnings and ends are
confined by unnecessary modes of representation both “abstract” and “realistic.”
A face or a grid on a canvas 1s still a representanion. Reducing representation to
writing does not bring one closer to the physical world. Writing should gener-
ate ideas into matter, and not the other way around. Art’s development should
be dialectical and not metaphysical.

[ am speaking of a dialectics that secks a world outside of cultural confine-
ment. Also, [ am not interested in art works that suggest “process” within the
metaphysical limits of the neutral room. There 1s no freedom in that kind of
behavioral game playing, The artist acting like a B. E Skinner rat doing his
“tough™ little tricks 1s something to be avoided. Confined process is no process
at all. [t would be better to disclose the confinement rather than make illusions
of freedom.

[ am for an art that takes into account the direct effect of the elements as
they exist from day to day apart from representation. The parks that surround
some museums isolate art into objects of formal delectation. Objects in a park
sugeest static repose rather than any ongoing dialectic. Parks are finished land-
scapes for finished art. A park carries the values of the final, the absolute, and
the sacred. Dialectics have nothing to do with such things. I am talking about
a dialectic of nature that interacts with the physical contradictions inherent in
natural forces as they are—nature as both sunny and stormy. Parks are idealiza-
tions of nature, but nature in fact 1s not a condition of the ideal. Nature does
not proceed 1n a straight line, 1t is rather a sprawling development. Nature 1
never finished. When a finished work of 20th-century sculpture is placed in an
18th-century garden, it is absorbed by the ideal representation of the past, thus
reinforcing political and social values that are no longer with us. Many parks
and gardens are re-creations of the lost paradise or Eden, and not the dialecti-
cal sites of the present. Parks and gardens are pictorial in their origin—land-
scapes created with natural materials rather than paint. The scenic ideals that
surround even our national parks are carriers of a nostalgia for heavenly bliss
and eternal calmness.

Apart from the ideal gardens of the past, and their modern counterparts—
national and large urban parks—there are the more infernal regions—slag
heaps, strip mines, and polluted rivers. Because of the great tendency toward
idealism, both pure and abstract, society is confused as to what to do with such

places. Nobody wants to go on a vacation to a garbage dump. Our land ethic,
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especially in that never-never land called the “art world’ has become clouded
with abstractions and concepts.

Could it be that certain art exhibitions have become metaphysical junk-
yards? Categorical miasmas? Intellectual rubbish? Specific mntervals of visual
desolation? The warden-curators still depend on the wreckage of metaphysical
principles and structures because they dont know any better. The wasted re-
mains of ontology, cosmology, and epistemology stll offer a ground for art.
Although metaphysics 15 outmoded and blighted, 1t 15 presented as tough prin-
ciples and solid reasons for installations of art. The museums and parks are
graveyards above the ground—congealed memories of the past that act as a
pretext for reality. This causes acute anxiety among artists, in so far as they

challenge, compete, and fight for the spoiled 1deals of lost situations.

New Jersey, New York with 2 Photos, 1967. Collage, maps, photographs, ink, pencil, 22 x 174"




FREDERICK LAW OLMSTED AND
THE DIALECTICAL LANDSCAPE (1973)

The landscape-architect André formerly in charge of the suburban plan-
tations of Paris, was walking with me through the Buttes-Chaumont Park,
of which he was the designer, when | said of a certain passage of it," That.
to my mind, is the best piece of artificial planting of its age, | have ever
seen.’ He smiled and said, "Shall | confess that it is the result of neglect?"

Frederick Law Qlmsted,

The Spoils of the Park

Imagine yourself in Central Park one million years ago. You would be standing
on a vast ice sheet, a 4,000-mile glacial wall, as much as 2,000 feet thick. Alone
on the vast glacier, you would not sense its slow crushing, scraping, ripping
movement as it advanced south, leaving great masses of rock debris in its wake.
Under the frozen depths, where the carousel now stands, you would not no-

tice the effect on the bedrock as the glacier dragged itself along.

Avrtforum, February 1973

Central Park, |885, looking northwest from Fark Avenue possibly around 94th or 95th Street




Central Park, 1972, construction site with graffiti behind The Metropolitan Museum of Arc. All 1972

photographs by Robert Smithson and Robert Fiore.

Back in the 18s0s, Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux considered
that glacial aftermath along its geological profiles. The building of New York
City had interrupted the ponderous results of those Pleistocene ice sheets.
Olmsted and Vaux studied the site topography for their proposed park called
“Greensward.” In Greensward Presentation Sketch No. 5 we see a “before” photo-
graph of the site they would remake 1n terms of earth sculpture. It reminds me
of the strip-mining regions I saw last year in southeastern Ohio. This faded
photograph reveals that Manhattan Island once had a desert on 1t—a man-
made wasteland. Treeless and barren, it evokes the observations of “the valley
of ashes” in E Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Garsby (1925), “where ashes grow
like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens.”

Olmsted, “the sylvan artist,” yearned for the color green as “Nature’s univer-

sal robe” (see James Thomson, The Seasons, 1728) and the “Sharawadgi” parks
of England.! He wanted the asymmetrical landscapes of Uvedale Price in the
middle of urban flux. Into Brooklyn he would bring “the luxuriance of tropi-
cal scenery . .. gay with flowers and intricate with vines and creepers, ferns,
rushes, and broad leaved plants.” This is like having an orchid garden in a steel

mill, or a factory where palm trees would be lit by the fire of blast furnaces. In
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comparison to Thoreau’ mental contrasts (“Walden Pond became a small
ocean” ), Olmsted’s physical contrasts broughe a Jeffersoman rural reality into
the metropolis, Olmsted made ponds, he didn't just conceprualize abour them
The origins of Olmsted’s view of landscape are to be found in 18th-century
England, particularly in the theores of Uvedale Price and William Gilpin.
Price extended Edmund Burke’s Inequiry inte the Ovigin of Ouwir Ideas of the Sublime
and the Beawrifil {1757) to 4 point that tried to free laindscaping from the "pic-
ture” gardens of ltaly into & more physical sense of the temporal landscape. A
tree, for example, struck by lightming was something other than merely beauti-
ful or sublime—it was “picturesque.” This word in 1ts ewn way has been seruck
by hghtning over the centuries. Words, like trees, can be suddenly deformed o
wrecked, but such deformation or wreckage cannot be dismissed by tunid aca-
denucs. Price seems to have accepted a side of nature that the “formalists” of
has times would mather have excluded.
Same of our present-day ecologists, who still see nature through eves condi-
tioned by a one-sided idealism, should consider the following quote from Price
I'he side of 3 smooth green hill, torn by floods, muy at first very
property be called deformed, and on the same principle, though
not with the same impression, as a gash on a living animal. When a
rawness of such a gash in the ground 18 softened, and m part con
cealed and ornamented by the effects of tme, and the progress of
vepretation, deformity, by this usual process, 15 converted into pic-
turesquencss; and this s the case with quarries, gravel pits, etc.,
which at first are defornines, and which in their most picturesque
state, are often considered as such by a levelling improver
Ihree Essays on the Picturesque, 1810

And from William Galpins Observations Relative to Pictiresgue Beawty {1786):"A
prece of Palladian architecture may be elegant in the last degree, but if we m-
rroduce it a picture 1t immediately becomes a formal object and ceases to
please”

Price and Galpin were, for Olmsted, “professional ouchstones,” whaose
views he esteemed “so much more than any published since, as sumulating the
exercise of judgment i matters of oy are, that [ pue them into che kands of my
pupals as soon as they come into our office, saving, You are to read these ser
ously, as 4 student of Taw would read Blackstone™

Inherent in the theories of Price and Gilpin, and in Olmsted’s response o
them, are the beginnings of a dialectic of the landscape Burke’s notion of
“heaunful” and “soblime” funcoons as a thess of smoothness, gentle curves,
and delicacy of nature, and as an antithesic of terror, solitude, and vastness of na-
ture, both of which are rooted in the restl world, racher than in 4 Hegelian
ldeal.® Price and Gilpin provide a syntftesiz with their formulation of the “pic-
turesque,” which s on close exammation related to chance and change in the

miterial order of nature: The contradictions of the “picturesque” depart from
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a static formalistic view of nature. The picturesque, far from being an inner

movement of the mind, is based on real land; it precedes the mind in its mater-
ial external existence. We cannot take a one-sided view of the landscape
within this dialectic. A park can no longer be seen as “a thing-in-itself,” but
rather as a process of ongoing relationships existing in a physical region—the
park becomes a “thing-for-us.” As a result we are not hurled into the spiritual-
1sm of Thoreauian transcendentalism, or its present day offspring of “modern-
ist formalism” rooted in Kant, Hegel, and Fichte. Price, Gilpin, and Olmsted
are forerunners of a dialectical materialism applied to the physical land-
scape. Dialectics of this type are a way of seeing things in a manifold of relations,
not as 1solated objects. Nature for the dialectician 1s indifferent to any formal
ideal.

This does not mean one 1s helpless before nature, but rather that nature’s
conditions are unexpected, like Price’s hill torn by the flood. In another sense
Olmsted’s parks exist before they are finished, which means in fact they are
never finished; they remain carriers of the unexpected and of contradiction on
all levels of human activity, be it social, political, or natural. An example of this
can be found in Paul Shepard’s excellent book, Man in the Landscape:

His [Olmsted’s] report proceeded to note that Europe could not
be our model. We must have something better because it was for
all “phases of society.” The opulent, he continued, should be in-
duced to surround the park with villas, which were to be enjoyed
as well as the trees by the humble folk, since they “delight in
viewing magnificent and imposing structures.” A kind of Ameri-
can doubletalk reconciling villas with democracy and privilege
with society in general had begun.

The maps, photographs, and documents in catalogue form and recently on
exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art are as much a part of
Olmsted’s art as the art itself. The catalogue’s illustrative porttolio by William
Alex, and an informative text by Elizabeth Barlow make one aware of the on-
going development of Central Park as a dialectical landscape.? Here the docu-
mentary power of the photograph discloses a succession of changing land
masses within the park’ limits. The notion of the park as a static entity is ques-
tioned by the camera’s eye. The portfolio brings to mind Dziga Vertov’s docu-
mentary montages, and suggests that certain still photographs are related to the
dialectics of film. For example, a photograph on page 78, Tunnel carved out
through Vista Rock for Transverse Road No. 2 at yoth Street could be a still from a
hypothetical film by Vertov on the building process of Central Park. In the
photograph there is no evidence of the trees that would in the future screen
the sunken roadway from the park proper. The photograph has the rawness of
an instant out of the continuous growth and construction of the park, and in-

dicates a break in continuity that serves to reinforce a sense of transformation,
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rather than any isolated formation. We notice in this photograph that nature’s
development is grounded m the dialectical, and not the metaphysical.

An example of a metaphysical rendering of a “tunnel” may be seen in John
Martin's mezzotint, At the Brink of Chaos (1825). Born into England’s industrial
revolution, Martin translated engineering efforts into visions of cosmic doom.

He substituted a tunnel for Milton’s bridge in Paradise Lost, and 1n so doing re-

treated into the metaphysical.! In this instance the more dialectical aspect of

the picturesque 1s shrouded in a sentimental gloom that has its origins in the
Puritan religion. Modern day ecologists with a metaphysical turn of mind sull
see the operations of industry as Satan’s work. The image of the lost paradise
garden leaves one without a solid dialectic, and causes one to suffer an ecolog-
1cal despair. Nature, like a person, is not one-sided. Another factor to note 1s
that Olmsted’s tunnel 15 in the real world, whereas Martin’s is a pictorial repre-
sentation derived only from the mind.

Olmsted’s view of the landscape was lost sight of around the first part of this
century, what with the rise of the “antidemocratic intelligentsia” that included
Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound, T. S. Ehot, and T. E. Hulme.* Although Pound
and Eliot did maintain traces of the picturesque n their poetry, they theoreti-
cally scorned it. “Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel,” wrote Eliot in

The Waste Land,*There 1s the empty chapel, only the wind’s home.” But Eliot’s

Detail of the Greensward Plan #5. Photograph of area of park before construction, 1858




picturesque was a nostalgia for church authority, it ceased to be the democra-

tic dialectic between the sylvan and the industrial that Price and Olmsted
worked toward. Instead they stressed a neoclassical formahism, and T. E. Hulme,

who exerted great influence on all three, was drawn to the “abstract™ philoso-
phy of Wilhelm Worringer. After World War II, when fascistic motives were
revealed, various liberal critics moved 1n to pick up the pieces—among them
Clement Greenberg. He tried to graft a lame formalism to a fuzzy Marxst

outlook. Here is Greenberg upstaging both Lewis and Ehot:

Eliot has called Wyndham Lewis “the greatest prose stylist of my
generation—perhaps the only one to have mvented a new style.”
I find this exaggerated, but even if it were not, Lewis would still
have paid too dearly for the distinction.

Clement Greenberg,

fyndham Lewis Against Abstract Art,
Art and Culture, Boston, 1961

This 15 a smart way to subsume authority, but the rest of the article sheds no
light on “abstraction.” My feeling 1s that they all missed the boat.”

Turning to France, a sense of the picturesque results in Paul Cézanne’s Bibé-
mis Quarry (1895), but his direct encounters with the landscape were soon to
be replaced by a studio-based formalism and cubistic reductionism which
would lead to our present day msipid notions of “flatness™ and “lyrical abstrac-
tion.” The general direction of this tendency begins in 1914 when T. E. Hulme,
lecturing on “Modern Art and Philosophy,” talks about reducing trees to
cones.” Representations of “stripes’ became the logical outcome.

Any discussion concerning nature and art 1s bound to be shot through with
moral implications. Once a student told me that “nature 1s anything that 1s not
manmade.” For that student man was outside the natural order of things. In
Wilhelm Worringer'’s Abstraction and Empathy (1908), we are told that Byzan-
tine and Egyptian art were created out of a psychological need to escape na-
ture, and that since the Renaissance our understanding of such art has been
clouded by an undue confidence in nature. Worringer locates his “concept” of
abstraction outside the sensuous anthropomorphic pantheism of Renaissance
humanism. “The primal artistic impulse,” says Worringer, “has nothing to do
with_the renderings of nature” Yet, throughout his book he refers to “crys-
talline forms of inanimate matter.”” Geometry strikes me as a “rendering” of
manimate matter. What are the lattices and grids of pure abstraction, if not
renderings and representations of a reduced order of nature? Abstraction 1s a
representation of nature devoid of “realism” based on mental or conceptual re-
duction. There is no escaping nature through abstract representation; abstrac-
tion brings one closer to physical structures within nature itself. But this does
not mean a renewed confidence in nature, 1t simply means that abstraction is

no cause for faith. Abstraction can only be valid 1f it accepts nature’s dialectic.
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Entrance to The Ramble, before 1900 Entrance to The Ramble, 1972,
S

In The New York Times (Sunday, March 12, 1972) Grace Glueck’s column has
a headline, " Artist-in-Residence for Mother Earth,” and a photograph of Alan
Gussow captioned “A sort of spiritual caretaker”” Reading the article, one dis-
covers what might be called an Ecological Oedipus Complex. Penetration of
“Mother Earth™ becomes a projection of the incest taboo onto nature. In
Theodore Thass-Thienemann’s book, The Subconscions Language, we find a
quote from a catatonic schizophrenic: “They should stop digging (now shout-
ing petulantly in rage) down nside the earth to draw metals out of it. That’s
digging down into Mother Earth and taking things that shouldn’t be taken.”

Simone de Beauvoir has written in The Second Sex, “*Aeschylus says of
Oedipus that he ‘dared to seed the sacred furrow where he was formed.” Alan
Gussow . The New York Times projects onto “earth works artists” an Oedipus
Complex born out of a wishy-washy transcendentalism. Indulging in spirtual
fantasy, he says of representational landscape painters in his book A Sense of
Place: Artists and the American Land, published by Friends of the Earth: “What
these artists do is make these places visible, communicate their spirit—not like
the earth works artists who cut and gouge the land like Army engineers.

What's needed are lyric poets to celebrate ic.™
Gussow’s projection of the “Army engineers” on what he imagines to be

“earth works artists” seems linked to his own sexual fears. As Paul Shepard in .

his Man in the Landscape points out, “Those [army| engineers seem to be at the

opposite extreme from esthetes who attempt to etherealize their sexuality. Yet, B

the engineers’ authority and dominance over land carries the force of sexual

aggression—and perhaps the guilt as well.” |
An etherealized representational artist such as Gussow (he does mediocre

Impressionistic paintings) fails to recognize the possibility of a direct organic

manipulation of the land devoid of violence and “macho™ aggression. Spiritual-

ism widens the split between man and nature. The farmer’s, miner’, or artist’s
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One of the many Central Park bridges, before 1900.

treatment of the land depends on how aware he 1s of himself as nature; after all,
sex isn't all a series of rapes. The farmer or engineer who cuts into the land can
t‘itl}t‘r L‘ll]tl\'iltt’ 1t Or LlL'\o'.INLLItC 1t. I{CPI‘C.\L‘HU!I‘Q nature once i'L']IIU\-’CLl 11 ]YT'IL'
poetry and landscape painting 1s not the same as direct cultivation of the land.
It strip miners were less alienated from the nature in themselves and free of
sexual aggression, cultivation would take place. When one looks at the Indian
cliff dwelling in Mesa Verde, one cannot separate art from nature. And one
can’t forget the Indian mounds in Ohio.”

One wonders what the likes of Gussow would make of America’s first
“earthwork artist”—Frederick Law Olmsted. Perhaps, if Gussow had hived in
the mid-19th century, he would have suggested that Olmsted write “lyric po-
etry” instead of moving ten million horse-cart loads of earth to make Central
Park. Artists like Gussow are the type who would rather refreat to scenic beauty
spots than try to make a concrete dialectic between nature and people. Such an
artist surrounds himself with self-righteousness and pretends to be saving the
landscape. This 1s not being an ecologist of the real, but rather, a spiritual snob.

This kind of spirituality mentioned in the preceding paragraphs is what
Rollo May in Power and Innocence calls “pseudoinnocence,” which can only
lead to pseudospirituality and pseudoart. May speaks of an . . . insulation from
the evil in the world.”!" The authentic artist cannot turn his back on the con-
tradictions that inhabit our landscapes. Olmsted himself was tull of contradic-
tions; for instance, he wrote his wife his reaction to the California desert, “the

whole aspect of the country 1s detestable.”
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The Vista Rock Tunnel, 1862, TheVista Rock Tunnel, 1972

In the 1862 photograph it 1s interesting to see the arrested construction of a
water system for draining and filling a Central Park lake—five sunken pipes,
guide lines, half~formed walls, dirt roads, and general rubble. All of the rough-
ness of the process rises out of the park’s earlier condition. As Elizabeth Barlow
indicates, “The political quagmire was matched by the appearance of the park
itself, which was rubbish-strewn, deep in mud, filled with recently vacated
squatters” huts, and overrun with goats left behind by the squatters. Unul they
were eventually impounded, the rampant goats were a great nuisance, eating
the foliage of the park’s few trees.” All of this 15 part of the park’s dialectic.

Looking on the nature of the park, or its history and our perceptions of i,
we are first presented with an endless maze of relations and interconnections,
in which nothing remains what or where it 15, as a-thing-itself, but the whole
park changes like day and night, in and out, dark and light—a carefully de-
signed clump of bushes can also be a mugger’s hideout. The reason the poten-
tial dialectic inherent in the picturesque broke down was because natural
processes were viewed in 1solation as so many classifications, detached from
physical interconnection, and finally replaced by mental representations of a
finished absolute ideal. Bilious books like The Greening of America present one
with a notion of “consciousness” without substance. Central Park is a ground
work of necessity and chance, a range of contrasting viewpoints that are for-
ever fluctuating, yet sohidly based in the earth.

By expanding our dialectic outside of Central Park to Yosemite National
Park, we gain insight into the development of both park sites before they were
turned into “parks.” The site of Central Park was the result of “urban blight™—
trees were cut down by the early settlers without any thought of the future.
Such a site could be reclaimed by direct earth-moving without fear of upset-
ting the ecology. My own experience 1s that the best sites for “earth art” are
sites that have been disrupted by industry, reckless urbanization, or nature’s
own devastation. For instance, The Spiral Jetty 1s built in a dead sea, and
The Broken Circle and Spiral Hill in a working sand quarry. Such land 15 culti-

vated or recycled as art. On the other hand, when Olmsted visited Yosemite it
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existed as a4 “wilderness” There’s no point in recycling wilderness the way
Central Park was recycled. One need not improve Yosemite, all one needs is to
provide access routes and accommodations. But this decreases the orngiial def-
inition of wilderness as a place thar éxists without human involvement. Today,
Yosemite 15 more like an urbanized wilderness with s electrical outlets for
campers, and its clothes lines hung between the pines. There 15 not much room
for contemplation in solitude. The new national parks hike the Everglades and
the Dhnosaur National Monument are more “abstract”™ and lack the “pic-
turesqueness” of Yosemite and Yellowstone

I muany ways the more humble or even degraded sites left in the wake of
mining operations offer more of a challenge to art, and a greater possibility for
being in solitude. lmposing chiffs and unimproved mesas could just as well be
lefi alone. But as the natnons “energy crisis” mounts, such plices will eventu-
ally be mined. Some 5.5 millions of acres, an area the size of New Hampshire,
i ocurrentdy being boughe up in North Dakota, Wyoming, and Montana by
mining conipantcs. "1 think" says Interior Secretary Rogers Morton (Nes-
ueek, October g, 1972), “we can set the standard for a new mumng ethic so thar
the deep seams can be mined and closely followed by an enwironment pro-
gram that 5 companble esthetcally and with proper land use”™ One can only
wonder what his nonon of "esthencs” 15: The precedents set by Olmsted

should be studied by both miners and ecologists, !

Rock Sir, 1972




Returning toYellowstone, which celebrated its centennial Jast vear, we see a
combining of Europe’ “intoxication with ruins” with America’s newly dis-
covered "natoral puins” ar the origin of the park’s development. David E. Fol-
som, a wealthy rancher, who viewed Yellowstone 1 1860, wrote 1n hus diary "2
huge rock that bore resemblance to an old castle; rampart and bulwark were
slowly yvielding to the ravages of ome, but the old twrret stood out in bold re-
het aganst the sky” As Paul Shepard has pointed out, John Ruskin never vis-
ited America because 1t lacked castles. Nevertheless “Castle Riock™ has become
a name for many natural formations throughout the West

New York in the 18705 vielded to different kinds of ravages. Olmsted was
dismissed from his job m 1874, In a document privately printed in 1881 called
The Spoils of the Parke: With o Few Leaves from Deep-laden Note-books of "A Wholly
Ehapraetical Man,” we get a ghmpse of Olmsted’s conflices wath City pohines.?
Under Boss Tweed the Park Department deteriorated into a shambles along
with serious unemplovment, violent labor protests, and financial panic, causing

Obmisted o write i 1877 that New York City was “essennally under martal
law.”" The Park Department was also being turned into a social welfare agency;
in Olmsted’s words the Park Department had become “an asylum for agera-
viated cases of herno, vancose veins, rheumatsm, partial blindness, and othe

infirmities compelling sedentary occupations.”

Cawe at the mnd of The G, 1972




Gaptow Bridge with mud slough, 1972

When Charles Eliot Norton said of him (Olmsted), towards the
close of his career, that of all American artists he stood “first in the
production of great works which answer the needs and give ex-
pression to the life of our immense and miscellaneous democracy”
he did not exaggerate Olmsted’s influence.

Lewis Mumford, The Brown Decades

Entering the park at 96th Street and Central Park West, I walked south
along the western side of the reservoir on a bridle path. The upper part of the
park that includes Harlem Meer, The Great Hill, and The North Meadow
(now filled with ball fields) was planned for lateral and horizontal views; in
Olmsted’s words it should be “bold and sweeping™ as opposed to the lower
park’s “heterogeneous™ character. One has the sensation of being in a sunken
forest as well. A sense of remoteness was present in this region. This sense of
engulfinent deepened as foliage suggested the harmonies, tonalities, and
rhythms of Charles Ives’ music—Three Outdoor Scenes, Central Park at Night,
and The Unanswered Question, subtitled A Cosmic Landscape, in particular.

At Bank Rock Bridge is an entrance to The Ramble. On the bridge stood a
sinister looking character, who looked like the type who would rip off cam-
eras. Quickly I vanished into The Ramble—a tangled net of divergent paths.
Just the day before I had been looking at stereopticon photos of how this place
looked before 1900, before the vegetation Olmsted planted had grown up. At
that time, the shores of The Lake still had the look of a rock strewn quarry.

Olmsted had wanted to plant “rhodedendrons, andromedas, azaleas, kalmias,
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rhodoras,” but his plans remain only partly realized. Olmsted was attracted to
this place betore he did anything to it, because it was “exceedingly intricate”
with “sweet gum, spicebush, tulip tree, sassafras, red-maple, black-oak, azalea,
and andromeda” The network of paths he twisted through this place out-
labyrinthed labyrinths. For what really 1s a Ramble, but a place to walk aim-
lessly and 1dly—it 1s a maze that spreads in all directions. Now The Ramble has
grown up into an urban jungle, and lurking n its thickets are “hoods, hobos,
hustlers, homosexuals,” and other estranged creatures of the city (see John
Rechy, The City of Night). Olmsted had brought a primordial condition into
the heart of Manhattan, A small rock bridge crosses a miniature ravine, con-
necting tangle with tangle. Beneath leafless tree limbs the windings grow
more complex, and seem to turn on themselves, so that the walker has no
sense of direction. Autumn leaves smother the pathways as they lead one
deeper into an infinity of curves. Flowing through The Ramble 1s The Gill, a
stream of water which appears to be a cross between a brook and a pond, and
apparently having its source in a cave under a heap of boulders. Tiny valleys
and hills are scattered in such a way as to maximize seclusion and solitude. The
Lake borders The Ramble; i it 1s a small flat 1sland of rock.

Moving up a wooded incline, I approached Vista Rock Tunnel near Bel-

vedere Castle. Water was seeping and dripping over the carved rock surfaces of

the tunnel and falling on the rock-walled trench. At this point I was chased
by three wild dogs. Later, I found out that there are other packs of dogs roam-
ing the park. Also I discovered that the squirrels are rather aggressive—fat
dynamos rather than suburban scrawnies. A series of steps curved right into
the bedrock, leading to the castle which 1s also a weather station. From there
one looks out over Belvedere Lake and the Great Lawn, once the Croton
Water Works.

Walking east, I passed graffiti on boulders. Somehow, I can accept grathti on
subway trains, but not on boulders. On the base of the Obelisk along with the
hieroglyphs there are also graffiti. Suddenly, one encounters the construction
site of a new tunnel near The Metropolitan Museum of Art—a gray com-
pound with a towering orange derrick in the middle. On the gray walls are
more graffiti of an “ecological” sort: “Concrete and trees do not mix.” “Let’s
not turn Central Park into an Asphalt Jungle” “Decentralize the Met!” “Save
the Park!” “The Met 1s not good for trees and other flowering things.” “Does
the Met smell as nice as a tree?” “Preserve Wildlife.” Olmsted’s own view on
buildings and museums in The Spoils of the Park 1s:“The reservoirs and the mu-
seum are not a part of the Park proper: they are deductions from 1t. The Sub-
ways are not deductions because their effect, on the whole, is to enlarge, not
lessen, the opportunities of escape from buildings.”

Passing under Glade Arch and mto the Glade, I came to the Conservatory
Water Pool; the overall shape of its concrete banks being an interplay of curves

and right angles. The Pool had been drained, and this provided one with a
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vista of graceful desolation—a sea of autumn leaves. The bare trees that sur-

round the Pool rose from the ground like so much smoky lace. Here and there
people sauntered in and out of the haze and sunlight, turning the area into a
phantom world.

As I continued southward, near Fifth Avenue, I passed a “kiddy land,” one of
the latest incursions into the park. Designed by Richard Datter in 1970, it looks
like a pastiche of Philip Johnson and Mark di Suvero. A sign on the fence that
surrounds it exhorted one to “Enjoy.”" Even cuter 1s the “kiddy zoo,” with its
Disney-type Whale." In the Old Zoo some caged workmen were installing
an artificial habitat.

In the spillway that pours out of the Wollman Memorial Ice Rank, I noticed
a metal grocery cart and a trash basket half-submerged in the water. Further
down, the spillway becomes a brook choked with mud and tin cans. The mud
then spews under the Gapstow Bridge to become a muddy slough that inun-
dates a good part of The Pond, leaving the rest of The Pond aswirl with oil
slicks, sludge, and dixie cups. Maintenance on The Pond seems long overdue.
The mud should be dredged out. This maintenance operation could be treated
in terms of art, as a “mud extraction sculpture.” A documentary treatment with
the aid of film or photographs would turn the maintenance into a physical di-
alectic. The mud could be deposited on a site in the city that needs “fill.” The
transportation of mud would be followed from point of extraction to point of
deposition. A consciousness of mud and the realms of sedimentation 1s neces-
sary in order to understand the landscape as it exasts.

The magnitude of geological change 1s stll with us, just as it was millions of
years ago. Olmsted, a great artist who contended with such magnitudes, sets an
example which throws a whole new light on the nature of American art.

NOTES

i.  Sharawadgi involves a Chinese influence on Englsh landscape development. The
work corresponds to the Chinese syllables Sa-lo-kwai-chi, meaning “quality of being
umpressive or surprising through careless or unorderly grace” See Y. Z. Chang, “A
Note on Sharawadgi,” Modern Language Notes, 1930, p. 221. Also see Edward Hyams,
The English Garden, New York: “the fact, as appears in accounts of certain gardens,
Alexander Pope’s garden at Twickenham, William Kent’s Stowe, the same artist’s
Rousham, Hoare’s Stoumead (and there were others), is that *Chinese’ (1.¢., poeric
nature), gardening was well established in Britain almost half a century before the
English had any but rather tenuous contacts with Chinese gardemng.”

Hegelian dialectics exist only for the mind. This 1s close to Thoreau’s mental dialectic
of mixing the local with the global. “T am accustomed,” says Thoreau in his Journal,
“to regard the smallest brook with as much interest for the time being, as if 1t were
the Orinoco or the Mississippi.” See John Aldrich Christie, Thoreau As World Traveler,
New York, 1965.

3. Willilam Alex and Elizabeth Barlow, Frederick Law Olmsted’s New York, New York,

1972. This important book was very helpful i assembling this essay.

4. See the chapter “The Age of Despair” in kD, Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revo-
Iution, New York, 1970.
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SMITHSON'S NON-SITE SIGHTS (1969)

Interview with Anthony Robbin

We know that Qur nesw I exter

by

sivie landscape s practically the same size as the hole through which the

burrowing ant escapes firiom our sight

Sir Kenneth Clark, La

[he author mterviewed Fobert Smithson at his New York studio, An excerpt

from the conversation tollows,

popEit smrrnsoxn: People who defend the labels of painting and sculpture
say whar they do 15 timeless, created outside of time; therefore the object tran-
scends the artist himself. Bur | think that the artise 15 important, too, and what he
does, the way he thinks, is valuable, whether or not there s any tangible resule.
You mainly follow a lot of blind alleys, but these blind alleys are interesting.

wwTHoNY rossin: loisn't so necessary for the aroist o render this chaos 1o
form so much as to expose the face thae . . 2

smitison: [os there

popain: Yes, Mot only that ie's there, but that he 15 dealing with it, manipu
lating it, speculating about it

smrrison: That he is iving with it without getting hysterical, and making
some wdeal svstem which distorts

poppin: Not making an ideal system, but at the same tme making somu
syatem

sarrmsos: Yes, But even some system tells you nothing about art.

pompmd: Tentative and transient as it is. Ie's not enopgh for him not to do
anything

sprrison: 1 feel that vou have to set vour own linues . . .

ponsin: And the self-aware setting of lints 15 close to the center of it all?

smrrison: Yes. | think the major 1ssue now 10 art 15 what are the boundaries.
For too lorg arnsts have taken the canvas and stretchers as given, the limits.

eopnin: The motvation for doing that is not to expand the system. You are
not doing it for the sake of the system?

syrrason: U'm doing it to expose the face that 1t 1s a system, therefore tak-
ing away the vaulted mystery that 15 supposed to reside in it The artifice is
planly an artifice. I want to de-mythify chings

eonpin: People will be frustrated in their desire for certainty, but maybe
they wall get something more after that frustration passes.

sarrison: Well, its a problem all the way around, and I don't suspect we

will work our wav out of it,

4rr MNews, Febraary 1960
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EARTH (1969)

Sympesium at White Museum, Cornell University

Followang are excerpts from a svmposium on earth art held at Cornell Univer-
sity, February 6, 1064, Participants were Dennis Oppenheim, Robert Smithson,
MNeil Jenney, Guather Uecker, Hans Haacke, and Richird Long, The moderator
wis Thomas W Leavaer, director of the Andrew Dickson White Museum of
Art at Cornell. Questoners, unless otherwise identfied, were menibers of the

udience

orrenuriv: Forme this use of o terrestmal area came through a very formal
cancern with sculpeure. [ was domg the kind of sculpture chae [ felt came toa
poant of conclusion. I didn't think of any possible way of transcending it or de-
veloping its existence, except by beginning o go outside the bounds of a loft
area into the use of carth. The first preces | did were quate simple, but eventu-
ally the sumulus of o loft concern, or a concern with pictorial, sculptural val
ues, began to dumumsh and 1 began to work outside with a good kind of in-
tent. I'm to the point now where [ see the earth as sculprure—where flying
over the carth s ke viewing existing painted areas or pictonal, painterly sor-
Faces. While on the ground it 1 more volumate. [ts ke walking through
sculprure. It's less graphic, more subterranean. Any addinon to the ground—
any scratch or anything vou add—becomes a relational addition. The limit you
have to refer to in this case 15 always the sphere—it’s always the globe—so
when you dig a hole in the ground your periphery becomes the spherical
shape. Now the spherical shape, of course, is relaonal to the cosmos, So at this
poine I'm concerned with an art that rides above the frequency of pictorial or
compositional treatment. | have been more concerned in this case in delving
into aspects that are not as visual as those sculprure has been concerned with
in the past. A concern which allows the artist to enter into a continuing orga
mization, a complex of interaction, so that he doesn’t have to confine his media
to studio are, That's abeut all I've got to say

smrreson: Well, 1 first got involved in the earth project situanon when 1
was contracted to do some work for an architectural company as an artist con
sultant, and they asked me ro give them suggestions on whart to do with sculp-
ture and things like that. | felt it was wrong to consider sculpture as an ohject
that vou would tack onto a bullding after the building 1¢ done, so 1 worked
with these architects from the ground up. As a resule 1 found myself s
rounded by all this matenial thar 1 didnt know anything about—like aerial
photographs, maps, large-scale svstems, so in a sense [sort of weated the air-
port as a great complex, and out of that came a proposal that would involve
low-level ground systems that would be placed at fringes of the airport, sculp-
ture that you would see from the air. This preoccupation with the outdoors

wats very stirtlating, Most of us wsed to work in a closed area space. For in-
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stance, [ did a large spiral, triangular system that sort of just spun out and could
only be seen from an airplane. [ was sort of interested m the dialogue between
the indoor and the outdoor and on my own, after getting mvolved mn it this
way, | developed a method or a dialectie that involved whar 1 call siee and non-
site. The site, in a sense, is the physical, raw reality—the earth or the ground
that we are really not aware of when we gre in an interior room or studic or
something like that—and so I decided that | would set limits in terms of this
dialogue (it's a back and forth rhythm that goes between indoors and out-
doors), and as a result 1 went and instead of putting something on the land-
seape 1 decided it would be interesting to transfer the land indoors, to the non-
site, which s an abstrace contmner, This swimmer [ went out west and selected
sites—physical sites—which in a jense are part of my art. | went to a volcano
and collected a ton of lava and sent it back to New York and that was set up in
my non-site intertor limt,

Then what I'm doing here—I'm going to use a room and a salt mine .
{Its out here on Lake Cayuga, Cayuga Salt Mines)—and tomorrow ['ll go
down there and put on an exlibioon in the sale mines and arrange these mar-
rors in various configurations, photograph them, and then bring them back to
the interior along with rock salt of various grades. As you can see, the interior
of the Museum somehow mirrors the site and I'm actually going to use mir-
rors. Most 5c1|||:rrl.‘|rx.'u-."r think about the r1]_1_;|;_'('|:, but for me there 15 no focus on
one object 5o 1t 15 the back-and-forth thing,

JennEy: | guess my work could be classified as environmental in that [ use

ROBERT SMITHSOM, Rock Salt and Mirror Square [ 1965, 10 x 78 = 78




the environment, or | function in the environment, in a sort of theatrical man-
ner. [ use 1n it things such as earth, or plants in some. It tends to be a sort of
secondary thing as opposed to the other people’s work m earth n that it 1s
only a vehicle for the thing that I want to achieve. I don’t care what the work
looks like. I use things that sometimes you don't notice, like ashtrays, and basi-
cally 1t’s just mvolved with interrupting the environment to the extent that
you are close to the thing physically rather than visually. I did pieces that had
algae and moss and electrical wires with exposed parts. I guess that’s about
what my stuff 1s.

urcker: 'm trying to find areas, zones, regions, which do not have the bur-
den of associations. [t is possible to free man from object-orientation associa-
tons. This freedom is not to be mnterpreted. It 1s total. The medium is concrete.

This zone of void or emptiness can mean a power of emancipation of a
contemplative and concrete manner, for a spiritual self-realization. This can be
an evolution 1n science, in the quiet, without spectacular drama. A region of
desert 15 a real place of consciousness of the self. A place, like a river, where we
can leave traces which will be extinguished soon. I think we arrive at this free-
dom without representation in the world of objects. Let us use the earth as an
area close to this without dimensions. Let us try to expand perception in a
more encompassing manner, in the infinite and the openness of spaces.

naackr: [ would like to make it very short. I have put about a cubic yard of
top so1l mixed with peat into a naturally well-lit room in the Museum. It [the
pile of so1l] 1s cone shaped, like a sandcastle, and [ seeded 1t with winter rye and
annual rye seed, and hopefully by the day of the opening sprouts will come

out of the ground. The shape of this mound is of no relevance. I'm not inter-

ROBERT SMITHSON, rock salt and mirror installation, Earth Art exhibition,
Andrew Dickson White Museum. Cornell University, February 1969,




ested in the form. I'm more interested in the growth of plants—growth as a
phenomenon which 1s something that 1s outside the realm of forms, composi-
tion, etc., and has to do with interaction of forces and interaction of energies
and information. My comment for the catalog when asked for a statement is
“Grass grows.”

tonGg: My work will be outside in front of the Museum.

uestioner: | would like to ask Mr. Oppenheim: If he 1s concerned with
aspects that aren’t as visual—I got the impression it was more the space, the
more volumatic aspects of your work—what is the value then of taking a pic-
ture of 1t, other than just as proof that the work has been done? [ mean, what
aesthetic benefits can be gained from someone looking at an aerial photo-
graph of one of your works?

orpenueiM: Well, I don't think that aesthetic interaction deals with a spec-
tator looking at the abstraction at all. There 15 a good deal of taking of pictures.
There 1s a good deal of recording the work as a work with cameras. It’s not in-
trinsic; 1t’s just a matter of removing a degree of the work from the location
and using it for display. I mean I don't know why some of these people use
photographs. Some of them are quite profound, but there is no need for me to
photograph my work.

questioner: Would you say that the perception of the work is less impor-
tant than the fact of doing it itself?

orreNnEIM: Well, you perceive the work while you are doing it. You carry
both the perception and the process. If you think art should be carried
through the channel of media and allowed to meet a larger body of people,

then of course you should take pictures of it. If its an intrinsic part of the

work not to be photographed or such, then it shouldn’t be an i1ssue—it’s
not that important. Because a lot of these pieces are exterior and a lot of them
involve time sequences that can'’t be dealt with inside of a continuum.

QuUESTIONER: (fo Haacke) Don’t you identify your piece with a type of
gardening?

naacke: Oh, I suppose. But the intention 1s very different.

QuesTioNER: | mean, you were the one who planted the seeds in the pile,
weren't you?

HAACKE: Yes, but it could have been somebody else!

questioner: How 1s this different from someone going out and working in
a garden? Would that be a form of earth art?

naacke: Well, I suppose he doesn’t do it for the same reasons that I do.

QUESTIONER: So it’s the intent that’s different?

HaAcke: [ guess so.

uestioNer: Those of you who did your projects outside: 1 would like to
ask what role the effects of weather or soil or dog tracks or things like that
have on what you decided to do?

orpenmiim: [ think you would ask that question in reference to something
inside a Museum, like on a shelf. This stuff outside can’t really be disturbed.
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smrruson: Actually if vou think about tracks of any kind vou'll discover
that you could wse tracks a5 2 medom, You could even use animals as a
medivm. You could take a beetle, for example, and clear some sand and lec it
walk over that and then you would be surprised to see the furrow it leaves. (h
let’s say a sidewinder snake or a bird or something like that. And alse these
tracks relate, | think, somehow to the way the artist thinks—somewhar like o
dog scanmng over a site. You are sort of immersed mn the site that youo're scan-
ning, You are picking up the raw muatertal and there are all these ditferent pos-
sibilines, Like 1t 15 possible to rent o buffalo herd and then Just follow the
traces. This 15 a syen language ina sense. Its a sivatonal thing; you can record
these traces as signs, It's very specific and it tends to get into o kind of random
order. These tracks around a puddle that | photographed, in a sense explain my
whole way ofF—going through trails and developing a nerwork and then
building this network 1nto a set of limits, My non-sites in a sense are like large,
abstract maps made into three dunensions. You are thrown back onto the site

puestionen: Dwould like to ask those artists who display their works in the
Museum to what extent you eXpect Spectitons o meerct with these works?
Do you expect physical interactiion from the spectators—for them to rouch 17
O just stand back and look ar 1e?

sarrison: Well in my case, the piece is there in the Muséum, abstract, and
it's there to look at, but you are thrown off it. You are sort of spun out to the
fringes of the sive. The site 15 a place vou can visicand it involves travel as an as-
pect tao,

ceavirr: (fo feaney) Do you want people to interact with the work?

renney: Well, physically, no. I guess the only reaction | expect 15 that you
sort of give 1t a chance. | think you have to go with the frame of mind that
vou e golng to see something that mayvbe you haven't seen before. Most good
art disorients the viewer suddenly, to the point where the ardst has the viewer
under his control because its something he hasn't experienced visually or
physicilly before. Just because | work wath the physical presence of things vou
will, I think, interact—hopefully, physically as much as you will visually. The
Fict that T don't play up the visual aspect of it 15 juse chat 1 think it% a munor
thing as opposed to, let’s say, size. | govern the size and 1 govern the shape, but
other than that | really don’t care much what it looks like. And 50 1 guess the
only thing you can ask 1s for people to have an open mind,

guesTioner: What is the validiy of setting up an abstracton of earth when
earth 15 wath us all the tme?

ceaviTT: On that point | think we must remember that the artise, in every
case, 15 not acting like a photographer; he 1 not gomg out and finding a beauw-
tiful spot in pature and simply recording it He s actually altering i, He is
changing it somehow. And it 15 this human presence which makes it into a
human production and justifics its presence in a museum rather than just so
much earth being paled ot

guestioner: | wonder if any of the carth artists know about ancient con
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structions that were done by Incas in Peru, Indians in Mexico—stick figures
and other things. I wonder if we can get some reactions on these?

tong: Well, England 1s covered with huge mounds and converted hills and
probably you know Stonehenge, although that 1s one of the least impressive of
all the things. In fact, most of England has had its shape changed—practically the
whole place, because it has been ploughed over for centuries—rounded off,

LEAVITT: (to Long) Does this affect your work at all? Does this part of it in-
terest you?

toNG: (Pause) Yes.

questioner: What kind of problems do museums actually present for you?
Because it seems, from what Mr. Smithson smid—the business of site and non-
site—the Museum would be a hell ot a place to put earth work. Do any of you
resent this because it’s the only place you really have the opportunity to ex-

hibit, this and galleries etc., or do you really accept this, or do you not care?

smitason: [ think that’s a part of the sad thing—that most museum people
aren't conscious of their museum, and they just take it for granted that artists
are working in some garret and turning out objects. But I think they have to
think about the limits of their spaces and how to extend them beyond the
walls of confinement. But I think there 1s really no discrepancy between the
indoors and the outdoors once the dialectic is clear between the two places.

oppeNuEIM: There is a suggestion in this type of art that overrides the fact
that it’s being displayed in this show. I think that if the sculpture were to re-
main in the archives and the lofts for the next thirty years or more, it would
become a malignant kind of thing. I think that when artists began to see walk-
mg down a street as having an aesthetic or sculptural aspect, things began to
open up a bit. I don’t know 1f any of the artists here are after pure breakdown
of some feeble limits. I don’t think thats the impetus. But I would like to see
someday an art so closely knit with a societal framework that there i1s no con-
cern with viewing, no concern with recognizing, no concern with making
posters, but an art that 1s inside our head and inside our total system so that 1t
will be out of the caves of the Manhattan lofts and spread across a vaster area.

questionNer: [ get the idea that maybe your art 1s not so much to create an
object out of earth as it 1s just to interpret earth and show others what earth 1s.
Is that correct?

sunney: [ think [ use earth with every poetic aspect that it can be possibly
given—Ilike the fact that things grow in it and that we walk on it and houses
are built in 1t and so on. I just use it basically because it’s nice stuff. No, really!
Dirt s reasonably cheap, so you can use a lot of it. One of the major aspects of
using earth 1s that you can do it almost anywhere. You can do it on a scale that
sculpture hasn’t been done on in the past. I think basically 1t’s just for 1ts conve-
nience. | don't think of the mtrinsic value of art. You have to remember the
separation between art and a work of art. The work of art 1s only a statement

that will last a certain amount of time. I think another interesting thing about
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doing earth works that some of you may have mussed 1s that no sculpture 1s
eternal; that physically 1t all falls apart and does so at various speeds. Some
things last for only a minute, and others last a long time. [ think basically the
only reason that earth 1s being used 15 because 1t hasn't been used and because
of 1ts availability.

uestroNer: I'm not an artist, and I would like to know if the experience
of actually digging in the carth is better for me than seeing the show?

jenney: No, man, it'd be a drag! One of the really nice things about this
show, [ believe, 1s that 1t was like everybody that’s in earth 15 1n 1t. Like 1 did
something with earth in it and like that got me in the show. That’s like having
a show compiled of everybody that was born in the spring. In other words
they do have something in common in that they use a similar vehicle. I think
our expressions are basically different. I think the main reason this show hap-
pened was because people in England and Holland and Germany and different
parts of America were doing 1t at the same time. Like two guys discovering
Nt'ptllllt',

questioNer: | understand that some of the work connected with the show
15 not going to be done inside the Museum or even in the Museum galleries, If
50, where are the locations going to be?

teaviTt: We probably should distribute a map to people who come to the
exhibition so that they will be able to locate all the works that have been exe-~
cuted outside the Museum vicinity. We'll do that.

witLovcusy suare: Some of them are very far away, and you probably
wouldn’t want to go there because it would require maybe, well, a forty-minute
walk through the woods and then back. And besides the single work which
represents each artist, some of the artists are doing other works for themselves.

QUESTIONER: Some of today’s art 15 really dedicated to the masses. Do you
feel this is important?

jenney: I don't care too much about people coming to see it. You can't re-
ally concern art with masses because 1f you do you end up with television. You
might be conscious of art as bemng a social barometer of what’s happening.
Well, again, it seems like the arts are always ahead of society. The artist exposes
things before society realizes they should be exposed. Pop Art was a good ex-
ample.You exposed something to a lot of the American society that was possi-
bly known by a few people, and then suddenly it became a type of media for
informing people. But there are very few people that understand art, very few
people in the middle classes, certainly, who do, so you really shouldn’t bother
to educate them too much.

questioner: [ should like to know what some of the earth artists see as the
umaginary limits of their work. If you had unlimited stakes, and unlimited ma-
chines, what would you like to do?

LonG: Just the same things that I'm doing now. | don’t work with limitations.

orpenueiM: [ would like to be involved in something for which I would
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require a good deal of help. To spend the rest of my life developing things that
are within my grasp really saddens me. I would hope eventually to pursue 1deas
that require some form of additional data and such. Now 1f we take some of
the aspects of this art—and some of its aspects seem to be compelling—the
issue of earth is really very far off. There are very few artists here that see earth
as being as important as what they do to earth. In the same way I see the aspect
of what seems to be occurring here, and may eventually spread. as an exponent
of a large art which would involve the artist in orgamzations, which would
allow him to be part of the process, to be part of a vaster interlacing of com-
plexes, where the artist could hold a post, for instance, at the New York Ad-
vancement Commission, where artists could be directing media, and artists
could be partaking in a vaster area of media.

uestioNer: How would that differ from architectural planning?

oreenueim: Well, I'd say 1t was totally different from architecture n that 1t
came from a different place. It didn’t come or wasn't extrapolated from plan-
ning or traffic control. The concern of this would be aesthetic. But to answer
your question more directly, the alternative to a studio art for me would be an

art that mixed in with the societal process.
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guestioner: Do you feel that working 1in expanded areas and then having to
work within a lmited field, like o museum, is at all parallel to site and non-site?

smrrson: [ don't really think it matters where you are. You will always be
taced with limits of some kind. T think that actually 1t's not so much expanding
into infimty, it’s that you are really expanding 1in terms of a finite situation. |
mean, there 15 no romantic urge towards the never-never land or something, 1
think that artists are now very conscious of strict limitations and they see them
very clearly and can expand them in terms of other limitations, There’s no way
you can really break down limitations; it’s a kind of fantasy that you mught
have, that things are unlinuted, but 1 think there’s greater freedom if you real-
1ze that you have these limits to work against and actually, it’s more challeng-
ing that way. If you have a large corporanon (I think Dennis was getting to-
ward this) you would say that these people are imposing limits on you. Not
really, If you are perceiving what is there, you are in control of your own lim-
tations, It doesn't matter where you are, 50 1 a sense you are always expand-
tngr—the upper limits are always going out—like taking a larger and larger area
or smaller and smaller area, It doesn’t really matter which way you go.

guEsTIONER: (to Jenney) You said you don't care what it looks like. There's
not any aesthetic value that you place on 1t?

jennEy: Of course it has aesthetic value, | mean the fact that you don't look
at 1t or the fact that | am not concerned with the way it looks eliminates prob-
lems for me—it really does. I think ardsts, sculptors, have 1gnored a whole
wotld of three dimensional existence by removing something from its ordi-
nary environment. [ think rockslides, things hike thar, events that took place,
that have happened already and thar there 1s évidence that something hap-
pened—I think that 15 good enough, and certainly you had nothing to do with
whist happened when it did happen.You know what T mean?

puesTioner: It seems like what you do depends on your saying that you
did it, Don't you mind that some people can't recognize that it is so?

renney: Fiest of all, where do vou look? You don't see art in the street, vou
really don't. Art 18 always removed to a certain extent. Like the fact that I'm
putting this in a room of the Museum and suddenly it becomes a little re-
moved. It's removed enough as far as I'm concerned.

uaacke: Well, on the point of how it looks, | believe we are still carrying
this heavy burden of “visual™ art, When the term “aesthetics™ was brought up
i this discussion, it was immediately coupled with the looks of something. I
believe art 15 not so much concerned with the looks. It 13 much more con-
cerned with concepts. What vou see 15 just a vehicle for the concept. Some-
times you have a hard nme seeing this vehicle, or it might even not exist, and
there 15 only verbal communication or a photographic record or a map or any-
thing that could convey the concept.

jenwey: (to Haacke) Say of you've got a whole pile of wood and not much

dirt, would you consider using cinder blocks to fill up the spaces so you don'
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have to use so much dirt, or is it important that the whole thing consists of dirt?

Haacki: I guess the guideline would be what is the most efficient thing to
do. If the rye that [ seeded could have grown on cinder blocks, then it would-
n't have mattered if I used cinder blocks.

jenney: No, [ mean the space. What if you only had half a yard of dirt and
you wanted 1t a yard size, right? Would you fill the inside with rocks?

uaacke: It could be done. It’s not that important.

JEnney: The reason it is the size itis. . .

HAACKE: It is an economic consideration, in view of what 1s to be achieved.
What, from an agricultural viewpoint is the most efficient, and what 1s the
viewpoint that causes most effectiveness, and so on.

jenNey: Wouldn't it have been more efficient then to grow grass on a flat
plain?

Haacke: It could have been done but then you couldn’t have walked
around it. That aspect would have been lost and in this case we have a room
that has natural light on two sides and artificial ight and no hght on the other
two sides. The result 1s most likely to be that grass will grow toward the natural
light and will be much longer on that side and will be meager on the side that
is facing the artificial light, or will be much shorter. These are ecological phe-
nomena which I am very much interested in.

quesTIONER: Do you wish the concept to be developed through associa-
tion? Why do you use the medium of earth?

HaACKE: [t 1s the material in which growth takes place.

jenney: I think you are really mistaken if you think of art in terms of fact.
The fact that he put a pile of dirt in a room and threw seeds on it doesn’t make
it art. The art that we are doing can mean pretty much more than that. I think
that you can remove the piece and the thing that remains 1s art. That’s the
thing that most people don’t understand. Historical breakthroughs are like the
tact that I dont care what my piece looks like. I'm not concerned with ex-
panding the boundaries of good taste at all. If the thing has a certain amount of
presence, then I think basically that’s it.

orpENHEIM: Most of the art here is implying dialectic, implying a thing
other than what takes place in front of your eyes, and I think you are going to
reach an impasse if you attack this with a traditional aesthetic. Because I do
feel we've left to the wayside the kind of art you are speculating upon now, and
[ think that to understand the gap between your sensibility and what may take
place here you are going to have to redefine for yourself what it 15 all about.

qQuestioNer: Could any of you comment for younger artists out here on
the rather obvious implications of this work being either salable or collected?

orrentemM: Well, I'll just say a few things about that. I think that’s a very
positive configuration of this art. I think that the mobility, the salability, the

commercial aspects of past art are weaknesses, and that 1f you involve those as-

pects you are open to a considerable restriction.
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smrruson: [ think we've come to the point where the artist’s tme 1s also
valuable 1n terms of process. In other words there always has been the idea that
there is a class of people who are going to value certain objects and sort of
wrest them from the life of the artist. Now the process that the artist goes

through 1s very valuable, just like anybody else—most people’s time 1s consid-

ered valuable—so that the usual way out was to say that art 15 timeless, and
therefore the artist 1s left alienated from his own nume. So for the artist in this
kind of art there 1s a positive step towards an integration of the artist with his
own time. The trouble with the way the whole art system is set up now is that
it exploits the artist out of his right to his art; his time 15 taken away from him
under the pretext that his work 1s eternal. But eternities are all artificial or they
are fictions in a sense. There 15 nothing wrong with those fictions per se. But
that some group should have control over those fictions and claim that they
are their property is wrong. So that in terms of my own work you are con-
fronted not only with an abstraction but also with the physicality of here and
now, and these two things interact in a dialectical method and it's what I call a
dialectic of place. It’s like the art in a sense 15 a mirror and what 1s going on out
there 15 a reflection. There is always a correspondence. The reflection might be
the mind, or the mirror might be the matter. But you always have these two
things. They form a dual unity and to say that one 1s better than another 1s to

go around like a squirrel in a cage. Just like you have two poles in the earth—

the North Pole and the South Pole—and you are not going to put the North
Pole on the South Pole. And yet there 1s a correspondence between the two—
it might be at the equator, say. So that dialectic can be thought of that way:as a
bipolar rhythm between mind and matter. You can’t say 1t’s all earth and you
can’t say it’s all concept. It's both. Everything 1s two things that converge. This
range of convergence 1s really the great area of speculation, and I think artists
are getting a firm grip on this. I mean, they've been relegated to the garret for
some time now, and it’s just that they know what material is, and they know
what the degree of abstraction 1s, and the two somehow blend, and I think that
this starts a fruitful dialogue, something that can be very open ended.

ceavitt: | think also in pragmatic terms that what is implied with this type
of art, and also many other types, incidentally, 1s a new kind of support for the
artists—not based upon possessiveness and also not based upon the idea of an
art object. It becomes then perhaps the support of research or the support of
interesting activity—whatever may be given—rather than the acquisition of
something for the home or museums. It imphies a whole different orientation
of support, which, I might say, probably will be necessary if this direction is to

flourish. The direction has come first, this 1s proper.
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FRAGMENTS OF A CONVERSATION (1969)

Edited by William C. Lipke

PHOTOGRAPHY AND PAINTING

Cézanne and his contemporaries were forced out of their studio by the photo-
graph. They were in actual competition with photography, so they went to
sites, because photography does make Nature an umpossible concept. [t some-
how mitigates the whole concept of Nature in that the earth after photogra-
phy becomes more of a museum. Geologists always talk of the earth as “a mu-
seum’’; of the “abyss of ime” and treat it in terms of artifacts. The recovery of
fragments of lost civilizations and the recovery of rocks makes the earth be-
come a kind of artifice.

Photography squares everything. Every kind of random view is caught i a
rectangular format so that the romantic idea of going to the beyond, of the in-
finite 1s checked by this so that things become measured. The artist is contort-
ing, distorting his figures instead of just accepting the photograph.

[ do think an interesting thing would be to check the behavior of Cézanne
and the motivation to the site. Instead of thinking in formalist terms—we’ve
gotten to such a high degree of abstraction out of that—where the Cubists
claimed Cézanne and made his work into a kind of empty formalism, we now
have to reintroduce a kind of physicality; the actual place rather than the ten-
dency to decoration which 1s a studio thing, because the Cubists brought
Cézanne back into the studio. It would be interesting to deal with the ecology
of the psychological behavior of the artst in the various sites from that period.
Because in looking at the work today, you just can't say it’s all just shapes, col-
ors and lines. There is a physical reference, and that choice of subject matter 1s
not simply a representational thing to be avoided. It has important physical
unplications. And then there 15 Cézanne’s perception: being on the ground,
thrown back on to a kind of soil. I'm reversing the perspective to get another
viewpoint, because we've seen it so long now from the decorative design point
of view and not from the point of view of the physicality of the terrain, That
perception is needed more now than the abstract because we're now into such

a kind of soupy, effete thing. It’s so onesided and groundless.

SITE SELECTION

'm interested in making a point in a designated area. That’s the focal point.
You then have a dialectic between the point and the edge: within a single
focus, a kind of Pascalian calculus between the edge and the middle or the
fringe and the center operating within a designated area. And usually when
you focus on it with a camera, it becomes a rectangle. The randomness to me 1s
always very precise, a kind of zeroing in, But there is a random element: the

choice is never abolished.
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[ would say the designation 1s what I call an open limit as opposed to a
closed limit which 1s a non-site usually in an interior space. The open limit 1s a
designation that I walk through in a kind of network looking for a site. And
then [ select the site. There’s no criteria; just how the material hits my psyche
when I'm scanning it. But its a kind of low level scanning, almost uncon-
scious. When vyou select, it’s fixed so that randomness is then determined. It’s
determined in uncertainty. At the same time, the fringes or boundaries of the
designation are always open. They're only closed on the map, and the map
serves as the designation. The map 15 like a key to where the site 1s and then

you can operate within that sector.

CAYUGA SALT MINE SITE

This was the first interior underground site that I did, the one in the salt mine.
There you have an amorphous room situation, an interior that’s completely
free. There are no right angles forming a rectilinear thing. So I'm adding the
rectilinear focal point that sort of spills over into the fringes of the nondescript
amorphousness. Then it all contained when you shoot the photograph so you
have that dialectic in that. On a topographical earth surface you don’t have
that kind of enclosure. There’s a sort of rhythm between containment and scat-

tering. [t’s a fundamental process that Anton Ehrenzweig has gone into. I think
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his views are very pertinent in that he talks about this in terms of containment

OT Scattering.

An artist in a sense does not differentiate experience into objects. Every-
thing is a field or maze, and you get that maze, serially, in the salt mine in that
one goes from point to point. The seriality bifurcates: some paths go some-
where, some don't. You just follow and what you're left with 1s like a network
or a series of points, and then these points can then be built in conceptual
structures.

The non-site situation doesn’t look like the mine. It’s abstract. The piece I
did here utilizes the same dialectic of the site/non-site, except the one con-
trolling element 1s the mirror which in a sense 1s deployed differently. There's
an element of shoring and supporting and pressures. The material becomes the
container. In other non-sites, the container was rigid, the material amorphous.
In this case, the container is amorphous, the mirror is the rigid thing. Its a
variation on the theme of the dialectic of the site/non-site.

[’'m using a mirror because the mirror in a sense is both the physical mirror
and the reflection: the mirror as a concept and abstraction; then the mirror as a
fact within the mirror of the concept. So thats a departure from the other
kind of contained, scattering idea. But still the bi-polar umty between the two
places is kept. Here the site/non-site becomes encompassed by mirror as a
concept—mirroring, the mirror being a dialectic.

The mirror 1s a displacement, as an abstraction absorbing, reflecting the site
in a very physical way. It’s an addition to the site. But I don't leave the mirrors
there. I pick them up. It's slightly different from the site/non-site thing, Still in
my mind it hasn’t completely disclosed itself. There'’s stll an implicit aspect
to it. It’s another level of process that I'm exploring. A different method of
containment.

The route to the site 15 very indeterminate. Its important because 1t’s an
abyss between the abstraction and the site; a kind of oblivion. You could go
there on a highway, but a highway to the site is really an abstraction because
you don't really have contact with the earth. A trail is more of a physical thing.
These are all variables, indeterminate elements which will attempt to deter-
mine the route from the museum to the mine. I'll designate points on a line
and stabilize the chaos between the two points. Like stepping stones. If | take
somebody on a tour of the site, [ just show them where I removed things. Not
didactic, but dialectic.

Oblivion to me is a state when you're not conscious of the time or space
you are in. You're oblivious to its limitations. Places without meaning, a kind
of absent or pointless vanishing point.

There'’s no order outside the order of the material.

[ don't think you can escape the primacy of the rectangle. I always see my-
self thrown back to the rectangle. That’s where my things don't ofter any kind

of freedom in terms of endless vistas or infinite possibilities. There’s no exit, no
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road to utopia, no great bevond in terms of exhibinon space. [ see 1t as an in
evitability; of going toward the fringes, towards the broken, the entropic. But
even that has limats

Every single perception 15 essennally determimare. It 1sn't a queston of form

or anti-form. Ity a lmittion. 'm not all that interested in the problems of

form and ann-form, bue 1 lmits and how these limits destroy themselves and

disappear

It's not a martter of whar I'd like to do, bur how things result, There are strict

limats, bur they never stop until yvou do




FRAGMENTS OF AN INTERVIEW WITH
P. A. [PATSY] NORVELL  (1969)

ROBERT SMITHSON: An interesting thing to start with would be the whole
notion of the object, which I consider to be a mental problem rather than a
physical reality. An object to me is the product of a thought; it doesn’t neces-
sarily signify the existence of art. My view of art springs from a dialectical po-
sition that deals with whether something exasts or doesn't exist. I'm more in-
terested in the terrain dictating the condition of the art. The pieces I just did
in the Yucatan were mirror displacements. The actual contour of the ground
determined the placement of the twelve mirrors. The first site was a burnt-out
field which consisted of ashes, small heaps of earth and charred stumps; I
picked a place and then stuck the mirrors directly into the ground so that they
reflected the sky. I was dealing with actual light as opposed to paint. Paint to
me is matter, and a covering, rather than hight itself. I was interested in capturing
the actual light on each spot, bringing 1t down to the ground. 1 did this difterent
ways with different kinds of supports—sometimes raw earth, sometimes tree
limbs or other materials existing on the site. Each piece was dismantled after it
was photographed. I just wrote an article on that trip (see Artforum, September
1968). It is a piece that involves travel. A lot of my pieces come out of the idea
of covering distances. There 1s a certain degree of unmaking in the pieces,
rather than making; taking apart and reassembling. It is not so much a matter
of creating something as de-creating, or denaturalizing, or de-differentiating,
decomposing . . .

Earlier work has had to do with site and nonsite. [ first got interested in
places by taking trips and just confronting the raw materials of the particular
sectors before they were refined into steel or paint or anything else. My inter-
est in the site was really a return to the origins of material, sort of a demateri-
alization of refined matter. Like if you took a tube of paint and followed that
back to its original sources. My interest was in juxtaposing the refinement of,
let’s say, painted steel, against the particles and rawness of matter itself. Also it
sets up a dialogue between interior exhibition space and exterior sites. . .. It
seems that no matter how far out you go, you are always thrown back on your
point of origin. . . . You are confronted with an extending horizon; it can ex-
tend onward and onward, but then you suddenly find the horizon is closing in
all around you, so that you have this kind of dilating effect. In other words,
there is no escape from limits. There is no real extension of scale taking place

simply by spreading materials inside a room.

Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966—1972, edited by Lucy R. Lippard,
1973. The interview took place mn April 1969, and was edited by Lucy R. Lippard and
Robert Smithson; a few additions were made by Smithson.
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[n a sense my nonsites are rooms within rooms. Recovery from the outer
fringes brings one back to the central point. ... The scale between indoors
and outdoors, and how the two are impossible to bridge. . . . What you are re-
ally confronted with in a nonsite 1s the absence of the site. It 1s a contraction
rather than an expansion of scale. One is confronted with a very ponderous,
weighty absence. What I did was to go out to the fringes, pick a point in the
fringes and collect some raw material. The making of the piece really involves
collecting. The container is the limit that exists within the room after I return
from the outer fringe. There is this dialectic between inner and outer, closed
and open, center and peripheral. It just goes on constantly permuting itself
into this endless doubling, so that you have the nonsite functioning as a mirror
and the site functioning as a reflection. Existence becomes a doubtful thing.
You are presented with a nonworld, or what I call a nonsite. The problem is
that it can only be approached in terms of 1ts own negation, so that leaves you
with this very raw material that doesn’t seem to exist. . . . You are faced with
something inexplicable; there is nothing left to express . . .

Photographs are the most extreme contraction, because they reduce every-
thing to a rectangle and shrink everything down. That fascinates me. There are
three kinds of work that I do: the nonsites, the mirror displacements, and earth
maps or material maps. The mirrors are disconnected surfaces. The pressure of
the raw material against the mirrored surface is what provides its stability. The
surfaces are not connected the way they are in the nonsites. The earth maps,
on the other hand, are left on the sites. For instance, [ have a project pending in
Texas that will involve a large oval map of the world that existed in the Cam-
brian era. Like the map of a prehistoric sland [ built on quicksand m Alfred,
New York. The map was made of rock. It sank slowly. No sites exst at all; they
are completely lost in time, so that the earth maps point to nonexistent sites,
whereas the nonsites point to existing sites but tend to negate them. The mir-
ror pieces fall somewhere between the edge and the center. The photograph is
a way of focusing on the site. Perhaps ever since the invention of the photo-
graph we have seen the world through photographs and not the other way
around. In a sense, perception has to decant 1tself of old notions of naturalism
or realism. You just have to deal with the fundamentals of matter and mind,
completely devoid of any anthropomorphic interests. That is also what my
work 1s about—the interaction between mind and matter. It is a dualistic 1dea
which 1s very primitive. . . . I consider the facile unitary or gestalt ideas part of
the expressive fallacy, a relief after the horrors of duality. The apparent recon-
ciliation seems to offer some kind of relief, some kind of hope . . .

People are convinced they know what reality is, so they bring their own
concept of reality to the work. . . . They never contend with the reality that 1s
outside their own, which might be no reality at all. The existence of “self™ 15
what keeps everybody from confronting their fears about the ground they

happen to be standing on. . . . The sites show the eftect of time, sort of a sink-
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ing into timelessness. When I get to a site that strikes the kind of timeless

chord, I use it. The site selection 1s by chance. There 15 no wilful choice. A site
at zero degree, where the material strikes the mind, where absences become
apparent, appeals to me, where the disintegrating of space and time seems very
apparent. Sort of an end of selthood . . . the ego vanishes for a while.

p.A. NorvELL: It s all a very self-contained system, once the site 1s selected.

smitason: It 1s ike a treadmull. There 15 no hope for logic. If you try to
come up with a logical reason then you might as well forget it, because 1t
doesn’t deal with any kind of namable, measurable situation. All dimension
seems to be lost in the process. In other words, you are really going from some
place to some place, which 1s to say, nowhere in particular. To be located be-
tween those two points puts you in a position of elsewhere, so there’s no focus.
This outer edge and this center constantly subvert each other, cancel each
other out. There is a suspension of destination. [ think that conceptual art
which depends completely on written data is only half the story; it only deals
with the mind and it has to deal with the material too. Sometimes it is nothing
more than a gesture. [ find a lot of that written work fascinating. I do a lot of
it myself, but only as one side of my work. My work 1s impure; it 15 clogged
with matter. 'm for a weighty, ponderous art. There 15 no escape from matter.
There 1s no escape from the physical nor is there any escape from the mind.
The two are in a constant collision course. You might say that my work 1s like
an artistic disaster. It is a quiet catastrophe of mind and matter.

Norverr: What about limits in art?

smrruson: All legitimate art deals with Linuts. Fraudulent art feels that 1t
has no limits. The trick 15 to locate those elusive limits. You are always running
against those limits, but somehow they never show themselves. That’s why 1
say measure and dimension seem to break down at a certain point. . .. Like
there are the people of the middle, lawyers and engineers, the rational num-
bers, and there are the people of the fringe, tramps and madmen, irrational
numbers. The fringe and the middle meet when somebody like Emmett Kelly
sweeps light into a dustpan.

norverr: Jack Burnham feels we are going from an object-oriented society
to a systems-oriented society.

sMITHSON: System is a convenient word, like object. It 15 another abstract
entity that doesn't exist, I think art tends to relieve itself of those hopes. Jack
Burnham 1s very interested in going beyond, and that is a utopian view. The
future doesn’t exist, or if it does exist, it is the obsolete in reverse. The future is
always going backwards. Our future tends to be prehistoric. I see no point in
utilizing technology or industry as an end in itself, or as an affirmation of any-
thing. That has nothing to do with art. They are just tools. If you make a sys-
tem you can be sure the system 1s bound to evade itself, so I see no point n
pinning any hopes on systems, A system 1s just an expansive object, and even-
tually 1t all contracts back to points. If [ ever saw a system or an object, then |
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might be interested, but to me they are only manifestations of thought that
end up in language. It is a language problem more than anything else. It all
comes down to that. . . . As long as art 1s thought of as creation, it will be the
same old story. Here we go again, creating objects, creating systems, building a
better tomorrow. [ posit that there is no tomorrow, nothing but a gap, a yawn-
ing gap. That seems sort of tragic, but what immediately relieves it is irony,
which gives you a sense of humor. It is that cosmic sense of humor that makes
it all tolerable. Everything just vanishes. The sites are receding into the non-
sites, and the nonsites are receding back to the sites. It 1s always back and forth,
to and fro. Discovering places for the first ime, then not knowing them. . . .
Actually 1t 15 the mistakes we make that result in something. There 15 no point
in trying to come up with the right answer because it is inevitably wrong.
Every philosophy will turn against itself and it will always be refuted. The ob-
ject or the system will always crush its originator. Eventually he will be over-
thrown and be replaced by another series of les. It 1s like going from one
happy lie to another happy lie with a cheerful sense about everything. An art
against itself 1s a good possibility, an art that always returns to essential contra-
diction. I'm sick of positivists, ontological hopes, and that sort of thing, even

ontological despairs. Both are impossible.
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Robert Smithson an Miam| Bies, Straic of Georgia, Vancouver, BC. Dacember 1565,

FOUR CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN DENNIS WHEELER
AND ROBERT SMITHSON (1969-1970)

Edited and annotated by Eva Schimidt

Well, in nature you can fall off cliffs

From the end of o6y unel the beginning of February 1970 Smithson spent
sommie time in Vimcouver, Brinsh Columbia, wo prepare his project of the Island
of Brokeew Glass and to realize hus work Glue Powr for Lucy Lippard’s exlubinion
955000 at the Vancouver Art Gallery.! During this dme he met Dennis
Wheeler, o yvoung art historian and filmmaker, for four long conversations
about Smuthson’s work,” onginally not mrended for publicanon. Although the
conversations are edited here in a strongly condensed form, they soll convey
their dedifferentated character {as Smuthson put it, wsing Ehrenzweig’s term)
Whale Smuathson and Wheeler were seanrng magazine arocles and piles of

photos, they built a labyrinth of conversation in which they passed some wopics
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more than once only to head into new and unexpected directions. Their start-
ing point, to which they often come back, is the project of the Island of Broken
Glass. Then they concentrate mainly on the works done in 1969: the mirror
displacements, the pours/flows, the hypothetcal continents, and the nverted
trees, but they also go back to Smithson’s basic esthetic concept of crystalline
mapping and, of course, to his dialectic of mind and matter best exemplified in
the nonsites.

The Island of Broken Glass was a development of the hypothetical continents
and led to the large-scale works in the early 1970s and especially to the infinite
number of island forms depicted in the later drawings. The plan to pour 100
tons of tinted glass onto the small Miami [slet, a rocky sland about so yards
long, could not be realized. A public controversy arose over the question as to
whether wildlife might be injured by the broken glass. This “ecological” contro-
versy led later to Smithson’s etymological argument that ecology is the guilty
side of economucs’ and that the “belief in ecology and the infernal agents of
pollution™* has the function of a cheap religion. For Smithson—and this is the
argument that runs through all these conversations—esthetic experience could
be an important experience only when it 1s risky and dangerous. “The Island is

not meant to save anything or anybody, but to reveal things as they are”?

ONE

penNis wHeeLER: Let’s talk about the scale of the Island.

roserT smrTHsoN: How [ arrived at the scale of the Island? . . . Let’s see.
The scale of a raw crystal is abstracted to the point where you get a crystal lat-
tice. And this crystal lattice 15 extended to the latitudes and longitudes of the
world, so that you're drawing lines and grids over the world. And this is a cer-
tain kind of abstract consciousness which sets up a way of dealing with raw
material and mental experience. Let’s say this being matter and this being
mind. Well, actually once you make the abstract breakdown of these two
within the crystal you get a kind of—let’s say we get a square out of this. There
are six crystal systems that can be drawn out of all raw material and these crys-
tal systems have different kinds of lattice set-ups. You can look that up in
Dana’s Mineralogy.” . . . Now 1if you take these six crystal systems and extend
these to a global view with the lattice drawn over the earth, all the early works
are dealing with that problem; in a sense it’s finding a degree of abstraction
within the lattice and crystalline system outside of the material aspect so that
in the nonsite you have a return to the raw material where the abstract lattices
and grids encompass the raw material. . . . There 15 an early work which I
showed at the “Primary Structures” show® in New York called the Cryosphere,
which was based on a kind of intuition of ice crystals in a hexagonal lattice
set-up in ice. They really don’t know whether ice 1s very unstable, like water;
ice and air, you know, gas, is sort of a fascinating thing. These things sort of

move in a kind of ambiguous flux. Then to stabilize that somewhere became a
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ROBERT SMITHSON, A Surd View for an Afternoon, 1969 (signed 1970). Ink, 84 x 11", This drawing was made
during the conversations with Wheeler, during which Smithson refers to specific parts of it.

kind of interesting notion to me, so I made this thing called the Cryosphere,
which involves certain mirrors built right into these hexagonal shapes. Then in
the nonsites we have the rectilinear grid incorporating the raw material of the
site. Now the site 1s essentially an expanded area out there, and then it's con-
tracted into the nonsite. The site has no seeming limits, but the nonsite points
to the site. In a sense the nonsite, although it points to it, effaces this particular
region. Where in a sense the point, of course, is almost impossible to locate
within the site. . . .

wHEELER: What does the shape of the nonsite bear relevance to?

smituson: The shape is based on the map that [ devise in terms of my ex-
perience of the site.

wHEELER: So thats strictly an empirical thing. You go out to the site . . .

smrrason: Yeah, that’s based on my experience of the site. That’s not based
on any kind of . . .

wHEELER: Extension of the science or the morphology of . . .

smrtrson: No. Its essentially what I would call a surd
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WHEELER: 50 1t not tautological,

smrrson: No. That ablways seems to me a cop out, tautology, 1 would say
that’s the weakness of [nonart].

wHEELER: The easy way

smrrnson: Yeah. That alio tkes vou into what [ would call logic. In 3 sense,
this svstem defears any 1dea of any kind of systemi, The system 1eself 15 self
canceling. You're mnto whae [ wouald call a surd area. A surd area 15 bevond tauro-
|ng]: ot 1'.'.1“} bevond, theres no |1i'}-m:d. As a matter of fact, its a region
where logie is suspended. T would look this up, too, this particular idea which
might be somewhat |generanve]. . . . Theres no commensurable relation, or
it incommensurable, So you're into a kind of rratonal area.

whtkter: That's where it becomes your own, too, Its not simply some-
thing thats distilled from a pseudoscience . .

smrrison: No, becawse it would be a cheap kind of logic to get into thae, 1
think. It becomes sophomoric if vou get into tautological logic,

wieelEr: Okay ... We've got this far. How can we bring this through the
mirror displacements in the Yocatan?

smirison; Well the Yucatan thing, There's a convergence of this dialectic,
theres a dialecnical situaton. The dialectic 15 established bur the coordinates al
ways tend to be incommensurable in an absurd situaton—or to go back to my
early intuition, back to what 15 known as the Alogon. Alogon 15 something that
suspends rationalicy, chats indicated in some of the earlier pieces. There are
three Alogon works, and that'’s sort of the break with logic, the break with the
gestalt, In other words, you're into this area of dedifferentiation chat Ehrenzweig
talks about where the gestalt becomes something else. The entropic aspect
comes in, Dedifferenoation 15 his word. And 1if vou read Ehrenzweigs The Hid-
den Order of Art, one chapter that s partcularly good is called “The Scatered
and the Buried God” Buried in this sense 15 another word for containment
There's this interaction berween the scattered and the contained. It’s the tension
berween those two things thar essenually manifests iself in fascinanng art, |
think. Its net o matter of being satsfed. | . |

wnsttes: That sounds hke a very traditional sense of form and ant-form,
or

smITHSON: Mo, thats not 1t

wHekLig; Content and form maybe. .

smrrason: Content uspally involves some kind of representational aspect
which 1 try to avoid. The nonsité is an abstraction that represents the site. It
doesn't look like the site; the nonsite 1sn't like the site although it points to 1t

wireLER: Fesembles it

smiTason: But ics the abstract equivalent of the site. . . . There 15 no repre-
sentational aspect between those two things. O of this you would come to

the fidand again. Once agam you are thrown out to the edges. The way 'm deal-
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ing with this 15, in a sense, the point of view. It all points really. There’s a point

that 15 1impossible to find, that's out of my expenence, thar remsters [in the
site]. Within this field the point is picked up out of and made into [the non-
site|. This beecomes an entire point, all this area becomes a point. But once you
are out there, you can't find the point.

WHEELER; YOU are more into a direction

sarrnsor: Sort of an arreversible sitvation, Then, of course, the point of
view is thrown out agiin, This [Tdand of Broken Glass] 15 bemng so ssolated in the
wiater. The way I'm treating this is with the spiral. There are elements of spirals
n this work, mental abstrace sparals . .

waeseLen: That just aren't made manifest.

smrrason: Here the mental spiral becomes a physical spiral, The viewpaint
goes out like an inverse spiral. It's not a spiral that’s going up

WHERLER: . .. in a point. That’s great, It looks like Tathin's Monument."

smrrisor: Wello . . . bue ity an wwversion of Tathn's Monnwment, or whatever,
thie Tower of Babel

wHEELER: | just saw the flming of this island as being one aspect of further
decumentation, but, in fact, it seems much more complicated.

sMmrTason: It s, 1t 15 It a matter of percepuion. Its how you perceve . |
some of my early designs for the outer perimeter of the airfield took a spiral
form, ' But those were totally in terms of an intuition that was leading up to
this; so thar this wasn't carried out. The difference here 15 that this 15 carned
out, and the point of the spiral is broken completely and tsolated on this
tsland. . . . Mow within these, too, the maps, fitst the Map of Atlantis, done at
Loveladies, New Jersey, which 15°a hypothetcal landmass that doesn’t exist, 15
preceded by other hvpothetcal islands. You have a string of hypothetical -
lands that finally find their result in an actual sland, The hypotheneal islands
all terminate in this Lland of Broken Glass, which is in fact something thae 15
completely illusive, being made materally manifest. | |

wHeELER: Where were these done?

sarruson:  The Hypothetical Continent in Stone, Cathapsda was done in Alfred,
New York, and then, there’s the Liland of Broken Sea Shells. These are all prehis-
toric nonexistent landmasses, where 1 the nonsite they are existent today. The
sites are there. There's one 1o the Yucatan article of the Gondwanaland Iee Cap
Ihen there's the Lland of Broken Glass. These are all in a sense material maps,
maps not of paper but made of materials. . . . On the other side of this, you have
the mirror displacements, which are a sort of other kind of .

wrrkier: Carrying on of that, that mital impulse

smirson: Which s essentially travel and distance, travel and distance,
around these islands,

wanrriek: Okay, that’s a bit vague 1 asense, travel and distance,

smrrason: In other words, one prece 15 set up, and another prece 15 set up

You keep going from point to pomnt. These [hyvpothetcal continents] are in a
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sense permanent pleces that are along this tail, but these |mirror displace-
ments| are dismantled. Theyre unmade,

wnrrLrg: Okay, so now we can talk about the mune site. . .. Which 15 going
o be carrted out first? I3 it simultaneous or will the fland be carred our firse?™

smrrason: No, it is simultaneous. [t 15 also a matter of chance, as the possibil-
ities turn up. Each one of these situations generates information. There 5 a
correspondence, but the correspondence never quite adds up to anything. It 1s
always open-ended.

whEELER: S0 the relattonships aren't really thar important, that clear, but
they're always there.

smiteson: They're always there, because each thing is concerned with, let’s
say, the mreraction between nund and matter. One 1sn't excluded over the
other. , . . My thoughts are like an avalanche in the mind, in the sense that
they are breaking apart; theres no information that can'’t be collapsed or bro-
ken dewn, so that its not a matter of establishing a perfect system. There 15 no
perfection in this situation. There 15 no perfection in my range, becanse my
thoughts as well as the material that I'm dealing with are abways coming loose,
breaking apart and bleeding at the edges. There'’s no attempt to finalize into a
static concepr—rather if T am interested 1n concepts, the concepts are so much
sludge collapsing down the side of my brain.

wHEELER: | have a sense that this is totally metaphorical, and yet it 15 totally
materialized in the art. .

smrrason: All this absurd precmsion, being able to manifest something
physical 15 very precarious. ... It's the mind and the matter seeking its lowest
possible level

wuetLEr:  To be able to do this thing in the world of materals 15 really an
astounding feat.

ssmernson: | think this is the astounding thing, that you can’t withdraw
from the piece of the world. You have to get out there and sort of wrestle with
these problems. You can't say,"T'm in a world of pure essence,” or "My work 15
so perfect.”” Nothing 15 perfect. Everythig 1s subject to time. Yet at the same
aume there 15 a tmeless abstract recognition, and this 15 what's impertant, You
can't really rule out anything. All these things are sort of corroding each other,
The beginning of the sedimentation . | . 1t was just 4 matter of going to where
the ore was. There was no preconceved 1dea of where the ore was, vet somehow
they found a way to get to it, But it's mther a crazy kind of grid sitnation . .

whERLER: Getting to the center of what they were after,

smituson: And then the branching off aspect. Again, everything can be read
in terms of that, This caleulus, this visual experience and physical evidence .

wHeELEr; The locanon of the center is very materially mmportane for
them. This is interesting, because 1 guess that its their job, Once you locate the
center in 4 mine, I imagne, then, you know, yvou just determine how far

you are in; you have a preoty good idea, even if the thing is irregular m
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formation, as to what the richness and vastness of what you discovered is.

smrtHsoN: You are going toward that particular material that you have de-
cided that you need—the resource—yet how you get there is not based on
any preconceived tautological logic; otherwise what you'd have 1s like the per-
fect mountain, where everything would be like . . .

WHEELER: . .. 1t would be all set up for you . . .

smirasoN: And this is the difference, this is the way that I think, Where that
15 what I would call the conceptual fallacy, where physical reality isn't like
that. . .. It's admitting that most of our abstractions are hypothetical. Our map-
ping is hypothetical, because we have to make an outline. We have to out-
line the continents, the landmasses, and yet when you get into the actual land-
masses, then you find where is the edge of this. You can see drawn on a
map, say, the edge of the Dead Sea; then you think of the Dead Sea, the shores
of the Dead Sea. . . . and there’s always the temptation to want to simplify this.

waeELER: The constant erosional in the geological.

smrtason: In other words, the limits are there and that’s what makes it es-
sentially a classical procedure, because there 15 no pretending that there is
something there that isn't there.

wieeLER: 1ts like Greek thought in that sense, that you understand the
ramifications and all the possibilities and they're very much overwhelming, so
you make gods and deify them.

smitason: Those gods break down.

waeeLer: Raght, and you know that.

smitison: | know that. 'm not seduced into thinking that these gods have

an infinite lifespan, because they are subject to the erosion of their own exis-

tence. ... Even though they are abstractions they are still breaking down.

wHEELER: Breaking down doesn't suggest—to get this clear maybe—a
breaking down 1n the sense that you lose something . . .

smrrason: No,it's a metamorphosis.

wreeLER: Like it’s your E = me2. . . . Can we talk any more about specific
things . . . when you talk about scale you arent talking about a traditional

sense of scale?

smiTuson: Not bigness, bigness isn't scale.

wHEELER: Scale 1s not measurable in this sense, then?

smitisoN: Yeah, that gets back to the surd situation. Although you are con-
scious of the scale, 1t's how your consciousness focuses. This island might ap-
pear big, but in fact it’s very tiny, so that you have this telescoping back and
forth from both ends of the telescope; you can conceive of it as a very large
work, like one particle on the island might be conceived as being a gigantic tu-
mulus. . . . The particle on the island takes on an enormity. Whereas the island
itself 15 just a dot.

wHEeELER: That’s context too. Thats where the nonsite becomes impor-

tant . . . because that dramatizes the sense of context and discontext.
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Monsite "Line of Wreckage," Bayonne, New Jersey, |968. Aluminum, broken concrete, 59 x 70 x 124",

smrrason: Raght, because also the site 1sn’t there. Here you are confronted
with both a mental and a physical manifestation that purports not to be there,
so that it’s an effacement through the physical properties of both mind and
matter. In other words, in the nonsite idea here is this container and it has the
limit of my mental experience plus the physical point.

WHEELER: S0 if someone was to walk into the gallery and face the object
and the collection of things mnside, when they'd call it minimal they are muiss-
ing the notion of scale too.

smrtason: Even if there was the notion of the inside and the outside; in a
sense it’s the containment within the containment of the room. Another reason
I'm going into the mines is that there are no ideal walls or floors; it’s essentially
crumbling. All the walls, and all the floors are in a state of crumble—the recti-
linearity of the square of the work in contrast to the disruption of the interior of
the mine. If you take a pure gallery space that’s like an 1deal space, now you can
extend crumbling material throughout the gallery that 1s sull contained by the
gallery. With the nonsite the experience goes beyond, outside the gallery. It
doesn’t really go beyond it, because you are thrown back into that space. . . .

wHEELER: You have to deal with the wall. |, ..

smitHsoN: As human entities we deal within rectilinear structures, so we

are limited by that rectilinearity or circularity, or some kind of abstraction, like
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Photodocumentation for Nonsite “Line of Wreckage,” Bayonne, New Jersey, | 968.
Chromogenic development prints and photostat, 4 units 34 x 43" each.

a room is an abstraction, but a cave is a physical material manifestation, as rooms
get purer and purer, more and more abstract.

wreeLER: Do you think that is a romantic notion? That rooms are abstract
as opposed to caves are natural? . . . And the city is hostile, and man-made, and
llIl]lJltllI’.ll.

smrtuson: No, because the experience is always fed right back to that, so
that it’s the tension between the romantic and the classical, but ultimately the
recognition of limits is essentially a classical thing. It is not that you're picking
one or the other, it’s the tension between the two. You can't really get away
from those two situations, but it’s interesting to locate the problems of Ro-

manticism and the problems of Classicism within the tension of these two

things, let’s say the scale between those two things. . . . Let’s take the Line of

Wireckage nonsite. Now over here is the line of wreckage, right outside of [Bay-
onne, New Jersey], in other words, this is suburban . . . on the other side of the
river, and . . . here’s the city. It is like the runoff literally; then no matter how
squalid the situation is it can always be metamorphosed into a context within
this situation here. But, of course, the city itself is like Egypt where it 15 an ab-
solute, everyone knuckles under. Here we have a kind of madhouse situation.
Each person is trying to do his little pyramid number right here. ... Here

[Bayonne] it is a different experience. . . . [the material 1s] flung out where this

[material in the nonsite] is concentrated. All the activity, mental activity is
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going on in here [the city], and this [Bayonne] 1s sort of forgotten . . . it 1s

more of an entropic [situation].

wueeLer: | still haven't got entropy defined in my mind.

smrtuson: There are some pretty good definitions of it. I'll give you this
book on fluvial/alluvial actions,'® where the running mud flows and other
kinds of things [are described]. He goes into some pretty interesting discus-
sions of it there, look it up in the index. The geologic use of entropy is proba-
bly more interesting. You might say that this [Bayonne] 1s a cold zone out here.

wHeELER: As opposed to a hot, yeah. Because this [the city] 1s activity and
this [Bayonne] is waste or whatever. This is depositional too, alluvial in that
sense, too, and this is built. . . . Say, have you gone in an airplane over the top
of Vancouver International Airport, and the Fraser River Valley where it
branches out. . . and there 15 an island here, and an island there. . . . And the
Airport is on this island, and there are marshes here that go out and out and
out in sort of alluvial patterns. This 1s the Fraser Raver . . .

smrTHson: [t is on that delta actually I went out to the end . . .

wheeLER: Roberts Bay . .. [ tried to get out there last ime and they had
put out guards. I've been getting things from it for quite a long time.

smrrason: Actually we just drove out and ignored the “No Trespassing”
signs. Once you get out into these areas there 1s always no trespassing . . .
taboo, totem taboo. . . . Once again you can even conceive of this like a taboo
territory, this is very primitive in a sense. . . . If we get into primitive structural
set-ups, nonsite 1s . . .

WHEELER: Totemic.

smrruson: In a real conscious sense, not in any kind of fantasy sense. . . .
If you read some anthropology books you will find that that’s true . . . this
kind of totemic taboo thing, Frazer' I think goes into some of this. Any book
on anthropology discusses the bush and the town site, so that you have these
two things, and they are conscious of both of them and this sets up a kind of
fantasy situation where people are making all kinds of weird masks and things.
There is a kind of peculiar perception 1n these people, and this 1s what Lévi-
Strauss points out in his Savage Mind. So that might be an interesting thing to
pursue in terms of the whole notion of taboo territory, like the Line of Wieckage
could certainly be taboo, like pollution, foul area.

wHeELER: It 15 the same with the mine in a sense. . . . [ went to Britannia
and tried to get in, and they said . . .

smrrason: Taboo, women aren't allowed in the mine. I did my mirror
pieces 1n Ithaca,'”” women aren’t allowed.

wreeLer: Did they give you a reason?

smiTason: [t’s a very strong taboo. I read somewhere there is a strong feel-
ing that, in the primitive sense, the tube is like a vagina, there’s a kind of like
Freudian protectiveness.

wHeELER: That’s fantastic.
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snerrison: I seems that all great thinkers have always in a weird way come
on to the problem of rotemic, totem, and mboo sitnanons. Like Freud and
Marx, Frazer—but they never quite come up with the right thing, its always a
confusion , . . Freud—no—Lévi-Strauss says that totemism comes from hyste
ria. [ts very sumilar to hysteria. Good poetry too, like Eliot’s dungs grounded
in Frazer,"" You're really getting ar the nerve ends, that’s like an inexplicable
situation, you can't have explanations, you really are on troubled witers, it 15
completely unknown territory that vou are going into. And char’s whats excit
ing, the whole element of exploration, expedinon. Then making some kind of
coherence, not even a rational coherence, but a coherence out of this. You
mught come up with any number. | would recommend that vou read The Sap-
age Mind. . .. It's a difficult book. This is probably the most difficult area, this
whole 1dea of primal consciousness, primitve consciousness. This 15 really
what I'm interested 1. 'monot interested in what Lévi-Strauss would call the
hot cultures, with their mechanistic and electromnic technologies which he calls
hot. It’s the cool kind of cold tribal technologies where there 15 a sort of un-
derstanding, consciousness.

wateLEr: I'm gomg to have to get some of these references. [l get the
Ehrenzweig

ssrrason: We had some good discussions about that in particular. Tt's very
meaningful to artists. There are a lot of things in it where he goes astray, but it
tascinating because he's poing mto territory that hasn't really been dealt wath.

witkELEgR: When was it written?

smrreson: [ think he'’s dead now, I lent my copy to Bob Morris—actually
the quotes in his article!” are from my book. Bur Bob was certainly able to for-
mulate his recognition of anti-form in terms of dedifferentiation. Dedifferent
ation 15 10 a sense a kind of—the whole conversation we have been having 15 a
dedifferennare. Undifferentared would mean thar 1t's sore of toral stans, Dedif-
ferentation . . , is not like differentiation in terms of pure concept or ideal pos-
tulates or tautologies, or anything like that. Deditferentiation 15 when you have
these sort of overlapping things, when the dialecnc gets a liede

wHEELER! Heavy

sMirHsoN: Unusual, leds sav.

withprer:  You have to mvent your language and construct it around the sit-
uation, rather than coming with a predetermined sense, because it doesn’t fic,

smrruson: Faght and 1 can't do that, The only thing that interests me s
the speculative aspect, trying to arrive at this, [ think that's the strength of all of
the thinkers—Freud, Marx were essentially dialectically thinking, and Hegel
It comes our of Pascal. Pascal 15 hke the firse dalectician, I'm in debe to the
probabality aspect of Pascal where he breaks wath Descartes: Descartes posti-
lated this mechanistic view which became a kind of copout, but Pascal could
never accept that. He was always troubled by these actual scale problems, and

then the whole idea of probability springs out of that.
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TWO

smrruson: My attitude toward Conceptual Art 1s that essentially that term
was first used by Sol LeWitt'® in a personal way and then it sort of established a
certain kind of context, and out of it seems to have developed this whole neo-
1dealism, kind of an escape from physicality. . . . I'm concerned with the phys-
ical properties of both language and material, and I don't think that they are
discrete. They are both physical entities, but they have different properties, and
within these properties you have these mental experiences, and it’s not simply
empirical facts. There are lots of things, there are lots of designations that are
rather explicit, but these explicit designations tend to efface themselves and
that’s what gives you the abstraction, like in a nonsite/site situation there is
no evasion from physical limits. . .. It’s an exploration in terms of my individ-
ual perception, and the perceptual material is always putting the concepts in
jeopardy ...

wrEELER: What about the Enantiomorphic Chambers? Is that an attempt to
set up a hmit where the perceptual possibilities are confined?

smitHsoN: That's really about the eyes, and a kind of external abstraction of
the eyes; it’s like you're entering the field of vision. It’s like a set of eyes outside
my personal set, so 1ty a kind of depersonalization.

wHEELER: How do you mean a set of eyes? You mean the reflective capacity?
that in a

smitason: Like a stereopticon kind of situation—artificial eyes
sense establishes a certain kind of point of departure not so much toward the
idealistic notion of perception, but all the different breakdowns within percep-
tion. So that’s what I'm interested in. I'm interested in zeroing in on those as-
pects of mental experience that somehow coincide with the physical world.

wHEELER: Can you make a distinction as to where the differentiation of the
object and the concept occur?

smituson: Well, I mistrust the whole notion of concept. I think that basi-
cally implies an 1deal situation, a kind of closure. . . . And the mediums, in
art . . . the maps relating to the piece are like drawings, and they relate to the
piece in the same way like a study for a painting would refer to the painting.
They are not the same thing but they all refer. It's like a kind of ensemble of
different mediums that are all discrete . ..

wHEELER: Functions.

smituson: Functions, right, different mediums, but different degrees of
abstraction . .. some are painted steel containers, and others are maps, others
are photographs. And these are all different kinds of mental and physical
abstractions.

wHEELER: [ feel the best way to describe what's going on in your art is to use
a vocabulary other than an art historical, a critical, or perceptual rhetoric, to use
something that has simply to do with the experience of how the thing was.

smitason: If you were to enter into this experience, and respond to 1t 1n
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terms of your own experience—in other words, there is no explanation as to
whit's right or what’s wrong, because both cases are true, I can't say, yes this is
nght, and no this 15 wrong. In a certain way both exast, so I'm operating in
terms of both yes and no, 1 can’t sav I'm after this thing but not this thing
There’s 4 kind of back and forth berween neganive and posiove, so that the
kind of crincism that tries to postulate one kind of experience over another
one, | find rather boring. I'm equally interested in the falures of ny work, and
wolating them, as [ am in the successes. In many ways it becomes very fascinat-
Ing to investigate: one’s incapabilities as well as one’s capabilines. That's where

the aspect of entropy would come into it

wHEELER: ., . The appearance of the island in the Yucatan murrer project
when vou were already off it 15 nice. . . . There are all these words floating
around . . . (but you would not at all want to call it serial), because that s a dis-

torted view

surrison: That tends to get into the same kind of trap that Coneeptual
Art would get into. The cerebral isn't touching rock bottom; it’s just 4 sort of
pure essence that 1 up here somewhere. So it’s going back mnto a kind of
psendophilosophical situation. I'm really not interested in philosophy. T'm in-
terested completely in art.

wrerLER: Do you think of the critical world as being anachromstic or as
bewg adverse?

smrTHsON: MNo, | find that when the eritic 15 on the ball, ke understands that
language 15 not a sccondary wnstrument that 15 going to disappear and leave the
waork there. Language grows like a barner reef; it has its oown physical | ..

wHEELER: Processes

smiTHson: Yeah, processes, In my sedimentation arncle,” 1 pointed that
out where 1 compared the action of the elements to the acton of writing, let’s
say like 4 rock would be compared ro a word. In a sense they are interchange-
able . .. they are both marterial, and there'’s no escape from that, and to try and
escape from that leads you into a kind of neo-platonic, neo-idealism

wHEELER: What do yvou think of vision then, nat vision in the sense of di-
vine mspiration but say the sense of man's vision ., .2

smrruson: When you investigate tangible, physical fact this will set up a
mental experience which is like the mirror. And how | perceive this 15 meta-
morphosed through my mental state, and then I translate that menral seate into
a physical state. In other words, I'm not just presenting materials, there’s a kind
of transformation that takes place. So that it's not a return to nature; 1ts like a
subsuming of physical properties, and then gathering them into some kind of
coherence, and this coherence can be quite a wilderness that 15 quite fascinat-
ing at the same time, Just like the actual wilderness, but in this case 1t becomes
abstract, and it becomes a kind of entity that points to a lot of different possi-
bilities, And then another experience that someone else 1§ experiencing can

sort of feed 1o that and you get that same kind of thing but in a different
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way. . . . Everyone who invents a system and then swears by it, that system will

eventually turn on the person and wipe him out. It’s that way with everything,
in the sense that anything that you make 1s basically going to turn on you, and
you'll find that essentially wrong. Thats why I can’t lay claim to any kind of
perfect ...

wHEELER: That destroys the notion of the masterpiece.

smrrason: Yeah. That’s just sort of an . . . enthusiastic approach. Enthusi-
asm I think, a lot of criticism, is almost like a commercial, just enthusiasm to
build up interest in an otherwise [indifferent] audience, so I'm in a sense not
interested in an audience of a show, a gallery show. The very word show con-
notes a certain kind of theatrical presence, most shows are three weeks, so the
duration of the show is rather short-lived.

wHEELER: One of the first things that struck me about your work was the
explosion in terms of geography, that you were no longer directly affiliated
with the New York scene as such. You were located by affiliation in terms of
gallery, but your things were appearing in the Yucatan, in Vancouver, British
Columbia, like they are always moving. Do you have any sense of what that
geography 1s all about and how it relates to you?

smitHsON: Yeah, because the world you see . . . 15 just a dot. If you get back
far enough that world 1s less threatening; people will cluster up into the con-
tainment of a city, because they are fearful of what's out there. I don't like peo-
ple who are cosmological, but in a sense it can be distancing, mental distancing
where you can imagine moving away; if you get away far enough from any
large-scale object it diminishes. There’s always this sense of reducing some-
thing in scale . .. like through the airplane, which cuts down distances.

wHeELER: Why did you use the word “aerial” art? That was kind of coining
a word in a way that I didn’t think you liked to do.

smrrason: Well, T used that mainly to make that clear to the architects that
that was the proposal. I did want to accent the idea of getting above 1n an air-
plane and viewing things in that way, and it was the only term I could think
of. It is a kind of rubric, but at the same time it connotes a certain kind of scale
consciousness which I wanted to get across.

wHEELER: [It’s interesting that going to the moon® was not conceived n
any sense to be a cosmological event, but 1t related to no universe outside of
Cape Kennedy and the manufacturers of the objects to retrieve the data and
the information that they felt necessary on the surface on the moon, and that
there was no mention of what the earth looked like or what their sense of
scale was. . ..

smrtHson: It’s basically a kind of humanistic projection, almost in terms of
the kind of McLuhanistic technology as an extension of man, which kind of
gets boring.”' My understanding of the order of the umiverse 1s based on the
Pascalian 1dea that the universe 1s a sphere whose circumtference 1s everywhere

and whose center 15 nowhere; or you can reverse that too—in other words, in
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all the permutations of that, you have the incidence of the point on the edge
and then the edge maybe i the center. You know the different kinds of per
mutatons of that. Borges traces the etvmology of that concept all the way
back; it’s fundamental to thinking.® You have to have this dialectic, otherwise
vou have the tragic view where everything 1s sort of fatalistic, bur with this
[dialectic] you can somehow go back and forch, and chere tends to be a rather
mmpersonal view. The need to put the men on the moon 15 essentially a per
sonal humamstic approach . . . anthropomorphic. If they thought about the
infiniteness of space like Pascal where they actually are terrified, vou know you
cann just sort of be rerrified and have a agic view, The consciousness of
minst people 15 on a partcular kind of level where they never really ger bevond

mechan:

n and electronics and it sort of stays on that level and they can’t re-
ally concetve of 4 universe in terms of their own experience. A universe based
on emparical facs which I'm really not mterested in.

wireLer: It seems that you make space contractive instead of expansive, by
setting up your hmits again,

smrrnson: But that always happens anyway, that’s like a plysical fact. Every
it 15 really a miniature, and when the earth iself becomes 3 miniature you can
reverse 1t You can look at o grain of sand as a gigantuc boulder; it just how you
want to view 1t m terms of your scale sense. And thar 1= why scale 15 one of the
kev 1ssues, in terms of art, And to figure on all these different possibilities

wouneLER: There was a reference, a really carly review of your first one-man
show at the Artists Gallery in rgs9. Whar was in that shosw?

smrresor: [ owas working somewhat hike Dubuffet and de Kooning,
collages

wirerrr: Have those all been bought or sold?

ssirrison: MNeo,l destroved a lot of them, Those are really like talented early
work that | grew dissatsfied with. For about owe vears | did wery acadermi
work, Then [ got concerned with crystalline forms, Well, the moving or the
mapping of basic chunks of mineral to considening the gnd on the globe. You
lay a gnd on the globe the same way that you lay a grnid on the erystal, so
vou're teally extending the abstraction that way,

wHeELER: But its abways rooted exactly in the material, whether it’s the
warld or the cryseal

sarrnson: You run those latitudes and longitudes through and yvou have
the points of convergence. So what 1 did was; 1 abstracted this sitvaton in
terms -:|r.I|I'\\.' LT I.'H|"|_'; e

wurriee: Is this how you derived the nonsites?

sarrison: Yeah oD owasn't interested in filling up a gallery with another
grad. [ was interested in capturing the sense |:-1'|:x]1.t||\<' and remoteness outside
of the room space. The experience of my work had to take place both indoors

and outdoors. | got interested in the earthworks as a result of that airport pro

ject. The nonsites came as a result of my thinkmg about putting large-scale




earthworks out on the edge on the airfield, and then I thought, how can I

transmit that into the center? The terminal was there, yet there was no evi-
dence of these things out there, so I thought of putting television out there
and transmitting these things back in, and telescopes. That became a kind of
mimiature universe, that sort of fit into my concerns of mapping. And the con-
verging lines, the polarities led into an interest in three-dimensional physical
perspective. It was highly artificial and purely mental, and sort of spun out into
these kind of disaster zones of the mind. They really were like mental disasters,
convergences that couldn’t converge, and polarities that never quite met but
were 1n correspondence with each other, the enantiomorphic 1dea, the mirror
images, the whole thing. All these different kinds of degrees of abstraction be-
came a kind of wreck of precision, it went out on tangents; these spiraling pro-
gressions that I did. It was all a sort of product of a kind of jeopardized map
making. . . . It’s bringing chaos and order mnto very close quarters. It’s a very
precarious range to operate in; it’s fraught with all kinds of disasters but the
disasters are sort of frozen, in other words they are arrested, the disasters . . .
the arresting aspect, this stasis within all this flux . . .

wHEELER: ... When you said lesson you didn’t mean pedantry, did you?

smrruson: [ have nothing against pedantry. [ think that Nabokov uses it
very well. Especially in Pale Fire. Here 15 something that 1s divided, like his
terra and antiterra have a kind of . . . a similar consciousness like this antiworld
and world. You have this dialectical situation to arrive at an artist’s end. Or 1
might use a romantic situation in order to prove a classical point; in other
words, you are always playing one against the other.

whsLEr: Do you think that is ambiguous?

smrtuson: Yeah, I think that 1s ambiguous, because I think that art 1s. |
mean the idea of a Specific Object,” I think, 1s just . ..

wHEELER: A joke? There’s no such thing.

smrtuson: As [ said in my Yucatan article it’s like trying to convince people
that angels exist. Angels, you know—as a delusion they're rather fascinating,
but of course an object 15 just another word adhering to . ..

whEELER: When you said: “Once you start seeing objects in a positive or
negative way you are on the road to derangement. Objects are phantoms of
the mind, as false as angels. Itzpaplotl 15 the Mayan Obsidian Butterfly . . . the
demonic goddess™*—but you didn't seem to connote a belief in the con-
jurence of the god.

smitason: Of course, 1 don't believe in those gods. That’s what’s ronic
about the position . . .

waeeLER: If there 1sn't a belief in the vitality that inspired the need to man-
ifest those gods or make the gods for that culture, then in a sense 1t would de-
bilitate or derange your producing, making manifest all these things.

smrrasoN: That’s a difficult, that’s a naughty [idea] . . .

wHEELER: You see, that’s a part of the notion of vision that I'd like to get at.
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It's really ditficult that the

ACCEsS IOy g |||i.' 'n.'n.'l..'l||.| ol il!l.'.\"\ [|'I.?It :|I:'*-\.|.' ]1l'l.l|'|.'i_'
were 1n touch with, What did you conjure when vou went there, ., . . Tt really
did operate w1 terms of the Yucatan. This isn't New York, this sn't Vancouwver; it
has a totally different character thar was strictly personal to what was there,
and tor what [ know about the Mayan situatnon, that makes great sense. And |
can't think that that means that the gods weren't there tor thein. You see, we
have difficulty wath these words, before we can . . . understand the nwythology

sarmison: Say that we mmvoke 1deas, or conceps, or systems, and perhaps
they are invoking these totemic deities in the same way, Thats on¢ of the
things that runs parallel to this, that tor them, these were like a kind of SYII-
bolic linguage that invelved a particular kind of what 1 call totemic percep-
tion, which is as true or false as what we have. I don't think that language, once
again, 15 an ideal thing, but that it’s 2 material thing, And these spring from the
pevches of people in different kinds of environments. Their reading of the
watld around them maght be quite accurate in terms of these things that we
call demies. They didn't refer to them as totems, We take that from anthropol-
ogy, and sort of hypostatize 1t as though it means all thas kand. . . It comes out
of anthropology and archeology, but in a sense, that’s their langoage. This 1s
a kind of etfaced language that I'm using here, trving to get into that side of
hieroglyphics, you might say.

wairree: Your guotes from Thompson's Maya Hieroglyphic Witing, too, are
really pertinent 1n this sense.™ The capturing of the image 15 contained not
only on that most physical level out in the environment with the objects and
the things around vou, but its also contained in the very language and the
structure . . like hieroglyphs were a really interesting notion, that you carve
words 1 stone, and they're represented as those deines. Like theyre nter
changeable in a sense, and that even the deities can become hieroglyphs . . . or
sentenees

sarrHson; Well, [my writings| are not mythological because once again it
like 1 saad, a mythology 1s a belicved ficiion. Now 'm sticking to the mtegrity
of the ficion. Since [ can't believe in objects and [ can't believe in totems, what
do | believe in? Fiction, Mow let’s get to the integrity of the fiction.”

wheeLkr: The integrity of the fiction? You mean the integrity of the will
tor Create?

smrrison: OF the writing, ['m taking a certain set of perceptions that have
been translated mto these codes or totemic hieroglyphics and then translating
them in terms of my own psychic perceptions so that they don't come out as
myth but as ficiion. And the reason that it seems convineing is because 'm al-
ways identifying the ficional use of that, so that the materiality of the writing
emerges. And thats why it tends to commumcare graphically. It has a kind of
palpable sense of that because 'm not trying to make believe I'm a mind. It
not through the eves of the mind, 1ts through the eyes of Bob Smithson, 1

can't really talk about objects either because that's like a philosophical set-up
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that sort of, you know, has run down over the last two hundred years out of

Kant and all the rest of that. And we accept that. Even words like “space™ and
“time” and all that.

wHEELER: Like conceptions derived from . ..

smrruson: What does it come out of 7 Semiotic . . .

WHEELER: Symbiotic?

smrruson: No . . . there're languages that simply aren’t just words. Languages
that have syntaxes in terms of other materials like maps, hike photographs,
like . . . any kind of visual art, you know . ..

waeEeLER: What's the difference, then, for you between philosophy when
you read 1it, and conceptualization . .. 7

smiTHsoN: This whole conceptual thing . . . treats language as a secondary
thing, a kind of a thing that’ll disappear when it doesn’t disappear. Language is
as primary as steel. And there’s no point in trying to wish it away. And when
you invoke it, it’s dangerous. It’s always like running amok. It’s like these peo-
ple start developing systems and they kind of grow out, like deltas, into the
oceans. | mean what’s the meaning of that? It’s just there, sort of building itself
out. And you contend with that. So that the takes that a lot of people have on
these totems seem to me completely conjectural or hypothetical. Founded in
their own psyche, sort of colored by their psyches, distorted and deformed by
their own misreading of these people . ..

wHeeLER: [t's like Lippard organizing a Conceptual Art show, in that sense.”

smrrason: Well, I'm sort of bored by that, . .. even though I contributed to
it. ... Just very sort of superficial sophomoric philosophy, you know, that’s
been sort of rejected by philosophers, and then a lot of third rate minds are
picking up this rejected philosophy in quotes. . . . I just don't like that direc-
tion. I think that the whole idea of literature 1s as bad as philosophy, because
those are all postulating some kind of omnipotent state where you're 1n con-
trol. The literary person is not dealing with languages and material, he’s deal-
ing with it as a kind of means to an end [rather than] an end in itself. . . . It’s
just a surrogate kind of humanistic dog idea. . . . [ mean it’'s impossible to get
to the point where you have that kind of detachment.

WHEELER: You can't extricate yourself.

smrrasoN: Yeah. So you can recognize that possibility of 1t always breaking
down there too, where the ego intrudes, and you go from one plateau to an-
other plateau. It’s not all uphill, you know, like it’s just a lot of ups and downs.
Like one time you might be more mental and you might lose touch with the
physical. But theyre always in correspondence.

wHEELER: . .. Its kind of amazing how quick the Conceptual Art faded,
even more so than Pop Art . . .

smrtason: Yeah, well, you see, Sol LeWitt had his own reading of that and
he completely deformed it to fit his particular view, which is very interesting
in terms of Sol LeWitt. As far as concepts are concerned, it's completely . . . you
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know, the dea that art doesn't take a physical form 15 ridiculous, Even 1f you
just sit there and say, “Well, I'm not going to talk anymore. Thats my state
ment,” Well, already yvou've hit the air with a few blasts, and that’s your 7'””1-5-
s0 there’s no escape from the physical, and the only ardsts [ respect are the
ones who admit that there is a physical aspect. There’s another type of thing
too, where you can go over into the material, vou're just sort of like presenting
materials, and what I'm interested 1n ts making art. | . . You don't need sys-
tems, you don't need art 1deas, you don't need any of these things, because ulti-
mately 165 the material, and that material 15 language, steel, whatever you want
to have 1t And I'm mterested 1 somebody domg something with that . . So
it’s a marter of wrestling with those material properties and at the same ome
\.\ll]:l TEH' |||-.'I'|l':|] I.'\:]'H.'th:'lll. B5 . . -4 atter ol '\L‘l.l.'l['l_f_f ||E‘ ';_'i,}r'l'l;_"ip.'\'ll:lL!i_'r'li,'{"\..
where you seemingly have something that’s very material buot at the same tme
it somehow 15 absorbed into abstraction. So that first you see it then you don't,
It’s a kind of camera obscura

wirELER: What are you going to do after the Land piece? Do you have
anything else planned?

smrrison: | think what [ want to do 15 some of the flow pieces. [ wanted to
do that for the show up here these niassive preces where there's a kind of
lack of rectilinear geometry They're there, theres no getting away from it.
There’s a source, and then theres a dynamic that runs through that

wntrLEr: Thevre very expressionisuc, too, from the photographs 1 saow of
them. [ mean they take on the éxpressions of the instruments and the technol
ogy by which they're produced

smrtasorn: Well, they take their form, actually, from the ground rather than
the technalogy. I mean theres nothing really technological about a rruck

wurrrer: Mo, but it’s like the whole nonon of . .

smrrison: Dumping . that's gone into m the sénse of a kind of |, alluyial
action, fluvial massing. I'm interested in sort of subsuming a kind of just mass,
and mass thar moves trom a central point and fans apart, , . then i \ul.l.du:nl‘_.- 1%
arrested, and once again, the flow i85 caught,

wiEeLEr: .. How much of your conception 15 concerned with the per
formance of the flow of the material and the form it takes on?

smrrtson: You see, ity ulumately what’s done after the truck pulls away
I'm not interested in process, but only insofar as the process is absorbed into
the experience of the piece. And then vou have just the piece. The piece 1s at
once solidly there, but it subject to the elements. And ver, all the battering
they take, and as parts break off . . | the trickles and the bleeds on the side
might disintegrate, the mamn body of 1t wall just sore of lie there, I'm interested
in that downslope. Actually, there’s an interesting science fiction novel, and
one of the chapters was called “Down the Entropy Slope,”* and it had o do
with time. There’s a kind of aspect of falling involved m a kind of—well, inci-

dent iself means Blling, The frst meident 1s like a dot on a line, and in a sense
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this 1s like a mark on a surface, and it’s a fall, a slow fall. You might say that

there’s also a correlation to Williams.”” You know, all the associations you
could have with the falls from Paterson.

wHEELER: Have you seen those falls?

smrrason: Oh yeah. I lived near Paterson.

wHEELER: Where were you born and brought up?

smrrason: Clifton and Rutherford. . .. All the aspects of gravitatonal
flow . . . all things move through gravity, you know, all the earth movements
take place through some kind of gravity. And they're rather slow.

waeeLgRr: [ like that sense, too, of the accomplishment of what gravity can
do, as compared to those sculptural pieces with overhang, in the series of boxes
piling™ where they defied the gravitational force. And they also defied per-
spective . ..

smitasoN: There’s another thing that’s interesting, You can see in my work
that the art is always against itself. There’s always an aspect where the mirrors
cancel their reflectivity, the perspective has no vanishing pomnt, the gravitation
is suspended. In the case of [Asphalt Rundown] it sort of stops just before 1t hits
the bottom. So in the case of the falls . . . it%s arrested again. . . . That’s sort of
like isolated like a petrified river . . . so there you have that sense of something
very definitely in time, yet the moment gives you that sense of timelessness,
The actual visual experience, perception of that. And of course, out of this we
just have this whole kind of domino effect of all the permutations of the no-
tion of the flow, the fall, the downpour, and in a sense 1t goes a little like some
of the receding nonsites. They all converge, and they're converging on a point,
but the point 1s no longer there. The point of convergence 1s always being
lost. . . . In the case of all these perspectives, you can walk around and they just
destroy themselves as perspectives. The gestalt loses itself. Like in my second
show,* all the pieces were like, in a sense, deliberate [scatterings| of the whole
gestalt 1dea.

wHeeLER: Which pieces were these?

smitasonN: The white ones—the Gyrostasis and the Leaning Strata.
WHEELER: ... you were talking about the artist as a geologic agent before,
about the element of danger involved in the glass 1sland piece, about the inter-
vention of people who were concerned with disturbing the ecology . ..
smitason: Yeah, well in nature you can fall off cliffs, and you can drown in
the water, and you can fall in a volcano. . . . I mean the fact that somebody will
swim out there and 1mpale himself on that glass is not my fault.
WHEELER |[langhing]: You hereby publicly disclaim any responsibility.
smrrason: Well, I think all art 1s both mentally and physically dangerous, It
can knock your eye out on a lot of things. . . . Well, I like the 1dea of working
with difficult mediums, And that’s part of it in a sense. Like to master a kind
of difficult medium, and be able to work with that, there’s a certain challenge
in that.
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Map for Double Nonsite, California and Nevada, 1968,

THREE

sMITHSON: . . . the sites of the Double Nonsite are in the vicinity of the Marl
Mountains. The Marl Mountains are about ten to fifteen miles east of Baker,
California, That’s the outer part of the nonsite, and the inner part of the non-
site 1s between Benton, Califorma, and Montgomery, Nevada. The site 1s a
cinder cone in the Mojave Desert. It's near Truman Springs. These points are
like a matter of the search. In other words, the points aren’t preconceived. The
points are discovered . . .

waerLEr: That comes through your travel through the area and the area 1s
chosen?

smrrHsoN: Yeah, the area 1s chosen and . . .

wHEELER: Do you actually denote the boundaries? Like you draw a map of
a particular square and constrain yourself from traveling other routes?

smituson: No, first I find the sites. Then I draw the squares. I'm scanning
the physical material before [ start to set up the plan; in other words, the map
layout is following after the scanning. It’s not preconceived, so that it’s discov-
ered rather than pinpointed.

wHEELER: What's the strongest predeterminant in where you establish the
site? Like the landform?

smrtuson: I'm looking for a homogenous material that, in a sense, covers
the vicinity of the site, and the site 1s bounded after I find the material. So that
in both these cases, the only information I had was that I was looking for lava
and obsidian, so that the outer perimeters involved a search for lava, and then

the mnner perimeter involved a search for obsidian. The material determined
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the chowce of the site. | want to make clear the point that it not preconceived.

That things turn up as | go along, In other words, the piece is contingent on
the availabality of great amounts of homogenous matter ... and one has, in this
particular piece, the idea of the outer and the inner, or the duplicity within the
site involves the dialogue berween mner and outer, vou know, or center and
edee. There’s a disjunction in terms of the two sites. In other words, its one
site supertmposed over another site, I'm taking ewo landmasses that aren’t fol-
lowing preconceived boundaries. Its not like taking the boundaries of a state
and using that. I'm establishing my own boundaries in terms of my own psy
chicscanning, or my own mental experience.

wHeELER: . . [ts simply something that you pick up on .

ssrrison: Yeah. That’s an important thing that runs through all of the
nonsites. The points of pick-up, or the points of collection, tend to be scattered
throughout the site, vet theres no possible way of defining those poine. So if
you go to the sites, theres no evidence other than the site, vou're sort of
thrown off the nonsite, This is the coming together of those particular points,
And those poines tend to cover the landmasses so that, in a sense, all this terrain
will be homogemized. Taking this rather unbounded area and then ansterring
it into a boundary situation so that the points tend to obliterate the land ex
panses in the nonsites. Then there's a kind of balance berween the contmmment
and the aspect of scattering, there's an overlap, you know, vou're being directed
to sites that are in no way graspable in terms of preconceived systems. There’s
no way vou can locate the point, even though there 15 an indication of the
point. Reeally once you get out there vou're on your own, i terms of the site
g0 that the nonsite just directs vou out there, but once you ger there, there no
destination. Or if there 15 information, the formation is so low level that
doesn’t focus on any particalar spot, . . . so the ste 15 evading vou all the while
its directing you to it. .. . The containment 15 an abstraction, but the contain-
ment doesn't really find anything. There 15 no object to go toward. In the very
name “nonsite” you're really making a reference to a partcular site but that
particular site evades itself, or it incognito. You're on vour own. You're grop-
g out there, There’s no way to find what’s out there. Yet you're directed out
there. The location s held in suspense. The nonsite itself tends to cancel out
the site. Although its in the physical world, it's not there,

wHEELER: These things are creating an order of their own, thats why
theyv're so difficolt to talk about. . . |

svrrson: Yeah, 1 mean there 15 a4 one-to-one relation, but at the same
nme that one-to-one equation tends to evade connecnon so that there’s a sus-
pension. Although there’s a correspondence, the equalizer is alwavs in a sense
the subverted or lost, so its 4 macer of losing your way rather than Anding
VO Way.,

whetLrn: And there is no energy center, You couldn’t expect to go o
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a point and find the formation and derive some kind of energy from it, then
realize .

smrruson: Raght. That’s why it’s entropic. . . . The information tends to
obliterate 1tself so that there 1s obviously information there, but the informa-
tion 1s so overwhelming in terms of its physicality that it tends to lose itself. It's
that loss that tends to bring them to a low level of perception . . .

wherLErR: What do you think of the low level of perception?

smrrason: It spreading around, 1t’s running out all around the site. There’s
no focus, no fixed focus, although this three-dimensional map, the nonsite, in-
dicates that something’s out there. . . . You're incapable of seeing that your
senses are tending to break down into other sense responses. In other words,
there’s a contingency within the containment so that you have essentially a
gathering taking place out of the scattering. And I'm not doing the scattering,
the scattering has already been scattered. I'm consolidating the scattering and
heightening the loss of focus. It's that loss of focus that interests me, you know,
the perception always evading. . . . The thing that holds it together 1s the idea
of the volcano. So you might say that this volcano 1s taking place within my
mental experience . . .

wieELEr: This is obsidian?

smrrason: Yeah, right. Ultimately you're into, let’s say, the unpredictability
of a kind of mental volcano.You really don’t know . ..

wHEELER: In other words they're erupted land forms too, or, they resulted
because of . . . processes in extreme heat. And yet they're so cool, I mean there
can be nothing more cool, cold almost . . .

sMITHSON: . .. By setting up this back-and-forth situation, 1t’s ke the vol-
cano erupting and it’s sending out this material . ..

wHEELER: Does obsidian form 1n, like the shape of the volcano?

smrruson: Yeah, well the obsidian is always close to the center, and the lava
will move out to the outer edges so that the obsidian 1s close to the center be-
cause 1t’s involved in a greater heat breakdown, and the lava as 1t spills out 1s al-
ready a more ... [entropic material]. . . . You have that dialogue between the
dispersed lava and the concentrated obsidian, so you have a dense material, and a
much highter material, this is pumice actually. . . . You could look up the differ-
ence between skerry and pumice in The Geologic Dictionary. . . . If you got into
the difference between the properties of obsidian and the properties of lava,
then you'd be led more into the notion of the center and the circumference.

wHreLER: To really get into any one of these pieces is to like get into your
entire process . ..

smrrason: Yeah, . .. let’s say in the Lland, you again have the outer perim-
eter which 1s like the water, and then the centrality of the boundedness of the
island. You have the two things there operating, vet there’s a boundary. The

] .

boundary is exact, yet at the same time there’s a certain loss. There’s a fine line
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that divides the obsidian from the lava and the water from the glass. . . . Well,

thats the kind of involvement I like, ... youre presented with a certain
amount of material and then what’s generated 1s not something that is ex-
plainable. You're into an inexplicable area of investigation. All the investigation
tends to be inexplicable. You're not presented with any kind of obvious object.
The object is always defeating itself in terms of its objectivity. In that canceling
aspect you get into the lower level, subterrancan consciousness, or in this case a
submergence.

waeeLER: There 15 now another direction. Search for scale 1s one apparent
thing, but the whole notion of the submergence ...

smrrason: ... Its like an invented volcano that doesn’t exist anywhere. But
then suddenly the existence of the nonexistent thing is invaded with raw ma-
terial which in a sense solidifies the hypothetical. So it’s taking a kind of
nonexistent thing and making it existent.

wneeLer: The area in fact did have volcanos . ..

smrrason: Its like building a volcano out of my mental experience of
these two sites which are a great distance apart from each other. The volcano
1s hypothetical, also the shape of it 1s square, which 1s a kind of contradiction,
in terms of what a volcano would be. . .. This is the nonsite of the Line of
Wreckage, Bayonne, New Jersey. . . . Essentially the whole work is based on an
idea of an obliterated line. There’s a kind of contradiction in the title Line of
Wreckage, the wrecked line . . .

wreELER: What 1s the wreckage referring to?

smiTasoN: ... This refers to a buildup of like clean fill. And this line of
wreckage running across here is like ruined barges that have come into this
thing and just sort of built a buildup of fill. These are photographs of low-level
scanning of the sinking of a sunken bay. The material comes from the end of
the line of wreckage. . . . But the whole phenomenon of the site 1n a sense 1s
one of complete distraction. The site disrupts the whole notion of any kind of
linearity. The hypothetical aspect of the piece again becomes a matter of the lin-
ear sort of emerging from this wreckage. You have on a line just all this breakup.
[t’s really about the breakup of a line, but at the same time the line keeps its
stability. Then within the piece you have a kind of layering, or stratification.

waeeLER: All these materials are the same. That’s like a cage. How deep 1
1t? [s it like a square box?

smrrnson: About five feet height. .. . It's maroon. . . . You mught say that
once you're out there there’s no way of logically gaining control of the line.
Your perception is somehow scattered by the distribution of the broken mate-
rial; . . . most of the material that’s put there 1s fill, and this concrete happens to
be from a broken-up road, a disused road that’s been dumped mn this area. So
that there’s just a kind of continual buildup of breakdown within this particu-
lar site. All these rocks are sort of balanced [in the nonsite] . . . in other words,

you can see right through [the container]|. The rocks are pitched onto each
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other. It’s like a cross section of the site. In that respect, it’s a stratified mental
experience translated into . ..

wHrELER: What are the bands representing here?

smrrason: Well, . . . the bands represent a kind of mental strata that’s just
getting more and more dense as it goes down . ..

wHEELER: So this 1s kind of a sedimentation . . .

smituson: Yeah, it’s a sedimentary buildup. . . . Now, [Six Stops on a Sec-
tion] 1s completely another thing and the idea of travel especially. In other
words, obviously all the nonsites are going to lead you to sites. But once you
get to these sites, then you're on your own, and you're going to have to draw
vour own coordinates. You're going to have to fend for yourself. . . . In Six
Stops on a Section . . . the hine starts over here in Manhattan. Down here is the
stratigraphic map that I used. T blew that up [through a photographic
blowup|* . .. so it’s really accurate. They’re done in sections, and each map is
the same size as these [containers]. Mainly the maps are there just to give you a
point of departure . . . to take you out to the site from an interior space. Since
these are indoor earthworks, that point to outdoor collections of undifferenti-
ated material . .. and my interest in each one changes. There’s a different set of
coordinates, so that each one produces a different experience within the same
dialectic, you might say, between the site and the nonsite. That’s a constant site
and nonsite dialectic. You have to refer to that thing in the Land Art cata-
logue.* That gives you the broad general area where all of them, all of the
nonsites exist. But then each nonsite . . . 1s a different experience.

wHEELER: Are these [materials] all different colors?

smrrason: They're from difterent points. The first one is from Bergen Hill,
the second one 1s from Second Mountain, the third one 1s from Morris Plains,
the fourth one is from Mount Hope, the fifth one is from Lafayette, the sixth
one is from near the Delaware River, and once again .. . my perceptions rested
in all low levels of material buildup. There tended to be a homogenous out-
cropping of material. Each section on the route is in a sense obliterated by the
point of collection, where there were materials subtracted from there. All the
points, in terms of the nonsite, obliterate once again the expansiveness of the
sites, so that the points of the nonsite envelop the entire site. . . . A lot of times
I'll go back to the site, and in this case there are other aspects especially in the
second site, which 1s reproduced on the cover of Art News,* there are three
color reproductions of the dissipated, eroded site. Just sort of photographs of
those things . ..

wHEELER: Where's that?

smrrison: Bergen Hill site. There was some activity where I utilized pho-
tographs on the site, and photographs as photographs on the site. And a major
photograph that came out of that was a piece called Dog Tracks. . . . So that

each site can generate its own information. I can constantly go back to that.

Also, I'm going to do another piece using the second site™ . . . so that you can




keep drawing perceptual information out of. . . . In other words, there’s a con-
stant possiblity of reusing the maps or drawing out other possibilities from the
site . . .

wreeLER: Shall we go on to the next one?

smrrason: Okay . .. Mono Lake 1s obliterated 1 the center. I'm just using
here the fringes . . . Mono Lake 1s called the dead lake,“Dead Sea of the West.”
It's about 8o miles south of Lake Tahoe. It's a salt lake surrounded by, once
again, volcanoes, and it’s essentially a volcanic thing again. In this case I'm deal-
g with the fringe.

whesLER: The lake is contained, though, and that’s a kind of strange ele-
ment, because you've never really closed off or bounded an area before in the
[nonsite].

smrtason: Well, this 1s sort of like wandering around the perimeter of the
lake, then discovering the cinders which tend to be the most cindery break-
down. The whole notion of this whole cindery chaos 1s held together by the
square.

whEELER: And this 1s the experience, too, of walking around . ..

smitasoN: Going around, yeah, and realizing that. Well, [the material was]
picked up around Black Pomt. There’s an outflow, heaps of cinders there.

There are flies that live in the lake, it’s really entropic. There’s a perimeter of

flies that surround the lake. In a sense the lake is bounded by a ring of flies.
Then all the rest 15 a material called tufa. It’s old coral-type material that has
been left up on the beaches. The lake, in a sense, 1s evaporatung, and leaving
these kind of deposits on the shores.

wHEELER: So the lake is dissoluting itself.

smrtuson: Yeah, the lake is losing itself. . .. In sulfur ponds and warm
springs there’s a kind of pumice outcropping over here.

wHEELER: How large 1s the lake?

smrrason: [ really don't know the size of it. But if you wanted to get into

it, 1t’s been written about by Mark Twain in Roughing It. The characteristics of

the site fascinate me in all these cases. Any site that lends itself to the dediffer-
entiate low-level kind of situation excites me because everything is sort of
moving toward a background, an ever-deepening background. There’s an al-
most complete loss of foreground in terms of the site. And then the only thing
that holds it together 1s the shrunken containment of the nonsite. I might rec-
ommend a very good book called the Metamorphosis of the Cirdle by Georges
Poulet, which I find is very fascinating in terms of the idea of expansion and
contraction; he traces a kind of structure running through practically all
that . . . it’s basically concerned with writing. But I'm concerned more with
physical tangible art, as opposed to writing, but his aspect of center and cir-
cumference runs all through my work. Its a kind of perceptual calculus. . ..
This 1s Nousite Site Uncertain. Seven L-shaped things, beige, with cannel coal.

It’s a type of coal, you can look that up and draw whatever you want., But the
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idea 15 now [that] the sites are begmning to completely evade me, and sink
down o geologic ome. | . This 15 central, this s southern Ohio, and Ken-
tucky, this area, where the cannel coal comes from. It listed in the Handbook
of Focks and Minerals. Its the only place 've been able to find cannel coal

WHEHLER: i_'lil,]r 'l|'|:'l|.|..iL" rllf'l'r“:l_l_r 1 LoAw .ir'l\i\ A Center

smrTHsoN: Yeah, in other words it beginning 1o drop out. The existent
sites, the sites that are on the surface, are always tending to drift down out of
the noton of kew, of course, that connotes the downward descent. This 15 the
break-off point. OF course, the progression [of the contmner size] leads down
to a point that doesn’t exast, indicates the direction of the experience

wirtren: How did vou arrive at this shape?

sarrison: Well it's essentally a square. If [the containers of Double Nousite,
Cabiformia and Nevada 1969] were all pushed together they would form a
square without a central sguare. Well in the sense thar the incomplere/ com-
plete is present so that the continment 1sn't quite contained, yet it 1s contained

there’s always that shippage, that breaking off point ..

wareLrr: Now we'te getung to the salt mne . . .

ssrreson: This s o Ithaca, So once again now we're mto the descending
perceprion. These are five mirror displacements inside the White Museum n
Ithaca. Then there was the actual descent into the mine where 1'd take my re-
flecting mirrors -, down into the mine so thar it like the drop-off point from
the | Nowstte, Sire Ulncertant], In thas case 1ts sale . | like pwo males underground,
eventually distributing . . . another, you know, that kind of fan-like bifurcating
tracking scaling thing, And then just setting the mirrors up n the mine and
reflecting the internal aspects ot the mine, but then the mine, of course, reflects
back into the mterior of the museum. And berween the museum and the
mineg, | set up a whole tral of mirrors

wierLen: This 1sa peculiar dissolution of the site-nonsite dialectic. ... Is
there any description so that people coming into the gallery will understand?

smrTison: Yeah, there was a catalogue that should be ready any day now.*
You can write to Cornell and they should have 1t You can write for any nfor
muation to Cornell, because they have the map also Nobody got that righe,
how the things are put together. 5o essentally [the Rogks and Mirror Square
consises of | eight mirrors back to back so they come out as four mirrors,
Mow they're shored up by the rock sale, . . . the shoring is the important thing
here. And there’s one big pece of marror back here, which s shored up also,
leaning against the wall. And these are piles of rock salt, and the mirrors are
about 8 inches up off the floor [in the Ejght Part Piece], and theyre supported
only by the rock salt, sort of bridges between each thing. Again this [ Mirr
Box] 15 a rectanpular box made up of five pieces of mirror, one piece of glass;
the pressure of the rock salt 15 holding these unconnected pieces of glass and
mirror together from the pressure on the tops, sides, and on the bottom so that

the whaole thing 15 held together that way. The debris here, the fragments of
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rock salt are symmetrized within the mirror, . . . There’s no interplay between

the piece and the spectator. That’s always canceled out, no spectator can fit
himself into the mirror. . . . Then there are the 1nverted trees, . . They are in-
volved in the upsidedownness of the whole process, in a sense—the backwards
aspect of the whole attempt to get out to some place and then not find 1. Its a
kind of reversal. Essentially these were dedicated o antmal perceprions just
sort of made for animal spectators. And the one in the Yucatan [ dedicated to
fly percepdon—the compound eye where there 15 a kind of fractuning of the
perceprual possibilities—so theres an interesting aspect of conceiving of how
amimals would see things. That would take vou down into another low level,
not just human perception. . . . I looked up the fiv's perception; and compared
it to seeing like a badly reproduced newspaper reproduction™ So thar your
vision is constantly being leveled. You're constuntly not seeing what you think
vou see. The arrested perception 15 always being distanced by these kinds of
analogies, . . _ I did three of these inverted trees. Theres ane in Alfred, and one
on Sambel Island, and one in the Yucatan,

wreeLER: There could be another one?

ssiTHson: Yeah, there could be another one. But it doesn’t matter, if the
thing wears itself out. [ got through three. . . . Whether or not the thing will
lose wself . . . it follows a sort of nigzag indetermunate path. In a sense they are
punctuations, punctuating the route | have to be gomng along. This happens w
be washed out

wHEELER: . .. How far did they go down into the soil?

ssrrnson:  This 1s down about four feet,

wHEELER: S0 they aren't very far down into the ground, Ihis prece
[Mirror Shore at Sanibel Island)] 15 really interesting the way the shadows here are
caught, like brush strokes of hght painted. Just because these are stuck in the
miud at various angles,

smrruson: They're sort of irregular,

wHetLER: And 15 this sand with shight wash of water on 1t?

ssrrasorn: A reflecoon on a reflection, | did others like thas . . boune-
ing reflections off of another reflecting surface so I'm just dealing with
spillover of light emanating from the mirrors, There 15 none of that in the Yu-
catan, where the light is beamed out off the mirrors, but 1n this case. . . And |
did a piece also for the Jewish Museum which was done in a quarry where |
was beaming the light over the snow. So you have these shafts; these sort of
spill-offs of light. . . . The idea of light sort of spilling from the surface, 15 dif-
ferent than the Yucatan [mirror displacements].

werrELER: One more question about the Yucatan, What's the relatonship
berween the map in this situavion, and the [mirror displacements]? There’s a
complication here, these are nonsites but they are sites as well. The nonsite as-
pect, | suppose, 15 contained in the material.

smrruson: This is more directly, it follows a more wregular travel. There's
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no line that I'm following like in the Six Stops on a Section so that the travel is
of a different order. In other words, the finding of that map with the line
across it somehow stimulated me to follow that line, but in this case I had no
line that [ was following . ..

wHeELER: That one line was across it already?

smrtuson: Right, that line was across. But I found the map, you see, that
just provided a line.

waeeLer: Well, in this sense, the line could be conceived as being part of
the geography like the road itself . ..

smrtuson: This 1s just a matter of the accessibility of the sites, and so that
there 1s essentially no linear concern in this, because it’s just going along a kind
of completely indeterminate path. There 1s no beginning or ending. . . . This
[Asphalt Rundown] was done right outside of Rome in a quarry. . . . It dealt, in
a funny way, with all the implications of the early work. The outer fanning of
it, in a sense, follows the same kind of irregular perception coming from this
central point and sort of fanning out, as it goes down. It’s very thermodynamic
in the sense that it’s a hot material that 1s gradually cooling down. . . . But the
difference between [Asphalt Rundown] and [Double Nonsite] 1s that there 1s a lot
of distance between those three sectors, let’s say—between the nonsite, and the
two sites. In other words, the lava was shipped East, there again you have that
aspect of transport. . . . My interest here [Asphalt Rundown| 1s to root it to the
contour of the land, so that it’s permanently there and subject to the weather-
ing. ['m sort of curious to see what will happen to this. But at the same time,
the density of the material will make it—it’s not a completely ephemeral

piece, so it should last for quite some time. . . .

FOUR

smitnson: Let’s get a dictionary. | just want to see what shoring is. [reading]
Shore: land near the oceans, lakes; some particular country, my native shore;

land, marines, serving on shore; the space between the ordinary high water

mark and low water mark; shore—probably derived from sea marsh.

wHEELER: From sea marsh?

smrTHSON [reading]: Shore, bank, beach, the tangled embankment; coast, re-
ferring to an edge for land on an ocean, lake, or other large body of water;
shores, the general word, . . . bank denotes the land along a river or water
course, sometimes steep but often not, the river flows between its banks:
beach, refers to sandy pebbly margins along the shore . .. at ebb time . . . ; coast,
applies only to land along an ocean, Pacific Coast; shore, shored, shoring, sup-
porting post or beam, auxiliary members, one placed obliquely against the side
of a building; ship and dock or the like, . . . support by shores or shoring.

wHEELER: Where does the word come from?

smrruson: Probably “schoor” [spelling] s-c-h-o-o-r, sea marsh . ..

wregLER: With the [sland that shoring makes great sense, because it hap-
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pens everywhere at once. It happens in the collapse, and the formaton that
the glass takes on itself, upon itself. And the shore of the isdand tself is going
ort. You have both phases of the defimition interacting

smrrHson: The support is liquid, also; [through] the weight acoon on the
shore, it tends to get shoreless and it’s the line between the water and the glass
[which] becomes variable. Theres the sharp cuthing edge . . . it's very uncer
tain. The shore there 15 uncertamn . . . once you start thinking about the possi-
bility of finding that edge, you could arrive at something, What, I don’t know

WHEELER: . .. There are references to another nme in a very peculiar way,
that's making geologic time available in matenal in a very peculiar sense.
Literally, there’s geologic time because the center of the earth s available at
some level or another below the surface . .

smrrison: And also there is the fact that its a depositional kind of crys-
talline thing where the facets are uncertain, Its ... an idealizaton of the facets

wipeLer: What do vou mean by facets? You mean the actual plates them-
selves?

smrTHsoN: Well, the plates. I mean it’s like to get back to that metaphor of
Oz . .. through the force of the twister, youre propelled to this central
mage. . . . The people go there, the child and the scarecrow, to the Emerald
City of Oz which is a palace—but essentially a erystalline buldup, . . . [ mean,

that v me 15 on a kind of fairy-tale level that’s indicative of something I
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Map aof Glass (Atlantis), 1969, Loveladies Island, New Jersey, July 11-31, 1969.

don’t exactly know what the actual building of Oz looks like. Oz, like Atlantis,
is this difficult place . . . a vanishing point, you know.

warELEr: It’s funny when you say that.

smitnson: Well, let’s say it’s the terrible aspect behind the element of the
twister, behind the centrifugal aspect of the twaster, that’s a kind of disruption
of gravity almost, or a kind of agony of gravity within the force of the cyclonic
centrifugal notion. . .. I mean the energy gets so intense that it breaks into
imaginative, or fairy-tale results. Like the ultmate reality, it’s like going from
the black-and-white film 1in the picture to Technicolor . . .

wreELER: [t seems like a preposterous possibility too.

smrruson: It’s the difficulty of dealing with . . . the lidden aspect of nature.
The phenomenon of nature destroys itself through itself . . . 1t’s always an eva-
sive kind of situation. . . . There are lots of 1images in the Yucatan, spirals and
whirlpools, descents 1n the airplane. I mean the very idea of the descent of
man, in a sense, could be conceived of as a spiraling in on origins, that’s why
I'm interested in the tangled thicket.

whEELER: . . . The footprints around the second mirror displacement are
strange. . . . That's something that draws you out. . . . The footprints are one
of the few humanist comparatives which manage to penetrate the piece. They
lend an increased actuality to the piece . ..

smrTHsoN: . .. To make that even clearer, you could trace that to the Dog
Tracks, that particular observation in terms of the tracking . . . the observations
on the dog tracks leading to that kind of uncertainty of the constellation of the
mirrors, you know, as you move around it, this residue builds out . ..

wirtLEr: Especially when simply sky or vacuous-appearing space is
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caught up in the mirror, as if the mirror were actually a hole punched into the

soft earth, then you get the sense that it’s a hole, but it’s lined with something,
smrtason: It’s like a negative hole.

| WHEELER: ...a negative hole,1t’s . . . the end of a column without the col-

.\ | umn, it’s really a strange image. And revealing on the other side, or interior to

| itself, a deeper or another more mercurial difficult and abstracting world than

| what we have managed to tame. The world for ourselves. . . . “That camera 15

a portable tomb. You must remember that™*” That’s a strange statement. Can

you explain something about that?

smrtason: Well, because of the arrested moment, that perhaps 1s even
spelled out 1n the thing from Santayana: “Living beings dwell on their expec-
tations rather than their senses.”

waEELER: Right, the fleeting moment caught.

smrruson: “If they are ever to see what they see, they must first—in a
manner—stop living; they must suspend the will.” Well, that’s the arrestment
of the moment, stopped. “They must suspend the will,” as Schopenhauer put
it; “they must photograph the idea that 1s flying past, veiled in 1ts very swift-
ness.”+* What you're really doing 1s fixing something out of duration.

wHEELER: Yeah, but that doesn’t imply death for me.

smrrason: Well, tombs don't imply death for most people. . . . Symbolized
or humanistic attitudes tend to completely reverse the notion of tomb building.

wHEELER: . .. And that was interesting, too, the collision in time that that
represented. Gondwanaland is doing that too. That you can 1solate an earth map
of wet limestone. “A bit of the Carboniferous period 1s now installed near
Uxmal.”*" And then the [Map of Broken Glass: Atlantis] is the turning upside
down of that in a way.

smrruson: Well, the Map of Broken Glass points to the Island, and the map,
of course, 1s less threatening than the existence of an actual landmass. The
drive to discover that particular lost continent 1s fraught with all kinds of per-
plexity and vexation. There’s a kind of grinding aspect of it, an almost painful
recognition. . . . Well, the map 1s transferred from a paper and ink into mate-
rial. And . . . as signifiers the map and the material maps offer the same amount
of awareness, except that as the physicality increases, in terms of the weight, or
the mass of the thing increases, the focus gets more intense, pinpointing the

shape . . . burns the brain out. Thats really what it 1s. It’s like taking a magnify-
ing glass . . .

WHEELER: ... It's a very tortuous intense relationship between yourself and
ume . ..

smrTHsoN: . .. The intensity of the focus shatters any kind of answer that

you might provide. The ineffable aspect of it just breaks down into all these
fragments, and yet they're there. It’s like any handful of dust or anything. Like
Eliot said, “I'll show you fear in a handful of dust.”+

waeeLEr: That’s where you end up, literally . . .
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smrrson;: The need to localize that, it's dilemma-filled. Because the eter
nalizing aspect 15 permeated with a kind of terrible mortality. If yvou literally
could live forever, what a horrible thing that would be. . . . You would be <o
bored . .. I mean you would just sort of forget all speech and all everything,
but just be constantly propelled 1n a kind of endless miortality.

WHEELER: [hose stretches of the hypotheteal are really incredible.
Thar's like your vanishing point reversed to infinity, “The true fiction eradi-
cates the false reality” Things like that "Mirrors thrive on surds and generate
incapaciey.™

sarrnson: Well, that just means that there’s no explanation. So that you're
dealing with a complete contingent torce

WHEELER And going into etymology of calor, as vou suggested, or mir-
ror, 1t takes you 1nto the central sitnanon of the murrors themselves, colorless,
hiding nothing, only revealing. as well as the mplicit attack of carcless col
orism, where real color 18 risky like that, All of these things are so abstracting
but they're absolurely available physically

sairison: Well, there’s like a deluge in abstract mentality . . |

wieerew: 1t like a logician gone mad, you know, where there are all those
possibilines, bur instead of being available in one or another singular tran of
warks, they're kind of all being pushed |

SMITHEON I was talking with Steve Heizer™ about the difference be-
tween two types of scicntists, the one who has the controlled studio experi-
ment . .. and then the ficld scientist, who s working in a sense with the un
controllable aspect. And the conflict that arses from the perfect 1solaton as
apposed to the chance disruption. The security that comes from working n a
lab is very similar to the security that comes from working in a studio. So
there's a parallel there, The studio and the lab become places where you can
control your information. But at the same time, the information you're ¢on
trolling is not that interesting, It tends to be racher unneccessary, The stability
of that 15 constantly challenged by the instability of these extra forces, like the
storm over the sland . . .

wneeten; Or the storm of butterflies over the mirrors [in the tdard dis-
placement], too.

smrrson: Thar stormy aspect, that kind of lightning in the head, you
krow

wneeien: | keep seeing, there's the storm 1n the sky, which 15 this kind of
low level, 1ty the basemient of the sky, it tends to blend with the earth . . . and
then the blending of the earth itself. And then the mstance or occasion of the
work between the two strengths, the forces, like the mirrors inserted in the
earth reflecting the sky contained in the ecarth with the earth spilling over . . |
and those mirrors are like a slash in between 1t thar act as a release,

smrrason: Well, that's whar | talk about in the begmnming with the sacrifice

of matrer as a kind of very primordial ides, Not a human sacrifice, but there’s a
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disjuncton. And that disjunction releases a certain kind of awareness. And this

15 what George Baraille in his book called Deatlr and Sensuality points out, The
disjunction was what was so liberating to the prinmunives. But to us, the digjune-
ton becomes almost disgustong; this revulsion enters o . .

witetkr: . . . These are isolated energy occasions, and as such, they're defi-
mitely disjunctive , . . hike there’s a cleavage or 4 break or a fracturing m be-
rween those obvious realines like earth and heaven.

smrrason: That it’s caught.

witerLER: Yeah, that it opens up, like when [ said punched a hole in the earth,
I literally meant it opened up or displavs a possibility mto an abstraction . .

sMITHsON: | . . theres a kind of cutting in, the cantilevering in of the piece,
of the geometric abstraction into the inchoate, or the rawness. Its just a sur-
face, and the surface 15 unlocatable between those vwo things, so the way the
thing 15 held in there 15 once again like o kind of slicing,

wHEELER: [t's as though thev're spun off. It like the gyrostasis made mate-
rial in 1ts energy. Like something moving out, as vou said, in the cyelonic ac-
tion, but capturing the shattering as if it was a frozen. . . _and the shatterings
were caught 1n the carth in the spinoft and inserted. And that's why thev're so
energized it’s like a karate chaop

smrtHsonN: That’s a good way of putting it

wHEELER: Yeah, and you're always moving toward the wasteland, toward
that reduced landscape. Except the wasteland isn't like the kind of Ehotan
TOITHIEC

ssuitason: No, no, there’s no lament for anything: [t% mevitable. And there’s
no hatred of that aspect. . . . We have almost a kind of rinky-dink idea of na-
ture—Mickey Mouse. Like the people of my generation have grown up in the
ndustrial blight, and 1t%s not like rusne woodside that we remember.

wititien: That’s like the Disneyland experience

ssrrason: And they're trving to make the jump back to a kind of Roman-
ticistn . . . so you Just have a kind of preture book sentimental, very trite ro-
manticism of what the balance of nature i, . . . Even in the supposedly stable
umiverse of mutter as it was viewed by mineteenth-century scientists, new
problems constantly appear. . . . The discovery by physicists of antimatter par-
ticles as having electric charges opposite to those that compose our world and
unable to exist in concert with known matter rases the question of whether
after all our corner of the umiverse 15 representative of the entire potentialities
that may exast elsewhers. Elsewhere. That’s how the Yucatn runs. “Yucatan 13
elsewhere."* So ith a kind of Ant-Yucatan,

wiercen: That was a very good ending on that, because it doesn’t end any-
thing, Like all of a sudden vou step, if vou want to, off into whatever goes else-
where. And that doesn’t even have to be the Yucatan at that pount

smiTHson: ... The first inwestigaoions of the Yucatan were really brought

by some scientsts curiosity in Atantis, . . . 8o ["Incidents of Mirror-Travel in
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the Yucatan”| becomes that kind of reflection of [these expeditions],* but 1t’s
an anti-expedition. . , . it’s like the thinking behind the nonsite. Once again
the nonsite 15 a kind of equivalent of antimatter, the negative world—which 1s
essentially not negative . . .

wHEELER: [t’s very positive 1n a sense, but its an enantiomorph, 1t’s the
other possibility. That's interesting too, your mnvestigation [is dealing] with the
notion of contraries, In Plato’s world that was a very important problem too, but
they didn't get very far with it. The primitive man got much further with it.

smrruson: They were trying to get out of the contraries by going upward
into the 1deal. [My work] 1s not an escape, like painting is an escapist art . . .
The origins of Cézanne were never really understood, why he was going to
quarries. Then in a sense it was formalized by [the Cubists] and to a greater

extent by Matisse, the armchair art of the interior studio. It becomes totally a
key to pure abstraction, so that all these extra forces, you just forget about
them. ... It makes it a lot easier, nobody has to contend with those really
frightening problems, but the frightening problems are the ones that really

need investigation.

NOTES

1. Smithson was helped by Douglas Chrismas, his dealer in Vancouver. While there,
Smithson also had the opportumty to realize Glass Strata with Mulch and Soil, com-
missioned by lan Davidson.

2. The transcriptions, which can be found in the Robert Smithson Papers at the
Archives of American Art/Smithsonian Institution (roll 3833, frames 1104—11709), are
dated as follows: first conversation, no date; second conversation, December 15, 1069;
third conversation, December 31, 1969; fourth conversation, February 2, 1970.

3. At the end of the first conversation Smithson is referring to Anton Ehrenzweig, The
Hidden Order of Art (Berkeley: University of Califormia Press, 1967). See page 19 for
Ehrenzweig’s definition of dedifferentiation: “I will speak of undifferentiation when
referring to the static structure of unconscious image making, of dedifferentiation
when describing the dynamic process by which the ego scatters and represses surface
imagery.”

4. See his untitled notes, Smithson Papers, roll 3834, frame 03 58.

5. “Can Man Survive?” Printed 1n this volume, pp. 367-368 below.

6 Unutled notes, Smithson Papers, roll 3835, frame 1064,

7 Snuthson’s library contamed: Willlam E. Ford, Dana’s Texthook of Mineralogy (New
York: Wiley, 1958).

8, Primary Structures, The Jewish Museum, New York, April 27-June 12, 1966.

9. Southson got lus notion of the surd from the I'Ullm\'lng sources: Samuel Beckett, The
Unnamable, in: Three Novels by Samuel Beckett (New York: Grove, 1965); Tobias
Dantzig, Number: The Language of Science (New York: Macmillan, 1954): and Hugh
Kenner, Samuel Beckert: A Critical Study (Berkeley: University of California Press,
]l)rh\l.]

to,  Vladimiur Tathin’s Mowment to the Third International (1919/1920).

11.  Snuthson 15 referring to his proposals for the Dallas-Fort Worth Airport which he
made as artist-consultant to the architectural firm of Tippets-Abbett-McCarthy-
Stratton in 1966—67.
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Besides his project of the Island of Broken Glass, Smuithson found another location
near Vancouver that interested him, the Britannia Copper Mines. He had no definite
plans about what he wanted to do there. In A Cinematic Atopia” he wrote: “Once

when I was in Vancouver, I visited Britannia Copper Mines with a cameraman in-
tending to make a film, but the project dissolved. The tunnels in the mine were grim
and wet. I remember a horizontal tunnel that bored into the side of a mountain.
When one was at the end of the tunnel inside the mine, and looked back at the en-
trance, only a pinpoint of light was visible. One shot [ had in mind was to move
slowly from the interior of the tunnel towards the entrance and end outside.” Artfo-
rum (September 1971) vol. 10, no. 1; see p. 142 above,

Smithson is probably referring to Don J. Easterbrook, Principles of Geomorphology
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1969).

James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, vol. 2: Taboo and the Perils of the Soul, 3d ed. (Lon-

don: Macnullan, 1911).

Mirror Displacement (Cayuga Salt Mine Project) took place both in the Cayuga Salt
Mine and the Andrew Dickson White Museum at Cornell University, Ithaca, New
York, February 1969.

In the notes to The Waste Land, T S. Eliot indicates Frazer’s The Golden Bough as one
of his most important sources.

Robert Morris,"Notes on Sculpture, Part 4: Beyond Objects,” Artforum (April 1069)
7(8):50-54.

Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art" Ar-Langnage (May 1969), p. 11.
Robert Smithson, A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects,” Artforum (Septem-
ber 1968) vol. 7. no. 1:440; see pp. 100—113 above.

On July 20, 1969, five months before this conversation, the first men had landed on
the moon.

Smithson is referring to Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extension of

Man (New York: Mentor, 1064).

Jorge Luis Borges, “The Fearful Sphere of Pascal,” in Labyrinths (NewYork: New Di-
rections, 1964), pp. 189—192.

The term “Specific Object” was coined by Donald Judd in “Specific Objects.” Arts
Yearbook 8§ (New York: Art Digest, 1965), pp. 74—82.

Robert Smithson in “Incidents of Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan,” Artforum (Septem-
ber 1969) vol. 8, no. 1;see pp. 119—123 above.

“Of the Mayan ideas on the forms of the earth we know little. The Aztec thought
the crest of the earth was the top of a huge saurian monster, a kind of crocodile,
which was the object of a certain cult. It is probable that the Mayan had a similar be-
lief, but it 1s not impossible that at the same time they considered the world to con-
sist of seven compartments, perhaps stepped as four layers” J. Eric S. Thompson,
Maya Hieroglyphic Writing (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960), quoted by
Smithson in his “Incidents of Mirror-Travel.”

Smithson is alluding to a definition of the difference between myth and ficnon by
Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York and
Oxtford: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 39: “We have to distinguish between
myths and fictions. Fictions can degenerate into myths whenever they are not con-
sciously held to be fictuve. . . . Myth operates within the diagrams of ritual, which
presupposes total and adequate explanations of things as they are and were; it 1s a se-
quence of radically unchangeable gestures. Fictions are for finding things out, and
they change as the needs of sense-making change. Myths are the agents of stability,
fictions the agents of change. Myths call for absolute, fictions for conditional assent.
Myths make sense in terms of a lost order of time, ‘illud tempus’ as [Mircea] Eliade
calls 1t; fictions, if successful, make sense of the here and now, *hoc tempus.”



46.

Lucy R.. Lippard organized tour exhibitions of conceptual art, all named according
to the number of the inhabitants of the city in which the exhibition would take
place. Smithson exhibited in two of them—s5 57,087, Seattle Art Museum, September
5—October 5, 1969; and 955,000, Vancouver Art Gallery, January 14—February 8, 1970.
The second chapter of Brian W. Aldiss’ novel Cryptozoic (New York: Avon Books,
1967) 1s called, somewhat paradoxically,“Up the Entropy Slope.”

William Carlos Williams, Paterson (New York: New Directions, 1963).

Wheeler is referring to Smithson’s work Plunge (1966).

Smithson’s second one-man show took place in the Dwan Gallery, New York, March
227, 1968,

See the definition of “submergence” in Easterbrook, The Principles of Geomorphology,
p. 440: “Inundation by the sea without implication as to whether the sea level rose or
the land subsided.”

A map utled Geological Survey of New Jersey, Northern New Jersey, Showing the Iron-Ore
& Limestone Districts (1874) showed a line through the landscape which was projected
on the map below as a stratigraphic elevation.

Robert Smithson, “Dialectic of Site and Nomnsite,” in Gerry Schum, Land Art, Fernseh-
galerie, Hanover, April 1969. See pp. 152—153, above.

Art News (February 1969), vol. 67, no, 10. See also in the same issue Anthony Robbin,
“Smithson’s Non-Site Sights,” pp. 50-53; reprinted pp. 175-176, above.

There exists a multiple, a torn color photograph from the second stop. Another work
derived from the first stop was Gravel Mirror with Cracks and Dust, exhibited together
with Six Stops on a Section 1n 1969.

The catalogue for the Earth Art exhibition at the Andrew Dickson White Museum
at Cornell University (February 11—March 6, 1969) was published in 1970 as a docu-
mentation of the exhibition.

What the fly sees 1s “something a little worse than a newspaper photograph as it
would look to us under a magmfying glass” Ralph Buchsbaum, Animals without
Backbones (Chicago: University ot Chicago Press, 1950); quoted by Smithson in “In-
cidents of Mirror-Travel.”

Smithson, “Incidents of Mirror-Travel.”

George Santayana, Scepticism and Animal Faith (New York: Dover, 1955). Quoted 1n
Smithson, " Incidents of Mirror-Travel.”

Smithson, “Incidents of Mirror-Travel.”

T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land (line 30), in The Waste Land and Other Poems (London:
Faber & Faber, 1972), p. 28.

Smithson, “Incidents of Mirror-Travel”

Michael Heizer's brother, an environmentalist then living in Vancouver.

The very last sentence of “Incidents of Mirror-Travel.”

Ignatius Donnelly (Atlantis: The Antediluvian World, London, 1882) believed that
Mexico was an Atlantean colony. Smithson borrowed the ttle of his Yucatan article
from John L. Stephens, Incidents of Travel in the Yucatan (1843; Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1062).
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INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT SMITHSON (1970)

Edited by Paul Toner and Robert Smithson

I began formulating my 1deas on earthworks 1 1966, while working for the
Dallas-Fort Worth Airport Co. My attitudes towards the context of an airport
changed, having been confronted with material I would not have otherwise
been confronted with. I thought it would be interesting to build large scale
carthworks on the fringe of the airport. At that time the only people inter-
ested in speculation in that area were Andre, Morris and strangely enough Sol
LeWitt. Nobody else had manifested any interest, and no context or outlook
was generalized. | was just interested in working with raw materials in con-
junction with abstract geometrical forms. [ also wanted to get away from spe-
cific object orientation. I developed an interest in the mapping situation, and
an nterest in finding new sites outside of the white walls of the gallery or mu-
seum. The non-sites really come out of a comprehension of limits; they set up
a dialectic. Political limits are dislocated. The earthworks I had planned for the
outer edge of the airfield had to be transmitted back to the airport, so I
thought of setting TV cameras out there to do this. As far as you may go out to
a periphery area, the art 1s always being transmitted back 1n some way or an-
other, some information feedback. You just don't go out there. You cannot
constantly go out into the field and not have any kind of return. Basically, my
thing 1s based within the context of a dialectic that goes from the indoors to
the outdoors, and back from the outdoors to the indoors, ete. There are alter-
nate ways of making that context known, either through maps, photographs,
or in the case of the non-sites, with physical materials. The boxes of the non-
sites were used to impose a rectilinear attitude, also a limiting concern; I
wanted to introduce the bins to contain the containment more strictly, in a
sense. If the gallery is the central point, then you have a periphery. If you go
out to the mountains or the desert, you are moving out of a rectangular con-
text into an open context. You might introduce a rectangular form onto the
landscape. You always have a dialogue between the abstract and the natural.
The non-sites set up the limits, and they point to an outdoor situation, a map-
ping situation. The maps are very important, because the most abstract art
works are out of a kind of abstract mapping. A map is a mental system made of
grids, latitudes, and longitudes. You can draw a stratigraphic map out of any
abstract painting. The material 1tself 1s very important. Going outdoors does
not mean you have no recourse to an indoor situation. I don't simply pile
things up. The shape imposed 1s a three-dimensional map. The non-sites incor-
porate not just the abstract aspects, but the raw material aspects. If you pile
something up, all you are faced with is a pile of materials. If you follow the
scale of the earth, everything is miniscule. The idea was to set up the scale. The

sites that the non-sites cover are very big land masses, providing a context for
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doing work outdoors. For the mirror pieces, there is no audience, yet if the
work 1s strong enough, and photographed properly, it is fed back into a mass
distribution situation. There is a generative aspect to that. It defeats the 1dea of
exhibition entrely. The method of working 1s always reproducible. The ones
that are done outdoors follow the irregular contours of the land, and deal with
the given raw materials. They are juxtaposed in an irregular grid rather than a
regular grid. I would select a spot that interested me in terms of the materials,
and cluster the mirrors in and around the material that was there, using the
raw materials as a support for the mirrors. They were also involved with nat-
ural light as opposed to pigment, which 1s basically a covering. For the same
reasons, in the non-sites | covered the steel to make the containers more ab-
stract. If you are going to go out of the gallery to a point with no walls, you'll
find that you are back to the gallery sometime, so that it becomes a feedback
situation. That sets up the context of how you can do things in the gallery. I've
done other things that are on the landscape, usually in the sites that the non-
sites point to, like the “earth maps,” but there is still a form that I use, mainly
pre-historic land masses. I take a map from pre-history, and then map 1t out on
an area. In the non-sites, the material would be subtracted from this ground,
digging out the material. Then you also might have mirrors. This kind of ma-
terial still goes back and forth through photographs, back to some kind of rec-
tangular setting, So you have this context set up, you have a set of viable limits
which can just expand indefinitely, like a ratio system, but within it you can do
all kinds of different things. Once that 1s established, a lot of different people
can move 1n and do their thing,.

The mirror displacements are seen in photographs, and seen in terms of the
trip, which is very well known. The travel aspect of going to the site from the
non-site—you’ll find people just doing trips, like Richard Long. There 1s still a
photographic record. I think there is a lot of naive attitude among the people
involved in this, like some sort of new freedom, 1mplying constantly going out
to the pul‘iphtl‘l\'. [f you go out far enough, it just gets into a fog. If there 15 no
dialectic, then there 15 no control over what is going on; they just do things to
compete with the vagueness of the situation. The process 15 important, but
within the process each moment 1s subject to an arrest in the process. If you
take a photograph of it, you arrest the process, or it is a momentary stop in the
process. The process 1s not continuous, it 1s discontinuous, at least in terms of
the record of the process. There is a halt every time something is photo-
graphed, or there is a suspension. Every step in the process is relived at one
point or another. The Yucatan piece was just made to bring down the instan-
tancous aspect of 1t to a very short duration, and the notion of a show is not
really necessary. Those pieces could be reconstructed by following the map.
But as far as the activity is concerned, writing it out gives it another dimension,
so that the writing like any other material, 1s not an 1deal substance any more

than rocks or paint are. It is the same kind of concern in a different context.
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The non-sites are like three dimensional maps that point to an area. The
pieces that [ do on a landscape are maps of material, as opposed to maps of
paper. They point back in ume to prehistoric land masses that don't exist now.
This points to gigantic land masses, or great scale properties that don't exist on
the surface of the earth. So vou are going into a kind of time situation in
which the earth is submerged; one of the non-sites points to a site that is un-
certain because the site is buried in the carboniferous period. It is not just a
space concern. It involves a consciousness of time as well. Space is sort of an
easy thing to 1solate. In terms of process, most people are just into process on a
day to day basis, for durational time, with no sense of historical time. It is ex-
tended back to the Renaissance and archaic civilizations and back to prehis-
toric situations. In terms of my thing, it 15 very comprehensive in that it does
not disown the past, but takes you deeper into it. It is ultra-traditional, so tradi-
tional that the traditions are not even known about.

In the non-sites, the prehistoric reference comes through, but the sites are
all here today, within the maps of materials (stone, mud, grass and shells). All of
these things point to continents and land masses that don't exist today. That es-
tablishes a context.

Now I am doing a piece in the Salt Lake that s a spiral. The piece, like the
others, tends to be enclosed, with a sense of containment. Each time you put
down a work, even though 1t is caught up in a non-objective process, there is
still the vicinity of that activity going on. The islanding situation, even with
the prehistoric things, gives you that sense of limit. The point where you drop
a rock into the water, radiates out and dissipates. In the same way, a process can
spread out and dissipate itself and become very ephemeral, very caught up in
durational ime. My intention is to arrest a moment in that peripheral circum-
ference area, and relate it to a central point.

The Salt Lake project will be built on a salt reef (meandering zone), and
come out like a jetty. A lot of the thinking for this piece 15 contained in the ar-
ticle on Aerial Art. Carl Andre had some notions in that direction, but stayed
within a gallery, or contained room situation.

A lot of artists set up different dichotomies or duphcates. Dennis [Oppen-
heim]| takes a dialectical situation and applies it—taking a museum interior
and placing it outside. But a lot of things don't have any physical resolution, a
lot of people go on one track, a kind of one way thing, but are forced into re-
lating it back to an indoor situation.

[ am interested 1n the photograph as a material as well as on-the-spot expe-
rience. One 1s sensate and one 1s more an arrested moment. A museum could
exist just as well as a magazine, it is just a matter of changing context, and more
and more of this will happen.

On the salvation idea—the whole Western moral tradition has collapsed;
that feeling still persists, so it has to find other outlets. In a technological soci-

ety, the values have dissipated, and the ecology thing 1s a way of delivering one
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Untitled, 1970. Pen and ink, BY x | 1", This drawing was made by
Smithsen during the interview with Paul Toner.

from death. Sin s like pollution. In the 18th century, people used to believe
that hospitals and insane asylums were poisoning society. The ecology thing
represents moral confusion, and a need to continue. It is a media 1ssue, like “the
war on poverty.” My work isn't about the war on poverty, or the war on any-
thing. I'm not a salvationist. [ know there is that need to transcend one’s con-
dition. You know that you are growing older, and that you are going to die,
and you want some kind of continuance. People always thought that nature 15
self-sufficient, and that it was going to continue. Now nature itself is threat-
ened. The dinosaurs lived and died and 1ce ages have come and gone. It might
be quite natural that Lake Erie is filling up with green slime. It might just be
another stage. There is no going back to Paradise or 19th century landscape
which 1s basically what the conservationist attitude is. People have always had
different views of what nature is. The early view of Paradise is a nostalgia for
the enclosed garden. There 1s not consciousness of that now. There is a whole
history of how man views the earth. In the 16th century people thought they
were leaving the notion that the earth was corrupted by the fall. The attitude
in the “middle ages” was to say that the mountains weren't spoiled, or the cor-
roded aspect of a corrupted situation. Then the romantics came along. They
aestheticized mountains—and produced “the mountain controversy " —whether
or not the mountains were the habitation of the devil. That was changed by
the Romantics (who actually were leagued with the devil). The sentimental

idea of the landscape as a “beauty spot”™ is directly out of that romantic preoc-




cupation with the landscape. There has always been the war between the for-

mal and the anti-formal. It goes back to the natural and unnatural gardening
techniques. It was a political 1ssue in the time of Alexander Pope. His view of
the garden was that it was to be meandering and twisting, as opposed to the
gardening of the French. You can see that views of the earth, or how to treat
the landscape, have political implications. Most abstraction 15 a withdrawal
from nature, from a fear of nature. The original idea of abstraction came from
a book called Abstraction and Empathy. During the Renaissance, man was con-

fident in himself, he wasnt frightened of what was out there. We are back to

that state of fear again—we are frightened of what 1s out there—ecology is a
withdrawal—people want to stop eating. They are afraid that the lettuce they
are eating has feelings. During the Renaissance man started dominating the
land. The whole Renaissance ideal has fallen apart. Abstraction is the begin-
ning of that pulling back. I'm interested in that area of terror between man
and land. When they built the pyramid, that was an enclosed abstract absolute
thing that shut out any kind of relative taboo area. The primitives have that
idea of totem and taboo—Ilike site and non-site. It's how much vou are aware
ot the situation. The totem indicates the taboo area. A lot of the land that peo-
ple work on is usually desolate, or areas where art has never been. I'm not in-
terested in “happenings,” or process for process sake.

I'm interested in all different types of places, not just the outdoors; that can
become a stance that doesn’t have any resolution, or become overly precious.
I'm more interested in the way things are.

A lot of the working outdoors is just escapism because things are so horri-
ble. People want to get out in the fresh air, and that becomes a sentimental es-
capist tendency. The tendency to go out 1s a peripheral concern, and periph-
eral concerns are romantic—going out into the infinite. If you bring that back,
it is more of a classical thing—it completes the dialectic. So, I am neither ro-
mantic nor classic, but working in the tension of both areas. Like the spiral in
Utah, on an unstable salt reef. I am concerned with physicality at every level—
difterent weights of words and different weights of raw material. At the same
time the road that surrounds the spiral, is a peripheral thing and you are
locked in again. There 1s a possibility of just working on an island, completely
cut off. Everything collapses into a central point. There is the notion that the
non-site is not a site—that 1t is not there, but 1t 1s there. It 1s a negation of an

actual place done through physical means.

Mirror Pieces—The difference between the outdoor mirror piece and the
indoor mirror piece is that the indoor ones are set up in a regular situation and
the outdoor ones are set up in an irregular situation. In one, I designated only
that I wanted shelly sand. There is no map to go with it. I just did that one
show (Chicago) to set up a viable context, so that in some cases the sites are
designated, and in some cases they are not. Usually [ just designate a title. The
one | did in Germany, the earth comes from the Ruhr district, a particular

138




spot there. It can be designated as a vicinity or designated as a point depending
on how you want to get into it.

The first thing that I did with material was with tar and gravel in 1966. It
could have been scattered—scattering and containment are a dichotomy. Scat-
tering is vitalistic. It doesn’t confront the area of death, or the swinging back

and forth between life and death. Most people just overlook one for the

other—either death-directed or life-directed. The life-directed thing upsets

the balance. That 15 one of the problems with the ecological thing, because

they are doing more to unbalance—someone who gives up eating meat be-
cause he is afraid that eating it will cut down the life of the earth; but you have
to eat, so that death depends on life and life depends on death. The view of the
earth polluting itself out is a death fear.

The tar and gravel piece doesn’t point to a site. That 1s the first piece that
deals with raw materials in the gallery. | was just moving into it, and away from
pure abstraction, away from specific object or industrial type object. It decom-
posed something that you are faced with all the time. The sinks they were in
were limits—Manhattan Island has a limit to it. It is not an infinite thing,
though within it you never find out all the infinite things within the finite
area. Within an 1sland you have all kinds of particles, but at the same time the

awareness is a scale thing—it contracts and makes you more aware of the pos-
sibilities within that confinement. The Earth is an island. Everything is con-
fined, whether it is indoors or outdoors. It is the degree of awareness of the
|'i1tiU 111‘t\\«"t‘t’n I}IL‘ fwWo.

Asphalt Rundown—Rome, Italy—that 15 an on-the-site piece that relates
to itself: it is in a quarry in the suburbs of Rome. It just follows the contours,
but it has the same fanning out from a central point, so it 1s involved in the
same thinking. All of the things internally have that aspect, they all are in-
volved with the unification of the duplicity, the dual aspect 1s reconciled
within the pieces, and reflects a greater scale of dialectic. In this case, just fol-
lowing the slope, running down, and dissipating itself.

On the horizon (Yucatan)—a horizon is an impossible point to locate.
Even though it 15 right there in front of you, it is constantly evading your
grasp. It 1s only a mirage that can’t be fixed, arrested or stopped, or transferred
into an abstract condition, and that is the arrested moment. Those moments
constantly change, and are giving way to other moments; so you can get into a
kind of vertigo situation.

A point is like a whirlpooel or central vortex. The piece in Salt Lake will be
built on a meandering zone, that is unstable, and the 1dea is to stabilize some-
thing that is unstable. It can be seen from the ground. A road comes into it
through a big valley, to the salt lake that is shimmering with mirages. The
water 1s red, like an entropic landscape. Sometimes it looks like wine. Crystals
will grow on the fringes. It is built on a reef under three feet of water, and it

dries up in late summer, so there is a constant shift in physical properties. I'm
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working here, not with paint, but with the color of the water, the crystals, the
black rock. This all derives from the islanding situation.

I am interested in great masses of materials that are threatened by physical
forces. The winds on that lake are of hurricane force, and the water there is
twice as heavy. The lake itself 1s interesting because 1t always changes its shape.
Your mental processes are always being pushed out of shape too, so no matter

how precise you get or how strict you are, there 1s always a shift or breakdown !
in the mental process. In physical situations or natural situations that is true. l
Anything you do outside is subject to erosion.

Mirror pieces (Yucatan)—nine places spill out to peripheral zones. It is not [
| anything you can pin down, because then it would be the simple act of logical .
| ideation which doesn't interest me. It is more in the area of surd possibilities,
the other side of the rational. There 1s an attempt to regulate the irrational as-
' pects. So my work 1s always uncertain, but at the same time the uncertainty is
arrested where the system breaks down, or where the incapacity comes in. To
locate that is even more interesting than a willful, logical position; anybody
can do that.

Minimal art—My work has always been an attempt to get away from the
specific object. My objects are constantly moving into another area. There 15 |
no way of 1solating them—they are fugitive. They are things, rather than defin- '
able presences. Working with non-illusionistic materials, like opaque materials,
breaks down that whole idea of certainty which is in the “object.”” Some peo-
ple crave that. There is a cut-oft point, probably around Andre; he is still in-

volved 1n that certainty, laying out the thing—it gives people the feeling that

there is something definite there. A lot of people are disturbed by my work

because it is not within their grasp; it isn’t a simple symmetry. |
New art changes how we look at old art. You are not in a vacuum. You are '

not just a personality spewing out things from your gut. Art changes the view l

of the past. There 1s a lot of archaic art, there are giant earthworks in Peru, that

haven't been thought about. Indian mounds and all that kind of building leads

to another kind of perception. That’s why I put the jaguar mask in the Yucatan

article, to show that Carl Andre’s art can go all the way back. Morris has an ar-

ticle in Artforum, where he 1s discussing the way Macchu Picchu 1s built, not in

preconceived notions of art history, but in a fresh one. I don’t go for that idea

that art is personal. The personal talent might be there, but the tradition, range,

extends into the past. The intentions of the pyramid involve a different kind of

world view. You have to know that world view. Abstraction and Empathy has a

good idea of what the pyramids are about, psychologically, an idea of what the

motivation was. You can't just aestheticize them from a position of antiquarian

interest. Most museums are just containers of fragments (of sort of enclosed

edifices and temples, palaces and things) of the past. The museum was built

into the 19th century to house the Renaissance fragments. You have this kind

of residue, breaking off from a past situation. There 15 the “savage view” of
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Levi-Strauss. Primitive people had different intentions, a different kind of so-
cial thing; they are not out of technology, they are out of a different kind of
world view. If you climb the pyramids of Mexico, what went on there was sac-
rifice, and terror. You get vertigo looking down those stairs. They didn’t have a
concept of love, only pleasure and pain—the two interweaving, that is all there
was. There was no goddess of love, or Judeo-Christian heritage to relate to.
Sacrifice was a renewal; when they made the sacrifice, people mternally did
not feel disgust and nausea, they were gratified by sacrifice. People don't know
where their heads are now, they don’t know where their continuance is. It is a

moral problem, more so than aesthetic.
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DISCUSSIONS WITH HEIZER,
OPPENHEIM, SMITHSON (1970)

These discussions, organized and edited by Liza Bear and Willoughby Sharp in
conjunction with the artists, were held in New York from December 1968 to

January 1969. The transcript was edited in collaboration with the artists.

micuaeL HEIZER: “The work is not put in a place, 1t 15 that place.”
Denis, how did you first come to use earth as sculptural material?

pENNIS orpeNmeiv: Well, 1t didn't occur to me at first that this was what [
was doing. Then gradually I found myself trying to get below ground level.
Why?

oreenuEIM: Because I wasn't very excited about objects which protrude
trom the ground. I felt this implied an embellishment of external space. To me
a piece of sculpture inside a room is a disruption of interior space. It’s a protru-
sion, an unnecessary addition to what could be a sufficient space 1n 1tself. My
transition to earth materials took place in Oakland a few summers ago, when I
cut a wedge from the side of a mountain. I was more concerned with the neg-
ative process of excavating that shape from the mountainside than with mak-
ing an earthwork as such. It was just a comncidence that [ did this with earth.
You didn’t think of this as an earthwork?

orpENHEIM: No, not then. But at that point I began to think very seriously
about place, the physical terrain. And this led me to question the confines of
the gallery space and to start working things like bleacher systems, mostly in an
outdoor context but still referring back to the gallery site and taking some
stimulus from that outside again. Some of what I learn outside [ bring back to
use in a gallery context.

Would you agree with Smithson that you, Dennis, and Mike are involved in a dialectic
between the outdoors and the gallery?

orpeNmEIM: I think that the outdoor/indoor relationship in my work is
more subtle. I don't really carry a gallery disturbance concept around with me;
I leave that behind in the gallery. Occasionally 1 consider the gallery site as
though it were some kind of hunting-ground.
Then for you the two activities are quite separate?

orpENHEIM: Yes, on the whole. There are areas where they begin to fuse,
but generally when I'm outside I'm completely outside.

ROBERT smituson: ['ve thought in this way too, Dennis. I've designed works
for the outdoors only. But what [ want to emphasize 1s that if you want to con-

Avalanche, 1, Fall 1970
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centrate exclusively on the exterior, that’s fine, but you're probably always
going to come back to the interior in some manner.
So what may really be the difference between you is the attitude you have to the site.
Dennis, how would you describe your attitude to a specific site that you've worked with?
orpENtEM: A good deal of my preliminary thinking 1s done by viewing
topographical maps and aerial maps and then collecting various data on
weather information. Then [ carry this with me to the terrestrial studio. For
instance, my frozen lake project in Maine involves plotting an enlarged version
of the International Date Line onto a frozen lake and truncating an island in
the middle. [ call this island a time-pocket because I'm stopping the IDL there.
So this is an application of a theoretical framework to a physical situation—
['m actually cutting this strip out with chain saws. Some interesting things
happen during this process: you tend to get grandiose ideas when you look at
large areas on maps, then you find they're difficult to reach so you develop a
strenuous relationship with the land. If T were asked by a gallery to show my
Maine piece, obviously I wouldn't be able to. So 1 would make a model of it.

What about a photograph?
orpenteiv: OK, or a photograph. I'm not really that attuned to photos to
the extent to which Mike is. I don’t really show photos as such. At the moment
' I'm quite lackadaisical about the presentation of my work; 1t’s almost like a sc1-
entific convention. Now Bob’s doing something very different. His non-site is
| an intrinsic part of his activity on the site, whereas my model 1s just an abstract

of what happens outside and I just can’t get that excited about it.

| ROBERT SMITHSON, Mirror Displacement, Chalk Pit,
ROBERT SMITHSON, Mirror Trail, Ithaca, N.Y., February 1969, Oxred England, 1969.
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Could you say something, Boly, abouwt the way i which pou chioose your sites?

smrrason: [ very often travel to a pardicular area; that’s the primary phase. [
began in a very prinutive way by going from one point to another, I started
taking trips to specific sites 1 1965: certam sites would appeal to me more—
sites that had been m some way distupted or pulverized. | was really looking
for a denaturalization rather than built up scenic beauty. And when you take a
trip vou need a lot of precise data, so often 1 would use quadrangle maps; the
mapping followed the traveling. The first non-site that 1 did was ar the Pine
Barrens in southern New Jersey. This place was m a state of equilibrium, it had
a kind of ranguility and 1t was disconunuous from the surrounding area be-
cause of its stunted pine trees. There was a hexagon airfield there which lent
itselt very well to the applicanion of certain crystalline structures which had
preoccupied me i my earher work. A crystal can be mapped out, and 1o face |
think it was crystallography which led me to mapmaking, Initially | went o
the Pine Barrens to set up a system of ourdoor pavements but in the process |
became imnterested m the abstract aspects of mapping. At the same ome 1 was
working with maps and aerial photography for an architectural company, 1 had
great access to them. So 1 decided to use the Pine Barrens site as a piece of
paper and draw a crystalline structure over the landmass rather than on a
20 = 30" sheet of paper. In this way T was applying my conceprual thinking di-
rectly to the disruption of the site over an area of several miles. So you might
sy 11y non-site was a three-dimensional map of the site.

oPrENHEIM: AL one point in the process you've just described, Bob, you
take a quadrangle map of an airport. In my recent piece at the Dwan Gallery, |
took the contour lines from a contour map of Ecuador, which 1s very close to
the Equator and [ then transferred this two-dimensional data onto a real loca
tion. | think there’s a genuine simalarity here. In thas particular case 1 blew up
the mformation wo full size and transferred it to Snnth County, Kansas, which
15 the exact center of the United States.

ssitason: 1 think that what Dennis s doing 15 taking a site from one part
of the world and transferring the data abour it to another site, which 1 would
call a dislocation. This 15 a very specific activity concerned with the transfer-
ence of information, not at all a glib expressive gesture, He's in a sense trans-
forming a terrestrial site into a map, Where [ differ from Dennis is that I'm
dealing with an exterior and an interior situation as opposed to two exterior

situations.
Wiy do yon still find it necessary to exhibit in a gallery?

smrruson: 1 like the artificial linuts that the gallery presents. 1 would say
my art exists in two realms—in my outdoor sites which can be visited only and
which have no objects imposed on them, and indoors, where objects do exist
L't that a vather artificial dichotomy?

ssiTHsonN: Yes, because 1 think art is concerned with linuts and 'm inter-
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ested in making art. You can call this traditional if you like. But I have also
thought about purely outdoor pieces. My first earth proposals were for sinks of
pulverized materials. But then I got interested in the indoor-outdoor dialectic.
[ don't think you're freer artistically in the desert than you are nside a room.
Do you agree with that, Mike?

ueizer: | think you have just as many limitations, if not more, in a fresh air
situation.
But I don't see how you can equate the four walls of a gallery, say, with the Nevada
mudflats. Aren’t there more spatial restrictions in a gallery?

nerzer: [ don’t particularly want to pursue the analogy between the gallery
and the mudflats. I think the only important limitations on art are the ones
imposed or accepted by the artist himself.
Then why do you choose to work outdoors?

neizer: I work outside because it’s the only place where I can displace
mass. | like the scale—that’s certainly one difference between working in a
gallery and working outdoors. I'm not trying to compete in size with any nat-
ural phenomena, because it’s technically impossible.
When Yves Klein signed the world, would you say that was a way of overcoming limits?

smrrason: No, because then he sell has the limits of the world . . .
Dennis, recently you have been doing really large-scale outdoor pieces. What propels you
to work outdoors rather than in an already structured situation?

orvenueim: ['m following a fairly free path at present so I'm not exclu-
sively outdoors 1n that sense. In fact I'm tending to refer back to the gallery.
Why do you find that necessary?

orpENuEM: Its a kind of nostalgia, I think. It seems to me that a lot of

problems are concerned mainly with presentation. For some people the gallery

ROBERT SMITHSON, Mirror Trail, McKinney's Point, Ithaca, N.Y., ROBERT SMITHSON, Mirror Displacement, Cayuga Rock Salt Mine.
Ithaca, N.Y,, February 1969,
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issue 18 very important now but I think that in time 1t will mellow. Recently I
have been taking galleries apart, slowly. I have a proposal that involves remov-
ing the floorboards and eventually taking the entire floor out. I feel this 15 a
creeping back to the home site.
Bob, how would you describe the relation between the gallery exhibit and nature?

smrtuson: [ think we all see the landscape as coextensive with the gallery. 1
don't think we're dealing with matter in terms of a back to nature movement.
For me the world 15 a museum. Photography makes nature obsolete. My
thinking in terms of the site and the non-site makes me feel there’s no need to
refer to nature anymore. I'm totally concerned with making art and this 1s
mainly an act of viewing, a mental activity that zeroes in on discrete sites. ['m
not interested in presenting the medium for its own sake. I think that’s a weak-
ness of a lot of contemporary work.
Dennis, how do you see the work of other New York sculptors, specifically Morris, Judd,
LeWitt, and Andre?

orreNHEIM: Andre at one point began to question very seriously the valid-
ity of the object. He began to talk about sculpture as place. And Sol LeWitt's
concern with systems, as opposed to the manual making and placement of ob-
ject art can also be seen as a move against the object. These two artists have
made an impact on me. They built such damn good stuft that I realized an im-
passe had been reached. Morris also got to the point where if he'd made his
pieces a little better, he wouldn’t have had to make them at all. I felt that very
strongly and [ knew there must be another direction in which to work.
Are you referring to Morris" minimal work?

oppeNHEIM: Yes, his polyhedrons. The earth movement has derived some
stmulus from minimal art, but I think that now it moved away from their
main preoccupations.

neizer: | don't think that you're going to be able to say what the source of
this kind of art 1s. But one aspect of earth orientation 1s that the works circum-
vent the galleries and the artist has no sense of the commercial or the utilitar-
1an. But it’s easy to be hyperesthetic, and not so easy to maintain it.

smituson: If you're interested in making art then you can’t take a kind of
tacile cop-out. Art 1sn’t made that way. It’s a lot more rigorous.

nerzer: Eventually you develop some sense of responsibility about trans-
mitting your art by whatever means are available.
What do you have to say about that, Dennis?

orrenaEIM: | think we should discuss what's going to happen to earth art,
because the cultural reverberations stimulated by some of our outdoor pieces
are going to be very different from those produced by a piece of rigid indoor
sculpture,

For one thing, I think a lot of artists will begin to see the enormous possi-

bilities inherent in working outdoors.

246



MICHAEL HEIZER, Circumflex, Massacre Creek dry lake, [968.
About 120° long, 18" wide, |2" deep, tapering to the surface
at both ends. Photo by the artist.

upizer: Do you mean something ought to be said about the IMPOR-
TANCE of what’s being done with earth????

OPPENHEIM: Yes.

neizer: Well, look at it this way. Art usually becomes another commodity.
One of the implications of earth art might be to remove completely the com-
modity-status of a work of art and to allow a return to the idea of art as—
Art as activity?

neizer: No, if you consider art as activity then it becomes like recreation.
guess I'd like to see art become more of a religion.
In what sense?

nerzer: In the sense that it wouldn't have a utlitarian function anymore.
It's okay for the artist to say he doesn’t have any mercenary intentions, know-
ing full well that his art 15 used avariciously.
So the artist’s responsibility extends beyond the creative act?

urizrr: The artist is responsible for everything, for the work and for how
it’s used. Enough attacks have been made on my work for me to have consid-
ered protecting it, like a dog burying a bone in the ground.

orrENtEIM: Don’t you see art as involved with weather or perhaps redi-
recting traffic?

neizer: | like your idea, Dennis, but it sounds as though you want to make
a rain machine, which I don't think 1s what you mean at all.

oppEnuHEIM: Aren'’t you indicating possibilities here that other artists haven't

really explored? It seems to me that one of the principal functions of artistic
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invelvement 15 to stretch the himits of what can be done and to show others
that art isn't just making objects to put in galleries, but that there can be an
artistic relanonship with things outside the gallery that is valuable to explore.
Mike, what are you rrving to achieve by working in namure?

uerzer: Well, the reason 1 go there is because it satisfies my feeling for
space. [ like thar space. That’s why 1 choose to do my art there,
Has yonr knmwledge of archaeolagical excavations had any bearing on your work?

prrzer: It mught have affected my imagnanon because l've spent some
time recording technical excavations. My work 15 closely ded up with my own
experiences; for mstanee, my personal associations with dirt are very real. | re-
ally like it, [ really like to lie in the dire. [ don't feel close to it in the farmer's
senie . . . And I've transcended the mechanical, which was difficult. It wasn'c a
legitimate art cransiion but it was psychologically important because the work
I'm doing now with earth satisfies some very basic desires,
So yout're really happy doing it

nerzeR: Raght, I'm not a purist in any sense and if 'm at all interested in
Bob’s or Demmis” work, its because 1 sense it the same kind of divergence
from a single 1deal as 1n myv own. That’s why | said earhier that earth art 15 a
very private thing. And of course 1'm not at all concerned about style

smrrason: | think most of us are very aware of ime on a geological scale,
of the grear extent of time which has gone mto the sculpting of marter. Take
an Anthony Caro: that expresses a certain nostalgia for a Garden of Eden view
of the world, whereas 1 think in terms of milhons of years, including times
when humans weren't around. Anthony Caro never thought abour the ground
his work stands on. In face, | see his work a5 .|:|1||r:\]11|1 entric cubism. He has vet
to discover the dreadful object. And then to leave it. He has a long way to go.

orpENEEIM: [t seems to me that this consciousness of geological process, ot
very gradual physical change, 15 a positive feature, even an aesthetic character-
1stic of some of the more significant earth works,

smrrason: [0 an art of uncertmnty because instability in general has be-
come very important, So the return to Mother Earth s a revival of a very ar-
chaic sentiment. Any kind of comprehension beyond this 15 essennally artificial,
Cieological thinking seems to play an important role in your esthetic,

smitison: 1 don't think we're making an appeal to science at all. Theres no
reason why science should have any priority.

nnizer: Scientific theories could just as well be magic as far as I'm con-
cerned. [ don't agree with any of them.
Do you see them as fiction?

smrTison: Yes

nerzer: Yes. I think that if we have any objective in mind its to supplant
sCIEnce.

smrTason: [ wrote an article recendy entitled “Serata” covering the Pre-
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cambrian to the Cretaceous periods. I dealt with that as a fiction. Science
works, yes, but to what purpose? Disturbing the grit on the moon with the
help of billions of dollars. I'm more interested in all aspects of time. And also in
the experience you get at the site, when you're confronted by the physicality
of actual duration. Take the Palisades non-site: you find trolley tracks embed-
ded in the ground, vestiges of something else. All technology is matter built up
into 1deal structures. Science is a shack in the lava flow of ideas. It must all re-
turn to dust. Moondust, perhaps.
Why don’t we talk about ene of your pieces, Bob, the one on the Mono Lake, for example.

smituson: The Mono Lake non-site, yes. Maps are very elusive things. This
map of Mono Lake is a map that tells you how to get nowhere. Mono Lake is
mn northern California and I chose this site because it had a great abundance of
cinders and pumice, a fine granular material. The lake itself is a salt lake. If you
look at the map, you'll see it 1s in the shape of a margin—it has no center. It’s a
frame, actually. The non-site itself is a square channe] that contains the pumice
and the cinders that collected around the shores of the lake at a place called
Black Point. This type of pumice 1s indigenous to the whole area.
What exactly is your concept of a non-site?

smitHsoN: There's a central focus point which is the non-site; the site is the
unfocused fringe where your mind loses its boundaries and a sense of the
oceanic pervades, as 1t were. I like the i1dea of quiet catastrophes taking
place. . . . The interesting thing about the site 1s that, unlike the non-site, it
throws you out to the fringes. In other words, there’s nothing to grasp onto
except the cinders and theres no way of focusing on a particular place. One
might even say that the place has absconded or been lost. This is a map that
will take you somewhere, but when you get there you won't really know
where you are. In a sense the non-site is the center of the system, and the site
itself is the fringe or the edge. As I look around the margin of this map, I see a
ranch, a place called the sulphur pond; falls, and a water tank; the word
pumice. But it’s all very elusive, The shorelines tell you nothing about the cin-
ders on the shore. You're always caught between two worlds, one that is and
one that 1sn't. I could give you a few facts about Mono Lake. Actually, I made a
movie about 1t with Mike Heizer. It’s in a state of chaos, it’s one of those things
that [ wouldn't want to show to more than a few people. But Mono Lake itself
is fascinating. Geologists have found evidence of five periods of glaciation in
the Sierra. The first began about half a million years ago, the last ended less
than fifteen thousand years ago. The glaciers left prominent marks upon the
landscape, they gouged out canyons, broadening and deepening them into U-
shaped valleys with steep headwalls and then advanced onto the plain. They
built up high parallel ridges of stony debris called moraines. There are all sorts
of things like that. The Mono craters are a chain of volcanic cones. Most of

them were formed after Lake Russell evaporated. That’s why I like it, because
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in a sense the whole site tends to evaporate. The closer you think you're get-

ting to it and the more you circumscribe it, the more it evaporates. It becomes
like a murage and it just disappears. The site 1s a place where a piece should be
but 1sn't. The piece that should be there is now somewhere else, usually in a
room. Actually everything that’s of any importance takes place outside the
room. But the room reminds us of the hmitations of our condition.

orpeNHEIM: Why do you bother with non-site at all?

smrruson: Why do I?

orpenaeiM: Why don’t you just designate a site?

smrtason: Because, [ like the ponderousness of the material. I like the 1dea
of shipping back the rocks across the country. It gives me more of a weighty
sensation. If 1 just thought about it and held it in my mind 1t would be a man-
ifestation of idealistic reduction and I'm not really interested in that. You spoke
about evil; actually for a long time people thought mountains were evil be-
cause they were so proud compared to the humble valleys. It’s true! Something
called the mountain controversy. It started in the eighteenth century.
How would you characterize your attitude to natitre?

smitason: Well, I developed a dialectic between the mind-matter aspects
of nature. My view became dualistic, moving back and forth between the two
areas. It's not involved with nature, in the classical sense. There’s no anthropo-
morphic reference to environment. But I do have a stronger tendency towards
the inorganic than to the organic. The organic 1s closer to the 1dea of nature:
I'm more interested in denaturalization or in artifice than [ am in any kind of
naturalism.
Are there any elements of destruction in your work?

smrtuson: It's already destroyed. It’s a slow process of destruction. The

world 1s slowly destroying itself. The catastrophe comes suddenly, but slowly.

MICHAEL HEIZER, Double Negative (Second Displacement), | 968-70.
40,000 and 200,000 tons displaced. 1600 x 50 x 30". Virgin River Mesa, DENMNIS OPPEMNHEIM, Annual Rings (detail). Frozen St. John River,

MNevada.

US/Canadian border, December 1968, Photo by the artist.




Big bang.

smrtason: Well, that's for some. That’s exciting. I prefer the lava, the cin-
ders that are completely cold and entropically cooled oft. They’ve been resting
in a state of delayed motion. It takes something like a millennium to move

them. That’s enough action for me. Actually that’s enough to knock me out.

A millennivm of gradual flow—

smrtasoN: You know, one pebble moving one foot in two million years is
enough action to keep me really excited. But some of us have to simulate up-
heaval, step up the action. Sometimes we have to call on Bacchus. Excess.

Madness. The End of the World. Mass Carnage. Falling Empires.

Mumm— What would you say abour the relationship between your work and photo-
graphs of it?

smrtison: Photographs steal away the spirit of the work—

oreenuEiM: One day the photograph is going to become even more impor-
tant than it 1s now—there'll be a heightened respect for photographers. Let's as-
sume that art has moved away from its manual phase and that now it’s more
concerned with the location of material and with speculation. So the work of
art now has to be visited or abstracted from a photograph, rather than made. [
don’t think the photograph could have had the same richness of meaning in the
past as 1t has now. But I'm not particularly an advocate of the photograph.

[t’s sometimes claimed that the photo is a distortion of sensory perception.

neizer: Well, the experience of looking 1s constantly altered by physical
factors. I think certain photographs offer a precise way of seeing works. You
can take a photograph into a clean white room, with no sound, no noise. You
can wait until you feel so inclined before you look at it and possibly experi-
ence at greater depth whatever view you have been presented with.
What are your primary concerns, Mike, in carrying out one of your Depressions?

ueizer: I'm mainly concerned with physical properties, with density, vol-
ume, mass, and space. For instance, [ find an 18 foot square granite boulder.

That’s mass. It’s already a piece of sculpture. But as an artist 1t’s not enough for

me to say that, so I mess with it. I defile—if you're a naturalist you'd say I de-
filed it, otherwise you'd say I responded in my own manner. And that was by
putting some space under the boulder. My work 1s in opposition to the kind of
sculpture which involves rigidly forming, welding, sealing, perfecting the sur-
face of a piece of material. I also want my work to complete its life-span during
my lifetime. Say the work lasts for ten minutes or even six months, which 1sn't
really very long, it still satisfies the basic requirements of fact. Everything is
beautiful, but not everything 1s art,
What makes it art?

Herzer: | guess when you mnsist on it |nng t‘lmugh, when you can convince
someone else that 1t 1s. [ think that the look of art i1s broadening. The idea of

sculpture has been destroyed, subverted, put down. And the idea of painting
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has also been been subverted. This has happened in a very strange way, through

a process of logical questioning by artists. It hasnt been like these various looks
which appear every twenty years or so; theyre just minor phenomena within
the larger one that will be remembered.
Do you approve of this undermining of existing art forms?

neizer: Of course I do, because then the artist will realize that only a real
primitive would make something as icon-like, as obviously pagan as a painting.
I worked all those years painting and now ['m critical of the fact that [ won't
allow myself to do those mindless things anymore. It looks as though the
whole spirit of painting and sculpture could be shrugged off, in two years’ time
perhaps. It’s almost totally inconsequential. Of course 1t'll never happen, but it’s
conceivable, it could happen.



“.,..THE EARTH, SUBJECT TO CATACLYSMS,
IS A CRUEL MASTER.” (1971)

Interview with Gregoire Miiller

crEcoIRe miiLLEr: How did you choose the actual site of Broken Circle—
Spiral Hill for the Sonsbeek exhibition?

roperT sMituson: Originally the show was supposed to take place m a
park, and the idea of putting an object in a park really didn’t motivate me too
much. In a sense, a park is already a work of art; it’s a circumscribed area of
land that already has a kind of cultivation involved in it. So I didn’t want to 1m-
pose an object on such an area, or in any way deface a land that was already
cultivated. | was looking for an area that was somewhat raw because Holland 1s
so pastoral, so completely cultivated and so much an earthwork in itself that I
wanted to find an area that I could mold, such as a quarry or a disused mining
area. Finally, Wim Beeren contacted a geographer, Sjouke Zijlstra, who also runs
the cultural center in Emmen. He knew of several quarry sites with green lakes.

mULLEr: At that ime, did you have a piece in mind already?

smrTason: [ was thinking of working with a circular piece—with a combi-
nation of jetty and canal in a circular situation so that a lake bank could serve

as a diameter. This was an idea lurking in my mind before 1 got there, but

when I saw the site it just fit—in terms of the banks of the quarry lakes—so I
decided to do that.

miiLeer: What kind of considerations enter your choice of a site? Are you
concerned about anything else than purely physical qualities?

smiTHsON: In a very densely populated area like Holland, I feel it’s best not
to disturb the cultivation of the land. With my work in the quarry, I somehow
reorganized a disrupted situation and brought it back into another kind of
shape. The quarry itself was surrounded by a whole series of broken land-
scapes, there were pasture lands, mining operations, and a red cliff—it was a
kind of sunken site. There was enough elevation around the site to view the
piece down in the quarry so that unlike the Spiral Jetty, it was involved with a
kind of containment in terms of the elevations that surround the lake.

muLier: By allowing the Broken Circle to be seen from an elevation, aren’t
you isolating it from the rest of the landscape? What I mean is that you create a
situation in which the viewer can focus upon it as if it were an object, rather
than being somehow immersed in the piece and in the landscape at the same
tumne.

smituson: I don't see it as an object. What you have there are really many

different scale changes. Speaking in terms of cinema, you have close, medium

Arts Magazine, September 1971. The title comes from Malcolm Lowry’s Dark as the Grave
Wherein My Friend is Laid.
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and long views. Scale becomes a matter of interchangeable distances. If you are

immersed in a flood you can drown, so it 1s wiser to perceive it from a dis-
tance. Yet, on the other hand, it is worth something to be swept away from
time to time.

mULLER: Isn't there a certain ambiguity that always occurs when a work
made in the land is being photographed? There is a phenomenon of reduction
and isolation from the context which almost makes the work look like a
painting or an object.

smrrason: I think we are actually talking about multiple ways ot locating a
thing, and one way to locate a thing is to circumscribe 1t with a photograph. It
you are flying over a piece, you can see its whole configuration in a sense con-
tracted down to a photographic scale. I think that 15 what we are discussing,
how we apprehend scale. Now let’s say there are three difterent kinds of scale
that one can apprehend, and that they are constantly trading places with each
other. The area that you seem interested in is the dedifferentiated area—be-
tween differentiation and undifferentiated. That 1s less a matter of looking and
more a matter of touching, or what you could call “Tactile Space.”

mirier: 1 am thinking about some South American Indian land drawings
that are so gigantic that without an airplane, it 1s absolutely impossible to see
the whole configuration. The Indians who made these drawings evidently had
no way of seeing them globally, except in their mind.

smitason: [ think you mean the Nazca lines in Peru. For me, a photograph
acts as a kind of map that tells you where the piece is and I don’t see anything

wrong with that. The Nazca lines have meaning only because they were pho-

A floed in California—Yuba City, Photo by the American Red Cross.
IZIes J T -
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Spiral Jetty, detail (197 1), salt crystals cover entire work.
Constructed 1970. Photo by Nancy Holt.

tographed from airplanes, at least for our eyes conditioned by the twentieth
century. All we can do is use our orders and systems to investigate them, and
they generally turn out to be wrong—like “Stonehenge Decoded.” Stone-
henge doesn't strike me as a Neolithic computer. What 1s interesting 1s how we
fail to understand such remote things.

There are people in Scotland who claim that after being photographed they
get sick. Also there 15 a tribe somewhere that believes cameras blight the land-
scape. There may be deep reasons for such behavior. After all the camera is a
mechamism—a Cartesian eye. Let’s return to Indian drawings. When I was out
in Utah, Nancy Holt and I went to Moab in the southeastern part of the state.
In the red canyons of the Colorado River there are many Indian petroglyphs
or rock-art works. Unlike the Nazca lines they are very intimate. They were
pecked into the canyon walls in places near the ground level. It was exciting to
hunt for them among secluded rocks. The Indians’ choice of sites seemed
based on physical needs—hunting and fishing. Yet a high degree of abstraction
was always present. Stick shapes suggested Pollock and Newman. Truly direct
art seems to me to avoid the technique of representing abstractions on a
portable surface or through portable objects. The petroglyphs were embedded
in particular sites, and seemed rooted to necessity.

mijLeer: But let’s go back to the piece 1tself: How was it built?

smrtison: | had to deal with two elements, earth and water, so I used drag
lines and made a series of dikes so that, in a sense, the piece was made by
flooding. I had in mind this idea of flooding, related to a specific flood that
devastated Holland i the *s0s. This struck me as [ was building the piece, and

it started to function as a kind of microcosm for this natural catastrophe.
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miiLLer: Did you record this process?

smrrason: [ am still working on a film with Nancy. While the piece was
being built, I was thinking about how this process could be captured on film
and isolated in terms of the particular ideas [ had in mind. I have a succession
of process shots that relate to flooding. The film captured the process and took
it out of mere duration.

MULLER: So you had to deal with a time factor. I imagine that the cine-
matic time cannot, in this case, be separated from the real time during which
the piece was constantly changing.

smitason: Both the making and the filming of the work informed each
other. Of course, the water rushing in the film 1s not rushing anymore, but
there is a sense of parallel imes—both temporal and atemporal.

mirLer: The piece will always be changing, and you will go back to check
the changes and record them with a camera, What 1s your attitude toward such
changes?

smrtuson: When you are dealing with a great mass, you want something
that will, in a sense, interact with the climate and its changes. The main objec-
tive 15 to make something massive and physical enough so that it can nteract
with those things and go through all kinds of modifications. If the work has
sufficient physicality, any kind of natural change would tend to enhance the
work. Geology has its own kind of entropy, that has to do with sediment mix-
tures. Sediment plays a part in my work. Unlike Buckminster Fuller, I'm inter-
ested in collaborating with entropy. Some day I would like to compile all the
different entropies. All the classifications would lose their grids. Levi-Strauss

ROBERT SMITHSON, Sunken lsland 1971, 5" wide. ROBERT SMITHSON, Oolite Island 1971, 5" wide.
Summerland Key, Fla. Photo by artist. Summerland Key, Fla. Photo by artist.
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Untitled (movie treatment for Broken Circle | Spiral Hill), 1971

had a good insight; he suggested we change the study of anthropology into
“entropology.” It would be a study that devotes itself to the process of disinte-
gration in highly developed structures. After all, wreckage 1s often more inter-
esting than structure, At least, not as depressing as Dymaxion domes. Utopian
saviors we can do without.

mitLer: We haven't spoken yet about the site itself in terms of 1ts geologi-
cal properties.

smrtisoN: The quarry happened to be on the edge of a terminal moraine.
During the last ice age, the glaciers moved down there and deposited all
different kinds of materials, mainly sand. The area was made up of red, yellow,
white, brown and black earth, with boulders that had been carried by the
glaciers and tumbled into a round shape. The piece itself was developed from a
small sand peninsula that extended into the green lake, and in the center of the
peninsula there was this glacial boulder that just happened to be there. It was
quite by accident that it turned out to be the center of the piece.

miULLer: | heard that kind of boulder is very rare in Holland, and that they
were used in Prehistoric ages to build monuments. Did you have these monu-
ments in mind when you built the piece?

smrrason: Yes, while I was building it. All throughout this area they have
what they call Hun’s beds: burial chambers, basically in the shape of the hull of
a ship embedded in the ground, with precariously balanced large flat rocks
going from one side to the other.

miLrer: In which ways, then, does the boulder of Broken Circle relate to

these Hun's beds?




smrrison: [ts an entropological manifestation—I se¢ it as a hok-up in

terms of lost intentions. For the film, | had in mund shootng a boulder of a
Hun's bed and zooming into the rock so that you only see the surface, and
then pulling back so 45 to see the rock surface of my boulder, There would be
a forward zoom and a backward zoom that would link up the two boulders in
a kind of cinematic parallel that would cover vase stretches of time,

mULLER: S0 it seems to me that what is in the piece always relates to what i
outside of the piece Yet somehow, we are getting back to the idea of focus-
ing—with the emphasis on the boulder at the center . . .

smrrrson: 've been ambivalent about that since the beginning of the pro-
jeet. My onginal mtention wis to move the boulder outside the cireumiference
of Broken Cirele. 1 was told that only the Duteh Army could do such a thing.
The reason why the boulder was there in the first place was accidental. A blunt
peninsula of sand extended into the water directly in front of the boulder. It
was the only place 1in the quarry where the circomference could be mtegrated
The sand flats were to be a field opening up into a range of vacancy, a site un-
burdened by any middle point. But then, by an unforeseen chance, 1 was
trapped in Emmen with a monstrous point to contend with. The geographer
who was my translator to the muners went on vacation, and | was rumming out
of money. So on impulse | returned to New York without solving the nddle of
the accidental center. Once i New York, after studying photographs of Brokes
Clircle, I was haunted by the shadowy lump in the imiddle of my work. Like the
eve of a hurricane it seemed to suggest all kinds of misfortunes; It became a
dark spot of exasperation, a geological gangrene on the sandy expanse. Appre-
henstons of the shadowy point spread through my memory of the work. The
perimerer of the intrusion magnified into a blind spot in my mind that bloted
the circumference out, All and all it is 4 eyclopian dilemma, T was told thae the
boulder was one of the biggest in Holland. Bur, when one 15 on the Broken
Circle itself, at eye level one tends to see the boulder as part of the circumfer-
ence. The veritability of the boulder’s position 15 engulfed by curvatures—no
fiziry moderates—as 1 a photograph shot from directly above, When one 1
standing on the top of the Spiral Hill, there 15 a link-up of two centers, the top
center 15 absent while the bottom center is present—hut only from that posi-
tion. Neither eccentnically nor concentrnically 15 1t possible to escape the
dilemma, just as the Earth cannot escape the Sun, Maybe that’s why Valéry
called the sun a “Brilliant Error” When I return to Holland, | might bury the
boulder in the center, or move 1t outside of the circumference, or just leave 1t
there—as a kand of glacial “heart of darknes”—a warmng from the Iee Age
At any rate, it 15 a stimuolating predicament. Also, the filin remains unfinished, |
have in mind several aerial maneuvers. One would be a descending and as-
cending helicopter shot. The helicopter would go as high as possible over Bre-

ken Cirele, then slowly drop down into the naddle, tll it was about three feet
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Broken Circle, 197 1. 140 feet wide. Detail of Broken Circle—breaking the dike.

over the sand bank and the water. The diameter would cut the frame in half,
the closer the helicopter got to the Broken Circle. The helicopter would ascend
the same way it came down. Yet, another maneuver would involve an airplane.
[ am thinking of the “clover leaf " maneuver. It consists of four loops, with Bro-
ken Circle at the bottom of these loops. A work on this scale doesn’t end with a
“show.” It has a way of generating continual movement. Museum shows often
neutralize art by taking it out of society—out of circulation—by rendering
it “abstract” and ineffective. Sonsbeck, at least, points toward a new sense of
circulation.

mireer: Have you seen the Spiral Jetty recently?

smrrason: Yes. [ was there in August. Recently the water rose to its highest
level in 17 years; during the months of June and July the Jetry was under 2 or 3
inches of water. Some people went out there and found the Jetty completely
submerged. This was a sudden natural condition. The snow 1n the mountains
melted so fast that the farmers couldn’t hold 1t in the irrigation canals. There
was no way of projecting the water level in advance. As a matter of fact, it was
the most sudden rise in the lake in about a hundred years. Later, when [ went
back, there was no rain at all and the water started to evaporate at a terrific
rate. Around mid-August it was beginning to surface and the entire Jerty
looked like a kind of archipelago of white islands because of heavy salt con-
centrations. Two weeks later [ returned to the Jetty with Jan Van der Mark, and
the Jetty was almost entirely surfaced and almost entirely encrusted with salt
crystals. There were various types of salt crystal growth—sometimes the crys-
tals take the form of a perfect square. Then, at other times, there is a different
kind of mineral that looks like wax dripping on the rocks. Since the water had

159




Indian Rack Drawing. Maab, Uzah.approximatery %t
% Photo by Robert Smithsan,
L B
T ;
7 ?r%’
e
5 b
z8

Hun's Bed jpy Halland,

N
260



evaporated, it left the crystals dry, but the day after [ visited the ferry, some
huge thunderstorms came in and completely dissolved all the crystals and
turned the Jerty back to naked rock. s mass was intact because its almost Bo'
solid rock, so that it held 1ts shape Yet at the same time 1t was affected by the
contingencies of nature

miftien: You seem interested in working with combinations of land and
water, Is that an important factor in your work?

SMITIISON: Yes, It @ves me an opportanity to work with water, land, air, and
fire {solar Light) as a whole interconnected phenomenon. There’s something
ibout water that quickens my motivation. Last May, Nancy and | went to the
Florida Keys: On Summerland Kev, near Key West, T found a shallow lagoon,
where 1 built two five foot wide islands, and planted a hundred foot wide ring
of mangrove seedlings. One sland was made out of white coralline material
called “oolite” | got the oolite out into the lagoon on a plastic raft. The Sunken
Fland wis made by consolidating rocks from the bottom of the lagoon, The
rocks were encrusted with small slimy things, and sponges called "dead man’s
fingers.” This sland was mostly underwater. The Mangrove Ring was made by
planting scedhngs into sediment deposits in cracks in the rocky bottom of the
lagoon, Mangrove seedlings are supposed to take root almeost immedately,
There’s a story that Alexander the Great stopped his march through Asia to
observe mangroves making land. Mangroves are called “island makers™ because
they catch sedmment m their spidery roots

minien: Have vou made any more films, since Spiral Jerty®

smitison: Nancy and 1 made a six-minute film called Swamp. 1t’s a hlm
about deliberate obstructions or calculated aimlessness, Whale Nancy was
looking through her Bolex, filming, | told her where to step through the reeds
ind sockers in the Jersey meadows. | recorded the directions on a tape
recorder. | am also interested 1n projection sites. Where and how movies are
shown strikes me as important, Actually, 1 would like to show my film Spiral
Jetty on the Staten Island Ferry, The ferrvboat could sail out to the middle of
the harbor, than sail back to the port in a spiraling voyage while the film was

showing.
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CONVERSATION WITH ROBERT SMITHSON (1972)

Edited by Bruce Kurtz

I'm not really discontented. I'm just interested in exploring the apparatus I'm
being threaded through, you know, and to me that’s a legitimate interest. ['ve
always been interested in different sites and different kinds of relationships, you
know, like the relationship in a white room as opposed to a quarry. | mean
there’s obviously a difference of intention there, and the whiteness of the room
looks like a little neutral cell in heaven and the painting hanging on the wall—
you're supposed to not even think of the wall that the painting is hanging on.
You're supposed to just respond metaphysically to the painting in terms of
color, line, structure, you know, and talk about the framing support, but forget
about where you're standing, where you are, and the ambience of the entire
space. So | think that actually this is an investigation of some kind of space
control that’s shot through with all kinds of social, economic, political impli-
cations. It’s interesting to me. [ don't really see this as, you know, a complaint or
anything . . .

... I think that’s all of a piece. Dealers and museums are essentially inter-
twined, related, so I don’ really see that as a big problem. That’s just another
reality. I mean there’s value making, there’s always been that connection and
there again there’s a fantasy that somehow the curator 1s disconnected, in some
wory tower while all these terrible dealers are running around. I don't really
see that, I mean that’s just a reality. Paintings are bought and sold. The artist sits
in his solitude, knocks out his paintings, assembles them, then waits for some-
one to confer the value, some external source. The artist isn’t in control of his
own value. He is sort of waiting for the value to be conferred. And that's the
way it operates. Some dealers are more like artists, really. See, what I'm talking
about are relationships. Art has tended to be viewed in terms of 1solation, neu-
tralization, separation, and this is encouraged. Art is supposed to be on some
eternal plane, free from the experiences of the world, and I'm more interested
in those experiences, not as a refutation of art, but as art as part of that experi-
ence, or interwoven, in other words, all these factors come nto it. Generally, to
just break everything down into these little slots all the time, to see them as
separate entities, mutually antagonistic, warring, aesthetic entities creates an at-
mosphere of competition among artists which 1s encouraged by the external
value structures. In other words, whatever a painting goes for at Parke Bernet
is really somebody else’s decision, not the artist’s decision, so there’s a division,
on the broad social realm; the value 1s separated from the artist, the artist is es-

tranged from his own production. So I'm just saying that it would be nice if

The Fox I1, 1975. The conversation took place on April 22, 1972,



the artist could mamntain a certain involvement with his production, and this is
the great issue, I think it will be the growing issue, of the seventies: the investi-
gation of the apparatus the artist 1s threaded through. The artist withdraws into
a more hermetic position, or at least a spiritualism, esotericism, and mystifica-
tion—and it’s an existential position, too, the disembodied work, 1n a disem-
bodied world . . .

... Well, like 1t or not, the art world is a separate world. But there are many
golden threads, you know. The art world is dependent on either federal or state
grants, and on certain common bureaucracies which channel in the funds.

... [ heard from Mr. Oxenar from the Kroller-Miller Museum that a show
like that (Sonsbeek 71) would be inconceivable this year because of the change
of government. They had a Liberal Christian party there, or something, and art
was the first thing to go. Konrad Fischer also said the same thing, that the po-
litical pressures from both left and right see art as the first thing to be axed out.
In other words, that’s not edifying. And the rumor was that Documenta was
going to use this as a lesson plan, after the show was over, for a kind of lesson
plan for German art schools. So it would have a practical/social value. I don't

know about that, but the museums in Europe tend to be more integrated into

ROBERT SMITHSON, The Hypothetical Continent of Cathaysia, | 969.
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the general political-social fabric. There’s always that element. It seems less so

here in the United States because the institutions are more isolated. In other
words, what the Met does really would not cause a controversy throughout
Manhattan.

prUcE kKURrTZ: | think maybe one of the reasons is that it 15 already so com-
pletely controlled by political concerns which control public opinion. And so
is the Modern. William S. Paley controls a communication network capable of
affecting the entire world, and rather than using it toward goals which might
effect receptivity to creative ways of thinking and doing, it 15 used to enforce
patterns of the grossest kind of exploitation. The Modern has recently put on
hopelessly patronizing exhibitions with the idea of attracting other than the
usual kind of elitist crowd, of course with the motive of higher gate receipts to
balance a flagging budget. These actions don’t have much to do with a real
concern for art.

rROBERT smiTHsON: That's just it. Yeah, because basically the museum func-
tions as a bank. There’s a heavy investment in there. And they don’t want any-
thing threatening that. In other words, we’ll just reinforce our Picassos. Paley
isn’t going to be interested in an alternative art situation that would call into
question the very validity of that whole institution. So, they're not doing any-
thing for the masses, or whatever, and that’s a big cop-out.

kurtz: The museum is an instrument of control.

smrtHson: It's an instrument of control and 1t’s like building cathedrals. |
mean that 1t’s really an instrument of political control. And 1t silly to think
that Paley is going to be able to understand. I think Arthur Miller wrote some-
thing about the problems of Lincoln Center. They build these giant edifices,
these multimillion dollar edifices, Rockefeller’s into that, and they don't have
enough money for anybody to do anything in it. They build gigantic culture
centers all over the country here, and then they don't have anything to put
into them. Then they look for reactionary art to put in those spaces, which are
really modeled after the Museum of Modern Art. They've grown like wildfire
all over the country, these big fortress-like, Medieval, Bauhaus structures pro-
liferate like crazy, and what that does is just reinforce the Rockfeller economic
aesthetic,

kurtz: And it’s a very effective way of control because it absorbs so easily
any kind of radical tendency.

smiTason: Yeah, and that’s why it’s so silly for artists to try to overcome
that, because they will just be absorbed. That’s like what I said, they'll just be
integrated into the whole thing, so there’s no viable alternative. If there really
was an alternative, consciously thought, then artists might do works which are
radical but they are unconscious about why they are doing them. I'm just
making a plea for more consciousness in that area and I'm not batter about 1t.
I'm just saying that that’s the way 1t is. Artists are not apolitical. And artists are
either being used to support another kind of political value, and if they're
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dumb enough to think they are on a cloud or something, that is supporting,
actually supporting. In other words, that’s their opiate. Their puriry is the opi-
ate, the reward that they ger, While the external value structure 15 ripping
them off, at the same vme they are telling them how pure they are. | mean re-
ligion functioned that way, too.

If you are poor that s your reward, and we will encourage that, we who
have the economuc controls. Its another kind of banking mechanism—super
currency—and all representation s currency. Warhol was calling attention to
the production, Everyrhing is a dollar: people, soup cans, so he was just repre-
senting something that was already just a disembodied product

..« Then another problem is the problem of what 15 known as nature, Most
artists, and most meellectual activities, the culture itself, are completely sepa
rated, you know, have last, any contact with the natural world. Architecture 1
built by computers. People have all these statistics going around in their heads,
so that they'll do something based on that level, completely detached from any
kind of physicality of the site, so that you're into ecological problems. [ find a
lot of artises completely confused, especially people working wath sites, They
don't really know what they're doing there. They're imposing an abstraction
rather than drawing out an aspect, or cultvanng something in terins of the
ecological situaton. Very, very curious.

Anyway, I'm going out to Ohio next week to meet with Senator Arm
strong and strip mining people and some conservationists. 'l try to do some-
thing pracucal there. I mean | can’t do exhibitions like this [DocumentaV)

kurt#: What are you thinking of doing in Ohio?

smrrisos: Well, 1 don't know: . . . This was a projection for a future pro-
ject, but 1 can’t tell anything untl I know what the situation 1s. Maybe 1t wall
tall through and maybe 1t wen't, Mavbe there’s a possibihity of rakang some es-
tablished area, it’s like a big desert in some parts of Ohio, and conceivably 1 see
a kind of dialectic between the ecologists and the industrialists, Curators, |
mean that's on cloud nine. It's just the same old number all over agamn,

But, | thought your Sonsbeck piece was pood. You talked about the Park,
People don't think about those things. I mean, they think they just make
something, you know, a thing in itself, a Kanoan idea, it’s just anuss, Things are
not things in themselves, They are related to other things. You see already that
gets you mto a metaphysical dilemma. [ would say also most Modernism 1s
based on this Kantian myth business. And you know a lot of people just don't
like to hear this sort of thing. They prefer the artist to be dumb and uncon-
scious and self-destructive and 1solated and basically crazy,

oo 1 just want o be conscious of where 1 am, n relationship to all these
different parameters

kuntz: | understand exactly what you're saying, and they're things ['ve
thought about myself only not at all in the same way, and not as extensively.

You're being much more ambitious than anyone else | know of,
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smrtason: [ think, though, 1t’s there. I think there’s a kind of awareness of

it, but not articulated. I feel that myself. I really don't feel I'm adequately artic-
ulating. I think it would take somebody to devote their whole life to a kind of
archaeology of the art world and all its different tribal states. It’s just a very dif-
ficult thing, and I'm just trying to figure it out. There are no personal vendettas
or anything involved in it, because [ think the only way that things would be
better would be if isolation were discouraged and cooperation was more a fac-
tor so that, you know, I would want to have dialogues with all these people. In
other words [ feel no bitterness toward any of the people involved, because
everybody’s involved in it, but I'm trying to make it conscious—

kUrTZ: In a way you could say that the importing of objects from a Capi-
talist country is not very different in effect from Social Realist posters, but its
propaganda is for the business ethic.

smiTHSON: Yeah, exactly, because abstraction essentially 1s what rules Capi-
talism, so that’s the value, that’s the value between production and the actual
work, the process, and I think that that’s why there’s the concern with process,
it’s an attempt to link up the process with the actual result, so the two are actu-
ally one. That’s why I have to go back to the Marxist thing about the division
of labor, in other words the production from work. What 1s the thing that sep-
arates? It’s the abstract value. So this abstraction, so art becomes—especially
paintings—become super currency for privileged groups. Then they manifest
their institutions. They’ll give this work to—an artist can’t give his works to a
museum and get a tax write-off, but a collector can, and this 1s just another
way of controlling. The artist as a class 1s put into that. The most class deter-
mined artists are the ones who claim they aren’t a class. And they are.

...  know of instances where collectors have given, or attempted to give, a
work of art, which they've in some way ripped off an artist, to a museum in
order to become part of the trusteeship. So they get an in to a sort of cultural
control, and the artist is just a hapless producer who is constantly making these
things for this privileged value. That's why I say the artist is alienated from the
value of his work. He cannot—somebody else 15 determining his value for
him. This artists take for granted. Their compensation 15 that they’re spiritual,
they're pure, they’re mad, you know, any number of mythologies. In fact,
there’s a category of Personal Mythologies at Documenta, Personal Mytholo-
gies strike me as another dream world. That’s the compensation. Aesthetics too
is very close to a kind of spiritualism, so the emphasis on aesthetics tends to
mitigate the social relationships so that you just see aesthetic things in them-
selves. And I think the artists, hike the protestors at the museums, just reinforce
the museums, because these people really want to get into those things. Any-
thing can be put into a museum, now [ mean it5s . . .

kurtz: How do you deal with the problem of the tax write-off? Do you
give to the artist the same advantage of the collector, or do you eliminate the
economic incentive altogether? And if you do then what happens to collecting?
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ROBERT SMITHSOM, Asphol on Ernded CHT, 1969, Crayon and ink drawing

One of the strateges collectors use 15 to put one of therr works o musewns as 2
promised gift, and by purting it in 4 museum the value increases, s0 when the
vilue reachies the point the collector needs or wants, then he gives it. The artist
can't do that, The arust can only write off the cost of marerials o make the
work, [t's not the artist who confers the value but the dealer, collector, and
museun. But then in a sense the government, the museum, the collector, the
business machine, have the goods to debiver. Do you deal with that by sainng,
T want the goods ton F That’s a way :|f'||1|:lL'Ji'lni|:t;_rl:|u' whaole valie SYSTE,

ssutison; Thats the collecting sitvation. The Jeiry and the Broken Circle
really aren’t collectibles. They're supported through the cooperation of differ-
ent groups that have no commodity fetish

rurTa: But theres a commaodity fetish in photographs, and the flm—that
sort of thing

smrrrson: Oh, yeah, but realistically speaking . . . film 18 another area again

. the prices for photographs and film and that sort of thing are rather equ-
table. T sell prines of my AGlm for $500. I'm not saving down with money or
anything like that. 'm saving lets understand an alternative value svstem
where actually arnsts nmught be more 1 control of their own value. The trouble
15 that most collectors and dealers will play on the artst’s guilt 1in regard to the
filthy luere, and that’s reinforced, so the artists are frustrated by their own gualt
about economic consideranons. And the retrear 15 to purity and spiritualism

and esotericism and hermeticism | | abstracton, all those things | | idealism;
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all those imponderables . . . metaphysics. There’s just a great storehouse, as |
call it, at the end of this junkyard, metaphysics, you constantly dispense purity,
1deals, spiritualism.

kurtz: In your thinking, where is the place for what Larry Poons is doing,
or Stella.

smituson: [ don't think there’s any place for it. I see them as different artists
from myself. Society sees all artists as the same and they're not. They have dif-
ferent political attitudes. Some artists are more oriented toward cooperation,
others are oriented more toward isolation. I would say those are the two kinds
of political attitudes

kurtz: Do you see the whole moon thing as another kind of ownership,
another kind of currency . . .

smrtason: [ deseribed the moon shot once as a very expensive non-site. It
keeps people working, you know. To an extent I thought that after they got to
the moon there was a strange demoralization that set in that they didn't dis-
cover little green men, or something. It's on that level. I was watching the one
last night, and there was kind of a forced exuberance. There was this attempt to
try to confer some meaning onto it, and to me 1t’s quite banal.

kurrz: One thing that amazed me about the first moon shot was that you

ROBERT SMITHSON, Amarillo Ramp, 1973. Height: 014 feet. Diameter: | 50 feet. Width at top: 10 feet.
Length: 396 feet. Photo by Gianfranco Gorgoni.



saow Mission Contral in Houston with all those ineredible computer stations,
that meredible technology, with hundreds of people fGicing toward a kind of

altar, like at the movies, and above the altar was a picture of 5

wpy. There had

to be some way 1 theirt mands of attachinge a mascot to the who

in other words to symbolize the experic

1ce to make 1t more comprehensible,
and the umage was so regressive that it denatured the experience. There was no
AWATCTICRS '-||.-||'Il.' MICATIINE.

smrrason That’s what [ was saving before about the computer thing, it's
sort of like thev're so abstracted thar they their imagery would draw from

Snoopy, or Porky Pig, or something

gunrs: The idea that we can completely control the environment, niture,
15, 1 think, what creates the mterest m the moon shot, and 1t's something hke
Disneviand. You can make vour environment however vou want to make it,
bt thie way 10 muade s another kind of cultural control

sarrison: Actually; | think Dhisney World 15 more of 2 Diream World than
Documenta, In other words, ity more apggressive. And it's alko a big money

making operation. 5o these dream worlds start proliferating™®

* Kurtz published a varune of this paragraph in Ars Magazine, Summer 1972

Actually [ think Disneviand 15 probably more of 4 dream world than Docu-

menta. In ather words, 1ts more ag

rressive, and 10s also a blg money-making
operation, So these dream worlds start proliferating. . . . You have to cut vour

hair before you go 1. It's the meipient fascism of all dream worlds.
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Raobert Smithson at site of dinosaur tracks near South Hadley, Mass.,
around 1950

INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT SMITHSON FOR THE ARCHIVES
OF AMERICAN ART/ SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION (1972)

Interview conducted by Paul Cummings July 14 and 19, 972

JULY 14, 1972

PAUL CUMMINGS: You were born in New Jersey?

ROBERT SMITHSON: Yes, in Passaic, New Jersey.

cummings: Did you come from a big tanuly?

smrtasoN: No, I'm an only child.

cuMMINGS: So many artists I've been interviewing lately have been an only
child. Did you grow up there, go to school there?

smrruson: [ was born in Passaic and lived there for a short tume, then we
moved to Rutherford, New Jersey. Willlam Carlos Williams was actually my
baby doctor in Rutherford. We lived there until I was about nine and then we
moved to Clifton, New Jersey. I guess around that time I had an inchination
toward being an artist.

cummINGs: Were you making drawings?

smituson: Oh, yes. I was working in that area even back 1n the early phases
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i Rutherford. I was also very interested at that time in natural history. In
Clifton my father bult what you could call a kind of suburban basement mu
seum for me to display all my fossils and shells, and [ was involved with collect-
g insects and |
umsincs: Where did these shells come from?

smrrnsoxn: Oh, different places. We traveled a lot at that ome. Faght after
the war 1n 1946 when we went out West 1 was about eight years old. It was an
unpressionable period. [ started to get involved in collecting at that time. But
basically 1 was pretry much unto myself in being interested in field naturalist
things, looking for insects, rocks and whatever

cummines: [hd you have books around that were 1nvolved with these topics?

sarTison: Yes And 1 went to the Museum of Natural History. When 1 was
about seven | did very large paper constructons of dinosaurs which in a way, 1
suppose, relate right up to the present in terms of the film 1 made on The Spiral
Jetty—the prehistoric motif runs throughout the flm. S0 in a funny way 1
guess there is not that much difference between whae 1 am now and my child-
hood. | really had a problem with school. | mean, there was no real under-
standing of where [ was at, and [ didn’t know where I was at that time

cussiings: Did you like primary school or ligh school?

smrrason: No, | dide’t. | grew cather hostile to school. In hagh school, ac-
tually, I started going to the Art Students League. | won a scholarship. In my
last year of high school 1 munaged to go only half a diy, T was just very put off
by the whole way art was taught.

cummings: Really? In what way?

svrruson: Well, my high school teacher would come up with statements
like—I remember this one quite vividly—that the only people who become
ArtIses are o r'll,‘!"'.ll.'\ .|!'“.i WOTTRETY

cummings: This was a high school art teacher? What was their problem?

smrruson: Well, they seemed to have all kinds of problems. Everyvthing was
kind of restricted. There wis no comprehension of any kind, no creative atu-
tude. It was mostly rote—a very unimaginative teaching staff, constricted and
departmentalized. At that peint T didn't have any self-realization, so 1 really
couldn't tell, except thar the Art Students League did offer me a chance to at
least come 1 contact with other people. | made a lot of friends with people in
the High School of Music and Art in New York

cumminGs: Did you go to that school?

smrrason: No, but T had a lot of friends from there, and we had a sketch
class together. Every Saturday n the last two years of lagh school 1 went to
lsaac Soyer’s studio. We used to skerch each other and we'd talk about art and
go to musetms. And thar was a very important thing for me, getting out of
that kind of stifling suburban atmosphere where there was just nothing,

cumsmnecs: How did you get the scholarship to the League?
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Robert Smithson as 3 young boy in Buthedford, M| around 1946

smitison: [ applied for that. T did a series of woodcuts, rather large wood-
cuts, | remember one of them was called Teenagers on g2nd Streer. It was done in
a kind of German Expressionist style. | was about sixteen when [ did that

cummings: Did you have art books and things at home?

smiTison: Yes, | kept coming inte New York and buying art books, T was
pursuing it on my owin.

cummings: Did you go to museums and galleries?

srrson: Yes The first museum show I saw at the Museum of Modern
Art was The Fauves' exhibition. T was about sixveen. | had that attrude, And
then T went back to Clifton High School and tried to present those ideas but
they didn't quire jell,

cumminGs: Were you interested in other classes in school?

smrrason: Well, T was somewhat interested in writing, although at that
time T had 2 sort of writer’s block, you know, 1 couldn’t quite get it together, |
had a good oral sense; | liked ro talk. I remember giving a talk, 1 think m oy
sophomore year in high school, on The War of the Worlds, the H. G Wells thing
And [ gave a talk on the proposed Guggenheim Museum. Things like that inter-
ested me. But | found those things that interested me really didn't comneide with
school, so 1 became more and more disenchanted and more and more confused.

cummiNGs: You had no instructor in any class who picked up on any of
those things?

ssirTHsON:; MNo, It was all very hostle and L'r;u[l]‘led, anid 1t Just alienated me
more and more to the point where I grew rather hostile to the whole public
school situation. In a very, very defimte way [ wanted nothing to do with high
schoaol, and 1 had no intention of going to college.

cummings: What about the wniting? When did that start?

smrrpson: That started in 1965—1966, But it was a self-taught situation.
After about five years of thrashing around on my own, [ started to pull my
thoughts together and was able to begin writing. Since then, | guess ['ve writ-
ten about twenty articles.

cummings: Do you find it augments your work? Or is it separate from it

smrrason: Well, 1t comes our of my sensihility—it comes out of my own
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Robert Smithson at Colosseum in Rome, 1961,

observation. It sort of parallels my actual art involvement. The two coincide;
one informs the other.

cummings: How did you find the art scene in the fifties?

smrtTHsoN: That was a very crucial time. Everything was very repressed and
stupid; there was no art context as we know it now. There weren't any galleries
to speak of (when I was sixteen or seventeen). I was very much encouraged
by Frederica Beer-Monti who ran the Artists Gallery. She was an Austrian
woman of the circle of Kokoschka and that crowd, and she had been painted
by a lot of those people. She was very encouraging.

cummings: How did you meet her?

smrtason: I took my woodcuts to the gallery. It was run by Hugh Stix and
his wite who were very encouraging. It was a non-profit gallery. I would have
discussions there with Owen Ratchliff, who was sort of the director. I would
say that in a way they gave me an opportunity to work for myself.

cummings: You had a show with them at one point?

smrrason: | had a show with them. I was the youngest artist to ever show
there. And [ felt—well, you know, if I can show at age nineteen, keep on
going. I've always been kind of unreachable, I guess, especially at that point. I
met other people—I was friendly with the son of Meyer Levin, Joe Levin,
who went to Music and Art High School. I remember Meyer Levin saying
that I was the type of person that couldn’t go to school, that I would either
make it very big or else go crazy.

cumminGs: Nice alternatives. How did you like the Art Students League?
What did you do there?
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smrrHson: Tr gave me an opportunity to meet younger people and others
who were sort of sympathetic to my outlook. There wasn't anybody in Clifton
who | was close to except for one person—Danny Donahue: He got inter-
gsted in art, but eventually he did go crazy and was killed in a4 motoreycle aco-
dent. He joined a Brooklyn gang of motoreyclists and just . . . | mean it was a
very difficult oime, T think, for people to find themseélves.

cummMings: That was in the fifties?

ssrtuson: In the fifties, yes. This was, I'd say, around 1956—57. | spent a
short period—six months—in the Army.

cummiNGs: Were you drafted? Or did vou join?

smiTason: No, I jomed. Acmally I joined with Danny Donahue, Joe Levin,
and Charlie Hasloff. Charlie is a poet from Dusseldorf. Both Danny and Joe
were excluded and that left Charlie and me. The reason | joined was because it
was a special plan; it was a kind of art group called Special Services.

cumminGs: ‘Oh, really! What was that?

smrrason: Well, strangely enough, John Cassavetes was in this group. And
Miles Kruger, who 1s an expert on nostalga,

cummings! Oh, ves! The American musical stage.

smrTHson: Right, You know him?

cumminGs: Oh, for years! Yes

sarrpson: Well in a way he was responsible for cueing me into the grua-
tion. So it turned out that | went to Fort Knox, went through basic traiming,
spent some unhappy hours in clerk-typist’s school, and then ended up as sont
of artist-in-residence at Fort Knox. [ did watercolors of local Army installa-
tions for the mess hall. Tt was a very confusing period. Another important refa-
tionship I had was with a poet named Alan Brilliant: I staved at his place up on
Park Avenue and goth Street, in the El Bano area. He was involved with pub-
lishing poets. I met him through Joe Levin.

cummincs: Was Miles with you all through this military period?

sMrtison: 1 spent a few times with Miles at the Rienzi Cate down in the
Village where we had discussions. That sort of thing. I don’t know him that
well 1 think this was around 1956, [ mean that was an interesting period for
me. I'm trying to put it together right now.

cumminGs: What abour the poet though—DBrilliant?

smrruson: Brilhant married a novelist, Teo Savory, moved out to Califor-
nia, and became a little magazine publisher—The Unicorn Press. In that
group [ met Hubert Selby, whe wrote Last Exit fo Brooklyn, Franz Kline, a lot
of people from Black Mountain, That was an important thing.

cummings: At the Cedar Bar.

smrrason: At the Cedar Bar. Carl Andre said one tune that that was where
he got his education. In a way | kind of agree with him,

cummings: A lot of people did,

smituson: | think 1t was a kind of meetng place for people who were
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sort of struggling to figure out who they were and where they were going.

cumMminGs: The late fifties was also sort of the heyday of the Tenth Street
galleries.

smrrason: That’s right. [ knew a lot of people mvolved in that. Although 1
had had this show at the Artists Gallery, I was somewhat unsatisfied. The show
was reviewed in Art News by Irving Sandler, but I just didn't feel satisfied.
Strangely enough, the work sort of grew out of Barnett Newman; [ was using
stripes and then gradually introduced pieces of paper over the stripes. The
stripes then sort of got into a kind of archetypal imagistic period utilizing 1m-
ages similar, I guess, to Pollock’s She-Wolf period and Dubuffet and certain
mythological religious archetypes.

cummings: Well, that’s something like the images in the show in Rome
then—right?

ssitnson: Yes. That comes out of that period. Charles Alan offered to put
me in a show in his gallery in New York. And the reason [ got the show 1n
Rome was because of the panting called Quicksand. Its an abstraction done
with gouache. [ think Charles Alan stll owns it. [t was fundamentally abstract,
sort of olives and yellows and pieces of paper stapled onto it; it had a kind of
incoherent landscape look to it.

cummings: Did you know Newman’s work? Were you intrigued by that
kind of thing?

smrrason: Yes, I did see Newman’s work. But emotionally I wasn't—I
mean | responded to it, but this latent 1magery was still in me, a kind of an-
thropomorphism; and, you see, I was also concerned with Dubuffet and de
Kooning in terms of that kind of submerged . . .

cumMmInGs: Where had you seen Dubuffet? Because he was not shown that
much here.

smrrasonN: Oh, I think he had a lot of things in the Museum of Modern
Art. And I'd seen books. I think he was being shown at one of the galleries. |
can't remember exactly which one. I'm pretty sure I saw things of his in the
Museum of Modern Art. [ was around twenty at this time.

cummines: As long as we're talking about galleries and museums, which
galleries interested you most? Do you remember the ones that you went to in
those days? You've mentioned Charles Alan and the Artists Gallery.

smrtason: Yes. Well, a lot of the galleries hadn’t opened yet. I was very
much intrigued by Dick Bellamy’s gallery—the Hansa Gallery. When I was
still going to the Art Students League 1 used to drop around the corner to see
Dick Bellamy. He was very encouraging. Also 1n the late fitties I moved to
Montgomery Street; there [ was living about three blocks from Dick Bellamy.
He was the first one to invite me to an actual opening. I believe it was an Allan
Kaprow opening at the Hansa Gallery. At the time I was trying to put together
a book of art and poetry with Allan Graham (which never manifested itself) so

Dick had suggested that I go to see these new young artists Jasper Johns and
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Robert Smithson with works shown at the Castellane Gallery,
Mew York City, 1962,

Rauschenberg. | remember having seen their work at The Jewish Museum in
a small show. And also in this book I wanted to include comic strips. I was es-
“Man Out of Con-

trol.” Then there was an artist who was interesting, somebody who had a kind

pecially interested in the early issues of Mad magazine

of somewhat psychopathic approach to art: his name was Joseph Winter and he
was showing at the Artists Gallery: I wanted to include him. [ also met Allen
Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac at that time. [ met lots of people through Dick
Bellamy. Let me see what else. I worked at the Eighth Street Bookshop too.

cumMminGs: Oh, really? When was that?

smrruson: [ would say in 1958, I think right about that period, give or take
a year.

cummings: To kind of go back a bit, who did you study with at the League?

smitHsoN: Oh. John Groth, who was an illustrator.

cummings: How did you select him?

smrtason: Well, you see, I could only go on Fridays. I also studied with
somebody named Bove during the week. But I just selected him—he had a
sort of loose way of drawing and I was interested in drawing. In the early years
of high school I had ideas of being an illustrator of some sort.

cumminGs: Making it a useful paying career.

smrtason: Yes. But John Groth was a worthwhile teacher and he had a

good sense of composition. I always did my work at home. [ did sketching
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Robert Smithson setting up his work in the Earth Art Show at
Cornell University, 1969,

from models and things at the League, but basically I did all my work at home.
I worked in caseins. | still have some of those works from that period.

cummings: How did your family like this development?

smrrason: They didn't like it.

cumMInNGs: There was no encouragement?

smrrason: Well, you know, they just didn’t see 1t as a paying enterprise.
T'hey saw it as a rather questionable occupation, Bohemian, you know, that
sort of thing. Although my great-grandfather was a rather well-known artist
around the turn of the century. He did interior plaster work in all the major
municipal buldings in New York: the Museum of Natural History, the Metro-
politan; he did the entire subway system.

cuMMINGs: What was his name?

smiTsoN: His name was Charles Smithson. Well, of course since then all
the work has been torn out of the subways. I guess it was of the period that
Lewis Mumford called “The Brown Decade™; you know, that kind of work.
There was an article written about him in an old journal from around 1900.
He was also involved 1n sort of public art. My grandfather worked with him
for a while, but then the unions came in and that sort of craft work went out
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and prefab work came in. Then the Depression wiped out my great-grandfa-
ther and my grandfather who was sort of a poet actually—

cummings: What was his name?

smrtrson: His name was Samuel Smithson. Incidentally, there was some-
body at Columbia who claimed that all the Smithsons were related to the
founder of the Smithsonian Institution, as a matter of fact.

cummings: Well, you see how small the world is.

smrtason: But I don’t know about that.

cummings: It’s only two hundred years ago.

smrtason: Well, he had no offspring. I don't know—I never could under-
stand it but this man whose name 1s I. M. Smithson 1s working at Columbia on
all of the Smithsons, and how they're related to the Smithsonian one. As a mat-
ter of fact, he called me up as a result of the flyer from the Artists Gallery which
one of the students gave him. But I never heard anything more about that.

cummings: He may still be up there digging away somewhere.

smrtason: Right. My father worked for Auto-lite. I do remember some in-
teresting things that he used to bring home—like films—where they had all
these car parts sort of automated, you know, like marching spark plugs and
marching carburetors and that sort of thing. It’s very vivid in my mind. Later
on he went into real estate and finally into mortgage and banking work. He
Just never had the artistic view. On my mother’s side I'm Middle European of
diverse origins, I suppose mainly Slavic.

cummings: Well, what happened? You had this exhibition at the Artists
Gallery. Did that help your parents’ interest in your work?

smrruson: Yes. Well, they came to see it and tried to understand what their

son was getting into. They've always been sympathetic. [ mean they're really

pretty good to me.—I had a brother who died before I was born. My father
did take me on trips. Actually, now looking back on it, he did have a real sense
of a kind of, you know, American idea of the landscape, but in an American
way; I mean he loved to travel. He hitchhiked around the country, rode the
rails and everything when he was younger; he sort of had a feeling for scenic
beauty, but couldn’t understand modern art.

cummines: He liked Bierstadt paintings.

smrtason: Yes. Well, that sort of thing.

cummings: How much of the country have you traveled around? I know
you've been here, there, and everywhere.

smrtason: I sort of concentrated on it in my childhood and adolescence.
Well, my first major trip was when I was eight years old and my father and
mother took me around the entire United States. Raght after World War [T we
traveled across the Pennsylvania Turnpike out through the Black Hills and the
Badlands, through Yellowstone, up into the Redwood forests, then down the
Coast, and then over to the Grand Canyon. [ was eight years old and 1t made a

big impression on me. I used to give little post card shows. I remember I'd set

278




up a little booth and cut a hole in 1t and put post cards up nto the slot and
show all the kids all these post cards.

cummings: Oh.The post cards you picked up on your travels?

smitason: Yes. And then on my mother’s side it’'s obscure. Her maiden
name was Duke from Austria, that area. Her father was a wheelmaker.

cumMmiInGs: Then there's a strong craft tradition behind you—using mate-
rials and making objects.

sMmiTHsoN: Yes. I guess there is something to that.

cuMmMiINGs: Let’s see, you went to the Brooklyn Museum School at one
point?

smiTHsON: Yes, | got a scholarship there too. I went there on Saturdays, but
[ didn’t go there too long. It was kind of far to go there. I went to life classes
with Isaac Soyer again; well, mainly we used to gather at his place. His studio
was up near Central Park. We'd do sketching. I think I went there for maybe
about three months.

cumminGs: How was the Brooklyn Museum? Did you like that?

smrrasoN: No. [ can’t say that I really responded that much. I think the
strongest impact on me was the Museum of Natural History. My father took
me there when I was around seven. [ remember he took me first to the Met-
ropolitan which [ found kind of dull. I was very interested in natural history.

cumminGs: All the animals and things.

SMITHSON: Yes.

cumminGs: Did they have the panoramas then? I don’t remember . . .

smrrasoN: Oh, yes. I mean 1t was just the whole spectacle, the whole
thing—the dinosaurs made a tremendous impression on me. I think this imtal
impact 1s still in my psyche. We used to go to the Museum of Natural History
all the time.

cummings: That was your museum rather than the art museum?

SMITHSON: Yes.

cummings: Were your parents interested in that, or was it because you were
interested?

smrrason: Yes—well, my father hiked it. My father sort of liked the diora-
mas and things of that sort, because of their painstaking reality. Looking back
on that, I think he took me to the Metropolitan thinking that that was the
Museum of Natural History—I could be wrong but I think I remember his
saying: oh, well, we can go to an interesting museum now. For me 1t was much
more interesting. Then from that point on I just got more and more interested
in natural history. At one point I thought of becoming either a field naturalist
or a zoologist.

cumMminGs: Did you go to college anywhere?

smitasonN: No,

cummings: [ didn’t think you did. So what happened then? When did you
move to New York?
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Rabert Smithson and Mancy Halt in their N.Y, loft arcund 1970 Photo by Glanfmncs Gorgoni

ssrteson: [ moved to New York in 1957, right after 1 got out of the Army.
Then I hitchhiked all around the country. | went out West and [ visited the
Hopm Indian Reservation and found that very exciting. Quite by chance, |
was privileged to see 4 rain dance at Oratbi. 1 guess [ was about eighteen o
Mietec,

cuMmsmines: Had you been o the Musenm of the Amencan Indian ever?

SMITHS 0N N,

cummings: You hadn't? So it was a new experience.

asrruson: Yes, Well, you see, again, | knew about Gallup, New Mexico. |
knew about and made a special poine of going to Canyon de Chelly. 1 had seen
photographs of that. T hiked the length of Canyon de Chelly av that point and
slept out. [t was the period of the beat generation. When [ got back, On the Road
wits out, and all those people were around, you know; Jack Kerouac and Allen
Ginsberg, both of whom [ met. And Hubert Selby, | knew him rather well; |
used to visit him out in Brooklyn and we'd listen to jaze and that sort of thing,

He was a strange person. | mean there was something weird about hin, In
fact he billed humself as an Eisenhower Riepublican, lived in a Inghrise. He had
lung trouble, | think he had only a quarter of a lung left or something. At one
point he tried to comout suicide. 1 don’t know—it just got very bad. He was

trving to get his book published at that time, The wav 1 met him—1 was sictine
g 1o @ I g
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Robert Smithson on the Spiral Jetty, |970. Photo by Gianfranco Gorgoni,

at a table at the Cedar Bar, I had read a chapter from his book and I praised
it to, I think it was Jonathan Williams of the Black Mountam Press. It just
happened that Hubert was sitting there (Cubby as he was called) and—well, of
course he was very taken with the fact that somebody liked his story that
much.

cummings: How did you find the Cedar? Was that just through wandering
around the Village?

smitasoN: How did [ find the Cedar? No, I think people just sort of gravi-
tated to 1t, Tenth Street was very active. | can't remember exactly how 1 discov-
ered it. But I think perhaps, again, through Dick Bellamy or Miles Forst, Dody
Miiller, people like that, you know. I knew Edward Avedisian too at that time.
And Dick Baker who worked for Grove Press and became a Zen monk.

cummings: You never showed in Tenth Street, did you, in any of those gal-
leries?

smrtHsoN: No. By that time I was even more confused, [ mean 1 had a cer-
tain initial kind of intuitive talent in terms of sizing up the situation and being
influenced. But I had to work my way out of that. It took me three years. And
then I was exposed to Europe through my show at the George Lester Gallery
in Rome which had a tremendous impact on me.

cummings: How did that happen?




smrruson: As [ said, he offered me a show on the basis of that painting
Chaicksand that was shown at the Alan Gallery. At that time [ really wasn't in-
terested in deing abstractions. 1 was actually interested in religion, vou know,
and archetypal things, | guess mterested in Europe and understanding the rela-
tionship of . . .

cummines: Did you go to Europe then?

smrTison: Yes, [ went to Earope in 1961, 1 was in Fome for about three
months. And I visited Siena. T was very interested in the Byzantine. As a result
[ remember wandering around through these old baroque churches and going
through these labyrinthine vaults. At the same ome | was reading people like
William Burroughs. It all seemed to coincide in a curions kind of way.

cummings: What other things were you reading besides Burroughs?

smrtnson: .5 Ehot then had a big influence on me, of course, after going
to Rome. So | had to wrestle with that particular problem of tradition and
Anglo-Catholicism, the whole number. And then [ was getting o know
Nancy—we met in New York in 1950 .

cumsies: What was it like being a young American in Rome and having
a show?

smiTHsoN: It was very exciting to me. | was very mterested in Rome iself.
[ just felt I wanted to be a part of that situation, or wanted to understand it

cummings: In what way? What were the qualities?

smrruson: | wanted to understand the roots of—1 guess you could call 1t
Western civilizadon really, and how religion had influenced art,

cumsmings: What got you interested or involved in religion at that point? |
find that interesting in the context of the people you knew, because 1t wasn't
generally something they were all that interested in.

smrrison: Well, 1 was reading people—like I read Djuna Barnes' Night-
wood, T. 5. Eliot, and Ezra Pound. There was a sense of European history that
was very prevalent, Also 1 was very influenced by Wyndham Lewis

cumsMings; Oh, really? But Pound 15 not particalarly involved with . .

sarrison: Well, he was interested 1n a kind of notion of what Western art
grew out of and what happened to it | mean it was a way of discovering the
history of Western art in terms of the Renaissance and what preceded 1t, espe-
cially the Byzannne.

comsings: Well, you mean the ritual and the ideas and all those things?

sarrason: Yes, and | think a kind of Jungian wvelvement—hke Jackson
Pallock’s interest 11 archetypal structures. [ was just kind of interested mn the
facade of Catholicism.

cumsings: Bur were you interested in Jung or Frend particularly?

saarTisoN: Yes, I was atr that time,

cuMmings: You read their writings and things?

SMITHSON: Yes

cumMmimngs: Id you ever go into analysis?
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smirason: No.

cummings: How did you find that those activities worked for you? Did
they answer questions for you? Or did they just pose new ones?

smrruson: | think I got to understand, let’s say, the mainspring of what Eu-
ropean art was rooted in prior to the growth of Modernism. And it was very
important for me to understand that. And once I understood that I could un-
derstand Modermism and 1 could make my own moves. 1 would say that I
began to function as a conscious artist around 1964—65. | think [ started doing
works then that were mature. I would say that prior to the 196465 period I
was in a kind of groping, investigating period.

cUMMINGS: I'm curious about the show at the George Lester Gallery.

smiTuson: The three pamntings which were probably the best, were sort of
semi-abstractions based on a rough grid—one was called The Inferno, another
was called Purgatory, another was called Paradise.

cummiInGs: Dante-esque.

smrrason: It was Dante-esque, but—it was a rough irregular grid type
painting with sort of fragments of faces and things embedded in this grid.
Other things were kind of 1conic, tending toward a kind of Byzantine relation-
ship. I was also very much interested in the theories of T. E. Hulme; as I said,
that whole circle, that whole prewar circle of Modernism.

cummings: What artists were you interested in at that point?

smrrason: [ really wasn’t—I was really interested in the past at that point.

cummInGs: It was an interest in modern literature and old art?

smrruson: Imitially—well, when I was nineteen—the 1mpact was New-
man, Pollock, Dubuffet, Rauschenberg, de Kooning; even Alan Davie who [
had seen I think at the Viviano Gallery; the whole New York School of paint-
ing. [ felt very much at home with that when [ was in my late teens, but then [
rejected it in favor of a more traditional approach. And this lasted from maybe
1960 to 1963

cumMmings: Why do you think you rejected those things?

smrruson: I just felt that—they really didn't understand, first of all, anthro-
pomorphism, which had constantly been lurking in Pollock and de Kooning. I
always felt that a problem. I always thought 1t was somehow seething under-
neath all those masses of paint. And even Newman in his later work still re-
ferred to a certain kind of Judeo-Christian value. I wasn't that much interested
in a sort of Bauhaus formalist view. I was interested in this kind of archetypal
gut situation that was based on primordial needs and the unconscious depths.
And the real breakthrough came once I was able to overcome this lurking
pagan religious anthropomorphism. I was able to get into crystalline structures
in terms of structures of matter and that sort of thing,

cummings: What precipitated that transition, do you think?

smrruson: Well, I just felt chat Europe had exhausted its culture. I suppose

my first inklings of a more Marxist view began to arise, rather than my trying




to reestablish traditional art work in terms of the Eliot—Pound—Wyndham

Lewis situation. I just felt there was a certain naiveté in the American
painters—good as they were.

cumminGs: Did you get interested in Marxism?

smrrason: No. It was just sort of a flicker. I mean I began to become more
concerned with the structure of matter itself, in crystalline structures. The
crystalline structures gradually grew into mapping structures.

cumminGgs: In a visual way, or in a conceptual way?

smiTHSON: Visual, because I gave up painting around 1963 and began to
work plastics in a kind of crystalline way. And I began to develop structures
based on a particular concern with the elements of material itself. But this was
essentially abstract and devoid of any kind of mythological content.

cumminGs: There was no figurative overtone to it.

smituson: No, [ had completely gotten rid of that problem. I felt that Jack-
son Pollock never really understood that, and although I admire him still, [ still
think that that was something that was always eating him up inside.

cummings: But it’s interesting because there 1s a development away from
traditional kinds of imagery and yet an involvement with natural materials . . .

smrtason: Well, I would say that begins to surface in 1965—66. That’s when
[ really began to get into that, and when [ consider my emergence as a con-
scious artist. Prior to that my struggle was to get into another realm. In 1964,
1965, 1966 I met people who were more compatible with my view. [ met Sol
LeWitt, Dan Flavin, and Donald Judd. At that time we showed at the Daniels
Gallery; I believe 1t was 1 1965. I was doing crystalline type works and my
early interest in geology and earth sciences began to assert itself over the
whole cultural overlay of Europe. I had gotten that out of my system.

cummIngs: Out of chaos comes . . .

smrruson: Yes. Well, out of the defunct, I think, class culture of Europe 1
developed something that was intrinsically my own and rooted to my own ex-
perience in America.

cummings: Have you been back to Europe since that?

smiTHson: Yes, I have been back to Europe. I did Broken Circle—Spiral Hill

in Holland in 1971. I consider it a major piece.

JULY 19, 1972

cummings: Would you like to say something about your visit with William
Carlos Williams?

smrrason: Yes. Well, this took place I think in either 1958 or 1959. William
Carlos Williams was going to do an introduction for Irving Layton’s book of
poems. So [ went out to Rutherford with Irving Layton. It wasn't for an inter-
view, he was in pretty bad shape at that time, he was kind of palsied. But he

was rather interesting.—Once he found out that we weren't going to be doing
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any articles, he was pretry open, Sophie Williams was there too. He said that he
enjoyved meenng aroses more than writers,

cummincs: Oh, really? Why?

smrtpson: He just found them more interesting to talk to

CUMMINGS {.L'l||!|.|\|_ r||.|'§'|1|._'.

smrrson: As it twrned our, he had 3 whole collection of paintings by
Marsden Hartley, Demuth, Ben Shahn;and also pamntings by Hare Crane’s boy
friend, which I thought was interesting. He bought them

cumsMings: | can’t remember who that was

siTison: | can't remember his name either. He talked about Ezra Pound,
which I thought was interesting apropos of all the controversy about Ezra
Pound. And 1t turned out that when Pound was giving has broadeasts e Italy
he said something to the effect that “Old Doe Williams in Butherford, New
Jersey will understand what T miean.” So the very next day the FBI descended
on Williams' house and he had to explam that he wasn't mvolved in that kind
of poliical attitude. He went on to talk about the other poets, but he seemed
somewhat estranged from thenn Let me see what else. Oh, he didn’t seem to
have much liking for T, 5. Ehot, And he said he remembers Hart Crane mvit-
mg him over to New York tor all his fary parnies: that sort of thing. And what
else?—well, he showed us all these paintings. There was a painting that some-
how reninded me of a pantng by Duchamp. Demuth did hike two dogs run-
ning around smiffing each other’s asses. He talked a lor about Allen Ginsberg
coming out at all hours of the night, and having to spring poets out there,
Allen Ginsberg comies from Paterson, New Jersey, | guess the Paterson area 15
where | had a lot of my contact with quarrties and [ think that 15 somewhar
embedded in my psyche. As a kid 1 used o go and prowl around all those
quarries. And of course, they figured strongly in Paterson. When 1 read the
poems | was interested in that, especially this one part of Paterson where it
showed all the strata levels under Paterson, Sort of a proto-conceptual art, you
might say. Later on | wrote an article for Artforum on Passaic which 1s a city on
the Passaic Raver south of Paterson, In a way | think it reflects that whole area.
Williams did have a sense of that kind of New Jersey landscape

cumMminGs: Was he amused at the 1dea that you were one of his children n
a sense?

ssrtHson: Oh, yes, he said he remembered me, he remembered the Smuth
sons, He was amused at thar actually, yes. There are certain things that |
know I'm forgetting. But it was 2 kind of excinng thing for me ar that ome,
And whart else? Where were we?

cummings: 1'm curious also, about vour interest in religion and theology
since it was mentioned in so many kinds of oblique wavs on the other side of
the tape. Id you have a very strict religious uphringing?

sarTeson: Noo Actually, [ was very skeptical even through high school. In

high school they thought | was a Communist and an atheist, which 1 was actu
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ally. That problem always seemed to come up. In fact, while I was still going to

high school, my friend Danny Donahue and I did a joint project, a tape
recording, for a psychology class. And it was essentially a questioning of the
premises of religion drawn mainly from Freud and H.G. Wells,

cummings: That’s a good combination.

smitasoN: | guess I was always interested m origins and primordial begin-
nings, you know, the archetypal nature of things. And I guess this was always
haunting me all the way until about 1959 and 1960 when [ got interested in
Catholicism through T. S. Eliot and through that range of thinking. T. E.
Hulme sort of led me to an interest in the Byzantine and in notions of abstrac-
tion as a kind of counterpoint to the Humanism of the late Renaissance. [ was
interested | guess in a kind of 1conic imagery that I felt was lurking or buried
under a lot of abstractions at the time.

cummines: In Pollock.

sMmrtason: Yes. Buried in Pollock and in de Kooning and in Newman, and
to that extent still 1s. My first attempts were in the area of painting. But even in
the Artists Gallery show there were paintings carrying titles like White Di-
nosaur, which I think carries through right now, a similar kind of preoccupa-
tion. But [ hadn’t developed a conscious idea of abstractions. I was still really
wrestling with a kind of anthropomorphic imagery. Then when I went to
Rome I was exposed to all the church architecture and I enjoyed all the
labyrinthine passageways, the sort of dusty decrepitude of the whole thing. It’s
probably a kind of very romantic discovery, that whole world. Prior to the trip
to Rome [ had just faced the New York art world and what was developing
there. So my trip to Rome was sort of an encounter with European history as
a nightmare, you know.

cummines: All of it at once.

smituson: Yes. In other words, my disposition was toward the ratonal, my
disposition was toward the Byzantine. But I was affected by the baroque n a
certain way. These two things kind of clashed.

cumminGs: Yes. But in the sense of forms and colors and images rather than
the 1deas that they represented?

smituson: Yes, I mean I never really could believe in any kind of redemp-
tive situation. I was fascinated also with Gnostic heresies, Manichersm, and the
dualistic heresies of the East and how they infiltrated into the . . .

cummings: But in what sense?—as abstractions?

smitason: | think it was a kind of cosmology. I guess I was interested in
some kind of world view. I had a rather fragmented 1dea of what the world was
about. So I guess it was a matter of just taking all these pieces of fairly recent
civilizations and piecing them together, mainly beginning with primitive
Christianity and then going on up through the Renaissance. And then it be-
came a matter of just working my way out from underneath the heaps of Eu-

ropean history to find my own origins.
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cumMINGs: So it was really the ideas rather than the rituals of any of these
things?

smrrason: Well, I was sort of fascinated by the ritual aspect of it as well. |
mean the ceremonial, almost choreographed aspect of the whole thing, you
know, the grandeur . . .

cummings: The sound and lights.

smrtasoN: There was a kind of grotesqueness that appealed to me. As I
said, while I was in Rome [ was reading William Burroughs® Naked Lunch and
the imagery in that book corresponded in a way to a kind of grotesque mas-
sive accumulation of all kinds of rejective rituals. There was something about
the passage of time, the notion of the ritual as being defunct actually interested
me more, erecting those kinds of ritual situations fascinated me.

cuMmMINGs: You mean building monuments and . . . ?

smiTason: Yes. The way Burroughs brings in a kind of savage Mayan—
Aztec 1magery to that; yet at the same time there was always an element of
overt corruption surrounding the whole thing. It was a very strange combina-
tion of influences. Mallarmé and Gustave Moreau and that kind of thing was
also still plaguing me.

cummings: A kind of decadence and end-of-the-century elegance.

smiTuson: Yes. Which I felt was very much in Burroughs. So it wasn't so
much a matter of belief or test of faith or something like that. It was a kind of
fascination with these great accumulations of sculpture and labyrinthine cata-
combs . . .

cumMmInGs: You mean why they were built and what the purposes were?

smrrison: Yes. I mean [ liked the uselessness of them. And also there were
these great carvings and drapery out of rose marble and things like that with
gold skeletons, you know, underneath.

cumMminGs: There seems to be a curious kind of macabre overlay on some
of these things?

smiTHsoN: Yes. I guess at that time there was. It took me a while to work
out of that preoccupation. A kind of savage splendor, you know.

cummings: What has supplanted that?

smrrason: Well, gradually 1 recognized an area of abstraction that was re-
ally rooted 1n crystal structure. In fact, I guess the first piece of this sort that I
did was in 1964. It was called the Enantiomorphic Chambers. And I think that
was the piece that really freed me from all these preoccupations with history; I
was dealing with grids and planes and empty surfaces. The crystalline forms
suggested mapping. And mapping . . .

cumminGgs: Mapping in what way?

smrrason: In other words, if we think of an abstract painting, for instance,
like Agnes Martin’s, there'’s a certain kind of grid there that looks like a map
without any countries on it.

cuMmminGgs: Oh,I see.
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Polaroid gortrain of Bebare Smithson by Br gid Follk, c 197

smrruson: 5o | began to see the grid asa kind of mental construct of phys-
ical matter, and my concern for the physical started 1o grow, Right along 1 had
ihways had an interest in geology as well

cummines: Was there a conflict of meerest development there?

ssrrmson: A conflice?

cumainGs: Did you want to ge into geology as an acoviey?

srrason: No, I think the mnterest in geology sort of developed our of my
perception as an artist. Ie wasn't predicated on any kind of scientific need, It
was aesthetic. Also the entire history of the West was swallowed up i a preoc-
cupanon with notons of prehistory and the grear prelustoric epics starting
with the age of rocks and going up, you know, through the . .

cumsmines: Faght Through all those marvelous charts wath different colors

ssrrusont The Triassie and the jurassic and all these different periods sort
of subsumed all the efforts of these civilizatons that had interested me

cummings; Well, what was happening just prior to the clarificanon of the
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;':Ixi system dea? Had you connnued !:~.|1tl[l||_z_',-: Cr did vou stop 1:1.||n|1r|g'* O
were you making things that were a combination?

ssrruson: | sort of stopped. | did drawings actually.

cummines: What were they like?

ssiTHsoN: They were kind of phantasmagorical drawings of cosmological
worlds somewhat between Blake and—I'm trying to think—oh, a kind of
Boschian imagery

cummings: There were still figuranve overtones:

ssrison: Oh, very much, yves, Very definitely, They were sort of based on
wonic situations, | think | made those drawings around 1960—61, They dealt
with explicit images like, the city; they were kind of monstrous as well, you
know, like great Moloch figures

cummiNGs: Were they larges

smrtnson: No, they were very simall

commines: Done in what kind of material:

smrrnson: Pencil and paper

cummines: Very complicated? Very traditional?

srrnson: Well, they were sort of rambling, They consisted of many figures

they were sort of proto-psychedelic in a certain kind of way. They were
somewhar like cartouches. They freed me from—the whole notnon of anthro-
pomorphism. | got that out of my system, vou might say

cummings: And the grids appeared in . .

svrrason! Yes—well, 1t was more of a-crystalline thing, more of a triangu-
lated kand of situation. [ started uang plastics. | made flat plashic paintngs. |
have one in the front room that 1 can show vou

cummings: How did vou pick plastics? Because thars a shift from peneil
and paper to

ssrrison: Well, actually there was a kind of interim period there where |
was just downg mmnly a kind of collage writing, | did kind of writng paintings,
| guess vou'd call i, bur they included pasting . .

cummincs: Just like Burroughs cur and pasted the poetry he did?

smrruson: Yes—well, not exactly. 1 would take a magazine thae had, oh, 2
lot of boats in it and then just paste all these boats on a piece of wood or some-
thing like that. There was a lot of nebulous stuff 1 was doing then,

CUMMINGS: Jl. -.l]ll!._: l'II.Ifl.'lJ.1|.'1.-

ssrrason: Actually there was a show at the Castellane Gallery which 1
suppose sums 1t all up to a grear extent. For mstance, 1 started working from
diagrams. [ would take like an evolutionary chart and then paint it somewhat

in a kind of Johnsian manner, 1 guess; sort of scientific diagrams and paint

’
those. Bur 1t was a very confused period around 1961 or so

cumminGs: What was the Castellane Show?

smirason: 1t was just a lot of these painongs—naot only paintings but—oh,

it was @ curious melange of things. [ tooka stuffed pigeon and took it apart
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and pasted it on a board. Things like that. I took pickle jars and made up spec-
imens and labeled them with curious scientific names. Then I started just past-
ing all these similar photographs. I did a series of chemicals—I guess there was
a tug of war going on between the organic and the crystalline.

cummings: And the crystal won.
well, actually I think they kind of met—a kind of dialectic

sMITHSON: Yes
occurred later on, so both areas were resolved.

cummings: The Castellane Show was in 1962. When did you get involved
with the Dwan Gallery? Was that soon after?

smrtHsoN: That was in about 1965—66 I'd say.

CUMMINGS: So it was about three years later.

SMITHSON: Yes.

cummings: What happened in that period of ime?

smrtason: I got married actually, and that took up a lot of my time. I don't
know—it seemed that I really didn’t do much of anything. I did start to write
then, but I really wasn’t bringing things together. [ was writing a lot of notes. I
really didn’t do that much work.

CUMMINGS: At one point it seems that you started writing articles every
month or every other month for various publications.

smrtuson: Yes, that sort of encourages you. The first article was published
m 1965.

cummings: How did you get involved with the Dwan Gallery? Did Vir-
ginia find you, or did you find her? How did that happen?

smrrusoN: How did that happen? Well, this 1s what happened: I met Ad
Reeinharde in 1965. Well, actually in 1963—64 1 was doing these plastic paint-
ings, these crystalline paintings, and I started to get more into the serial struc-
tures that I showed at Dwan in 1966. Ad Reinhardt asked me, along with
Robert Morris, to help organize a show at Dwan—the 10 Show. Then I did a
piece called Alogon, the one which the Whitney owns now. It consists of—
well, in effect, it was like seven inverted staircases and it was in the 10 Show.
Also around that time I had a lot of dialogues with Sol LeWitt and Donald
Judd. A lot of things began to pull together. Prior to my going with the Dwan
Gallery I showed the Enantiomorphic Chambers that Howard Lipman owns.
That work 1mpressed Virginia Dwan. Right after [ showed in the 10 Show she
asked me to be in the gallery.

At the same time, actually m 1965, I had given a talk at Yale with

Brian O’Doherty, John Hightower, and Paul Weiss on “Art in the City.” | guess
a lot of my thinking about crystalline structures came through there because I
was discussing the whole city in terms of crystalline network. An architect
from Tibbetts, Abbott, McCarthy and Stratton was sitting in the audience and
he asked me 1f I would like to participate in the building of the Dallas—Fort
Worth Airport, in terms of trying to figure out what an arport 1s. So I in-

vented this job for myself as artist-consultant, and for about a year and a half,
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from 1965 through 1966, I went there and talked with the architects. And that’s
where the mapping and the intuitions in terms of the crystal structures really
took hold in terms of areas of land—I was dealing with grids superimposed on
large land masses, so that the inklings of the earthworks were there.

cummines: What did you do with the architects, what kind of conversations
did you have with them? What kind of activity were you able to do with them?

smitsoN: Most of the building process was done through computers. I
was more or less just looking at the layout of the airfield. My final proposal was
something called “aerial art” which would be earthworks on the fringes of the
airtield that you would see from the air.

cummings: Flying over.

smrruson: Yes. They would provide me with all the mapping material. And
we had mnteresting discussions. I made models of possible airports. But 1 be-
came less and less interested in the actual structure of the building and more
interested 1n the processes of the building and all the different preliminary en-
gineering things, like the boring of holes to take earth samples. [ later wrote an
article called Toward the Development of an Air Terminal, which was all specula-
tion on the different aspects of building. So I was interested in the preliminary
aspects of building,

cummiNGs: Were you really involved with them on a theoretical kind
of.. .7

smiTHsON: On a theoretical level. In 1966 1 showed a model at the Dwan
Gallery, right after my show, a model for a tar pool in a gravel enclosure. And 1
would say that it was mainly theoretical at that time. But right along, right
from that point—well, from around 1966, I had an inkling or an intuition that
earthworks might be an mnteresting area to get into. [ was trying to fit this to-
gether. [ had also suggested to the architectural company to let Robert Morris
and Carl Andre and Sol LeWitt do something, and they each presented pro-
posals which 1 included in the aerial art program.

cummings: What was your proposal?

smrrason: | wanted to do a spiral actually, a triangulated spiral made out of
concrete, And then there were also other projects—there was another spiral of
a kind of reflecting pool, in other words, a basin.

cummings: Where did Bob Morris come in? Where did you meet him?

smrruson: I met him during the meetings for the 10 Show. I guess that was
the first encounter. Then 1 met Don Judd through Dan Flavin. I did show a
light piece with mirrors, The Eliminator, 1964, my only light piece. I showed it in
an exhibition called Current Art where I met Dan Flavin. Dan was very friendly
with Donald Judd. After that show [ remember Dan Flavin came over here and
rapped all night—and one thing led to another. And then there was this little
gallery called the Daniels Gallery which Dan Graham was involved in.

cummings: Right. For about a year, wasn't it?

smrtason: Yes. And that operated as a kind of catalyst. Sol LeWitt showed




there, and all the people from Park Place. There was just a lot of energy gener-

ating around that time and a lot of people’s works were really starting to man-
ifest themselves. It was a very energetic period, and an important period.

cummings: How did your association with the Dwan Gallery help you?
Or was it a help?

smitason: Oh, I think it was a great help. Virginia Dwan somehow never
imposed any kind of preconceived value on what was going to happen there,
so that the gallery in a way functioned as a kind of developmental area.

cumminGs: A lab where you could try out.

smrtuson: Yes. Well, we were going to look for land, actually, to do an out-
door show. I remember in 1967 I went down to the Pine Barrens of New Jer-
sey with Virgima Dwan, Carl Andre, and Robert Morris. We looked around
for property with the possible idea of doing some work on sites. So Virginia
was always sort of involved on that level. I mean she was interested in the de-
velopment of the consciousness as much as anybody else.

cumminGs: You know, there were always things that seemed to be happen-
ing. You were in a Primary Structures Show at the Jewish Museum 1n 1966.

SMITHSON: Yes.

cumminGs: As well as Art in Process at Finch for which you did a whole se-
ries of . . .

smrtuson: Yes. Well, that piece I did at the Jewish Museum was called
Cryosphere, and that essentially 1s six hexagonal units that were linked up
somehow in my mind with a notion of ice crystals. Then I made a breakdown,
almost a statistical analysis, of the piece which I included in the catalogue,
marking down the qualities of the paint that [ painted it with.

cummings: Well, have you gotten involved in mathematical structure? Or
the mathematical ideas in some of the crystalline developed structures? Or not?

smitason: Not really—well, the utle Alogon—the piece that I showed n
the 10 Show—comes from the Greek word which refers to the unnameable, and
irrational number. There was always a sense of ordering, but [ couldn't really call
it mathematical notation. There was a consciousness of geometry that [ worked
from in a kind of intuitive way. But it wasn't really in any way notational.

cummInGs: Just apropos of that one title, how do you develop the titles for
your things? Some of them seem to have very long names. Are they specific
references?

smrruson: Well, like the Enantiomorphic Chambers?

CUMMINGS: Yes.

smrtison: That refers to two shapes that tend to mirror each other. In
other words, the left and right hand could be considered an enantiomorph. It
1s a kind of bi-polar notion that comes out of crystal structure. They are two
separate things that relate to each other. I would say that in the Enantiomorphic
Chambers there 1s also the indication of a kind of dialectical thinking that
would emerge later very strongly in the nonsites.




cumminGs: What about this endless series of group exhibitions that you've
been in around the country over the years? Do you find them useful for you?
Or are they just a kind of exposure?

smrruson: At that time [ thought there was a need for them. I think that
that wasn't

there was something developing—this was in the mid-sixties
around before in terms of spaces and 1n terms of exhibitions. The works were
making greater demands on interior spaces. The small galleries of the late fifties
were giving way to large white rooms and they seemed to be a growing thing.

cummings: But by the late sixties everybody worked out of the buildings.

smrrason: Yes. Well, there was always this move toward public art. But that
still seemed to be linked to large works of sculpture that would be put in
plazas in front of buildings. And I just became interested in sites . . . I guess in
a sense these sites had something to do with entropy, that is, one dominant
theme that runs through everything. You might say my early preoccupation
with the early civilizations of the West was a kind of a fascination with the
coming and going of things. And I brought that all together in the first article
that I did for Artforum which was the “Entropy and the New Monuments” ar-
ticle. And [ became interested in kind of low profile landscapes, the quarry or
the mining area which we call an entropic landscape, a kind of backwater or
fringe area. And so the entropy article was full of suggestions of sites external
to the gallery situation. There was all kinds of material in that article that
broke down the usual confining aspect of academuic art.

cuMMINGs: Yes. Something that you buy and take home.

smrtuson: | was also mterested 1n a kind of suburban architecture: plain
box buildings, shopping centers, that kind of sprawl. And I think this is what
fascinated me in my earher interest with Rome, just this kind of collection, this
jJunk heap of history. But here we are confronted with a kind of consumer so-
ciety, | know there 1s a sentence in “The Monuments of Passaic” where I said,
“Hasn't Passaic replaced Rome as the Eternal City?” So there 1s this almost
Borgesian sense of passage of time and labyrinthine confusion that has a cer-
tain kind of order. And I guess I was looking for that order, a kind of irrational
order that just sort of developed without any kind of design program.

cummings: But it becomes, in a way, a kind of altering of nature doesn’t it?

smiruson: This 1s lodged, I think, in the tendency toward abstraction.
Books like Abstraction and Empathy, where the tendency of the artist was to ex-
clude the whole problem of nature and just dwell on abstract mental images of
flat planes and empty void spaces and grids and single lines and stripes, that
sort of thing, tended to exclude the whole problem of nature. Right now I feel
that [ am part of nature and that nature isn’t really morally responsible. Nature
has no morality.

cummings: But how do you feel a part of 1t? I get the feeling that you have
a different sensibility now than, say, in the late fifties.

smituson: Oh, yes—well, to an extent. [ just think it’s extended over greater
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stretches of time. In other words, it’s almost as though all through this I was in-
volved 1n a kind of personal archaeology, sort of going through the layers of,
let’s say, the last 2,000 years of civilization, and going back into the Egyptian
and Mayan and Aztec civilizations. I hitchhiked to Mexico when [ was about
nineteen and visited the pyramids outside of Mexico City.

cumMmINGs: Was that because you knew about them? Or you wanted to go
to Mexico?

smitason: I always had this urge toward all this civilized refuse around.
And then I guess the entropy article was more about a kind of built-in obso-
lescence. In fact I remember I was impressed by Nabokov, who says that the
future 1s the obsolete in reverse. I became more and more interested in the
stratifications and the layerings. I think it had something to do with the way
crystals build up too. I did a series of pieces called Stratas. Virginia Dwan’s piece
called Glass Strata is eight feet long by a foot wide, and looks like a glass stair-
case made out of inch-thick glass; it’s very green, very dense and kind of lay-
ered up. And my writing. [ guess, proceeded that way. I thought of writing
more as material to sort of put together than as a kind of analytic searchlight,
you know.

cummings: But did the writing affect the development of things that you
made?

smitHsoN: The language tended to inform my structures. In other words, I
guess 1f there was any kind of notation 1t was a kind of linguistic notation. So
that actually I, together with Sol LeWitt, thought up the language shows at the
Dwan Gallery. But I was interested in language as a material entity, as some-
thing that wasn’t involved in ideational values. A lot of conceptual art be-
comes, you know, essentially ideational.

cumminGs: How do you mean “material,” though?

smrrason: Well, just as printed matter—information which has a kind of
physical presence for me. I would construct my articles the way [ would con-
struct a work.

cuMmMinGs: I'm curious about that. Does it relate to philosophy? Or to se-
mantics? Or do you find that it relates to a more aesthetic attitude toward art?

smrruson: Well, I think it relates probably to a kind of physicalist or mate-
rialist view of the world, which of course leads one into a kind of Marxian
view. So that the old idealisms of irrational philosophies began to diminish.
Although [ was always interested in Borges’ writings and the way he would use
leftover remnants of philosophy.

cumMminGs: When did you get interested in him?

smituson: Around 1965. That kind of taking of a discarded system and
using it, you know, as a kind of armature. I guess this has always been my kind
of world view.

cummings: Well, do you think 1t’s so much the system that’s the valuable
aspect, or the utilization of it?
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ssrruson: Mo, the system 1s Just a convemence, you nught say. It's just an-
other construction on the mires of things that have already been construcred.
So that my thinking, I guess, became increasingly dialectical. [ was still work-
ing with the resolution of the organic and the crystalline, and that seemed re-
solved in dialectes for me. And so [ created the dialectic of site and nonsite
I'he nonsite exists as a kind of deep three-dimensional abstract map that points
e a specific site on the surtace of the earth. And that’s designated by a kand of
mapping procedure. And these places are not destinations; they're kind of back-
WIlLCTS OF [-t’1|:t:_tr_' Arcis,

cumsines: How do you arrive at those different areas?

smithson: | don't know—I guess it just a kind of tendency toward a pri-
mordial consciousness, 4 kind of tendency toward the prehistoric after digging
through the histories.

cumsines: But do you work from, say, a large map? Or do you work from
having been in that part of the world:

sarTeson: Well, a lot of the nonsites are 10 New _14:;5{_'1_\'_ [ think that those
landscapes embedded themselves in my consciousness at a very eatly date, so
that in a sense | was beginning to make archaeclogical trips into the recent
past to Bayonne, New Jersey.

CUMMINGS: S0 in a sense it was a real place that then became abstracted to a
nonsite?

svrrason: Yes. And which then reflected the confinement of the gallery
space. Although the nonsite designates the site, the site itself 15 open and really
unconfined and constantly being changed. And then the thing was o bring
these two things together. And T guess to a great extent that culminated m the
Spiral Jerty, But there are other smaller works that preceded that—the investi-
gations 11 the Yucatan

cumsmincs: How did that come abour?

smiTHsoN: Here was a kind of alien world, a world that couldn't really be
comprehended on any ranonal level; the jungle had grown up over these van
ished civilizations, I was interested in the fringes around these areas.

cumsinGs: What do you mean, fringes?

smitison: Well, like these backwater sites again, maybe a small quarry, a
burnt-out field, a sand bank, a remote island. And 1 found that 1 was dealing
not so much with the center of things but with the peripheries, So that [ be-
came very interested in that whole dialogue between, let’s say, the circumfer-
ence and the middle and how those two things operated together,

cumsmings: But most of the sites are not in metropolitan areas, are they?
They're usually in the country.

smrrason: Most of them are in New Jersey; there’s one in Bayonne, there’s
ont in Edgewater, one in Franklin Purnace, one in the Pine Barrens. Since 1
grew up in New Jersey I would say that T was saturated with a consciousness of

that place. And then, strangely enough, 1 did a double nonsite in California
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and Nevada, so that [ went from one coast to the other. The last nonsite actu-

ally 15 one that involves coal and there the site belongs to the Carboniferous
Period, so it no longer exists; the site becomes completely buried again. There’s
no topographical reference. Its a submerged reference based on hypothetical
land formations from the Carboniferous Period. The coal comes from some-
where in the Ohio and Kentucky area, but the site 1s uncertain. That was the
last nonsite; you know, that was the end of that. So I wasn’t dealing with the
land surfaces at the end.

cummings: How did you develop the idea of the sites and nonsites, as op-
posed to building specific objects?

smrrason: Well, I began to question very seriously the whole notion of
Gestalt, the thing in itself, specific objects. I began to see things in a more rela-
tional way. In other words, I had to question—where the works were, what
they were about. The very construction of the gallery with its neutral white
rooms became questionable. So I became interested in bringing attention to
the abstractness of the gallery as a room, and yet at the same time taking into
account less neutral sites, you know, sites that would 1 a sense be neutralized
by the gallery. So it became a preoccupation with place.

cumMminGgs: What was your relationship with the Park Place group?

smrruson: I did show at Park Place once with Leo Vallador and Sol Le Watt.
John Gibson was running it then. I knew him, and he was friendly with Vir-
ginia Dwan, [ never really was that involved with Park Place.

cummings: Yes. I don’t identify you with that place generally.

smitHsoN: No. I never really had the kind of technological optimism that
they have. I was always questioning that.

cumMmiNGs: [t was an 1dea which didn’t work?

smrtuson: Yes. [ preferred Sol LeWitts mode of thinking. And Carl
Andre’s. But all those people were in some way connected with that. Also in
1966 [ did an article with Mel Bochner on the Hayden Planetarium which,
once again, was sort of an investigation of a specific place; but not on a level of
science, but in terms of discussing the actual construction of the building; once
again, an almost anthropological study of a planetarium from the point of
view of an artist.

cummings: One thing you never fimshed discussing was the Dallas—Fort
Worth Airport.

smrrason: Well, they eventually lost their contract. The pieces were never
built. Although there was interest, [ don’t think that they fully grasped the im-
plications of that. I've been back there a few times since. I don't think they got
out of me what they thought they would have gotten. But it was very worth-
while for me because it got me to think about large land areas and the dia-
logue between the terminal and the fringes of the terminal—once again, be-
tween the center and the edge of things. This has been a sort of ongoing
preoccupation with me, part of the dialectic between the inner and the outer.
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CONVYERSATION IN SALT LAKE CITY (1971)

Interview with Gianni Pettena

wovErt ssrrison: We could start aut with the 1dea thae T had at the begin
ning of the lecture [University of Utah, Jan. 24, 1972] about recycling quarries,
disused mining areas, and that sort of thing i rerms of art. Working in indus-
trial areas that are no longer used—disused areas. That'’s the thing that T'm in-
terested i, Sonsbeek i Holland indicated a direction away from the central-
zed museum into something more soctal, and less esthetic. | would say mainly
in Europe one would have to work in a quarry or in a mining area, because
everything 15 so cultvated in terms of the Church or aristocracy, The rest 15 all
muddle-class versions of that kind of cultvation.

crannt prrrena: | kind of agree about that, thinking about the distinction

vou made between here and Europe. Thats essennal. Here, leth say you've got

a lor of land and there they don't. Thars the difference. | alse agree on your
choice of sites, | think 1 understand why yvou ptr.*rl'L dismissed areas rather than
untouched arcas. But the face 15 that for me those areas are soll too natural. Thate
15 to sav that, for me, natural, disnussed or unrouched areas are really the same
thing. All of them are natural and oot exactly the place for a work of mine. |
have no tight to touch a natural area and an old disused pune, 1ts a place that
nature recycled according to its standards, thus subtractng 1t to me:

ssrrnson; | think you have to find a site that is free of scenic meaning,
Scenery bas too muany built-in meanings that relate to stagey isolated views. |
prefer views that are expansive, that include everything .

rerTENA: T'mi thinking that perhaps you are able to do something in a town
in Europe while you are not able to do something in a town here

sarrnson: Well, I can't really work m towns: T have to work in the outskirts
or in the fringe areas, 1 the backwaters. The real estate too in the towns is too
expensive. 3o that its practical, actually, to go out to wasteland areas whether
thev're natural or manmade and réeconvert those into sicuatons. The Salt Lake

piece 5 right near 4 disused o1l drilling operation and the whole norchern part

nng a landscape with low

of the lake 15 completely useless. I'm interested in bring
profle up, rather than bringing one with high profile down. The macro aggores-
sion that goes into certain earthwaorks doesn't interest me

rerrENA: There's no need to choose, then, a nice landscape.

smrruson: Beauty spots, they call them, Nature with class,

reErTENA: That's exactly what some groups of architects are doing, They are
doing [l]mfullhl:lt.t;::' (not real) F"Hlp'il\.lj\. on ."HI'Il'l'i'lflI.Il architecture and they

have often to choose very beautitul or very famous landscapes, posteard land-

Diansus, Movember 1972, This mterview took place on Jamuiary 25, 1972, the day after South-

son gave d lecture af the University of Litah
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scapes, in a way which will support their idea. The fundamental position of
putting a light under a panting to lighe it

ssrrison: Or put o balloon tene structure on a landscape that’s already cul-
ovated. [ think that should be avorded. I'm not inrerested o that kind of
thing—Worlds Fair kind of architecture. It suggests the future that will neyer
come, 'm more interested right now in things that are sort of sprawling and
imbedded in the landscape rather than putting an object on the landscape,

pETTENA: I'm not avoiding anything which is in the landscape, but in an
urban landscape. Because for me it’s the only place, as vou were saying about
Somsbeck, where you can make something more social and less estheric

sarTison: Well, New York 1tself 15 natural like the Grand Canyon, We have
to develop a different sense of nature; we have to develop a dalecuc of nature
that includes man. . . . A kind of “virgin™ beauty was established in the eardy
days of this country and most people who don't look too hard tend to see the
world through posteards and calendars so that that affects their 1dea of wha
they think nature should be ruther than whart it a8,

rerreNa: | remember once 1 was with a German friend of mine and we
were looking at a beautiful landscape near the University, There was a heli-
copter in the sky, far and sl like a black point but one could notice it. My
friend asked what it was and T answered him thar it was a printing nustake

smrrison: 1 like landscapes that suggest prehistory. As an artist it i sort of
interesting to take on the persona of 4 geologic agent where man actually be-
comes part of that process rather than overcommg 1e—rather than overcoming
the natural processes of challenging the situation. You just go along with it, and
there can be a kind of building that takes place this way. 1 did an article once,
on Passaic, New Jersev, a kind of roting induserial town where they were
building a highway along the river. It was somewhat devastated. In a way, this
article that | wrote on Passaic could be concetved of as a kind of appendix to
William Carlos William's poem “Patersen” Tt comes our of thar kind of New
Jersey ambience where evervthing is chewed up, New Jersey like a kind of de-
stroved California, a derelict California.

perrenal Another work [ did was exactly ina place where they were buald-
ing a highway. You know, sometimes for me it is difficult to make that kind of
observation because you really have to find a place thar doesn't work any more
like a town but still has to look like a town. Or vou can use the town while 1t 15
still workimg but then there are always many difficulties. You really can't . | .

smiTason: You really can't. There’s a word called entropy. These are kind of
like entropic situations that hold themselves together. It's like the Spiral Jetey is
physical enough to be able to withstand all these climate changes, yet it mt-
mately involved with those climate changes and natural disturbances. That's
why I'm net really mterested 1n conceptual art because that seems to avoid

physical mass. You're left mainly with an idea, Somehow to have something

%8




physical that generates 1deas 15 more interesting to me than just an idea that
might generate something physical.

rerrenA: | think the main tension of something so-called conceptual can
be really a kind of old way to think about physicality.

smrrnson: 1o very idealisac. Its basically a kand of reductonism. A lot of 1t
verges on a cultism and pseudoconscience and that sort of thing, Conceptual
art 15 a kind of reduced object down to a notion of ideas that leads to idealism,
An idealism s 4 kind of spiritualism and thar never séems to work out

rerrenas 1 wouldn't be so drastic. T'm only thinking that what has been sad
and done, speaking about language, was very important and has been useful to
several people. 1 think thar only after what Are & Language etc. asserted, one
can o back o a certain physicality after learning the lesson, There's no longer
need of being afrmd to do something physical but what vou do must show that
vou learnt that lesson. That physicality doesn't bother you because you control
it and it 15 sunply a physical support to the concepts you communicate

smrrison: [t interesting too, in looking at the slides of ruins there's abways
a sense of highly developed structures n the process of disintegration. You
could go and look for the great temple and ic's in ruins, but you rarely go look-
g for the factory or highway that’s m rins. Levi-Strauss suggested that they
\_]1.l.|15;||.' the word .u|i|11npn|n-._5\ L -\'uh'u-pn:h:-g}', meaning |:|.15_[hl1_.' |_||.:1'1_'Lup\_'1_]
structures in a state of disintegravon, 1 think that’s part of the antraction of
people going to visit absolete civilizations. They get a gratfication from the
collapse of these things, The same expenence can be felt in suburban architec
ture, in what they call the*slurbs.”

rerrena: 1 feel the same way about suburban architecture and this 15 gener-
ally the area where [ like to work,

ssrrnson: It could apply to anvthing, actually, There 15 no taste differential,
acrually.

rrrrEna; Once, in lealy, some peaple (artists) were invited to do something
a5 an antervention on i town. We had all the town, We could work in every
part of the town, but strangely enough everybody chose the main square.

ssrrtson: They all run towards the center because that’s the more secure
place

rErTENAY Every town, downtown, has nice, clean rich buildings which are
an expression of power and make you feel secure. But in the meantime vou
have to remember that this s generally a visualization of power. And the sub
urbs are exactly the contrary, At that ame, i 1969, | got mad thinking about
this kind of cheice thart everyone was making. Choosing the space of power
only because it was mice and clean. In this way, all the town was seen and inter-
preted even if correctly and honestly only through the main square; which was

wied ke o somple gallery space

sMITHEGN: You put a clothesline into the ‘-I.tlli'll'l:""




rerTrena: | put some clotheslines mto the sguare to rebuild 4 deemphan-

zation

smiTHsoN: So that’s sort of like bringing the fringes into the main square

PETTENA: This way very intentonal.

sprrison: The clotheslines are an mteresting thing to bring into the main
plaza.

PETTENA: Yes, I did it this way intentionally to correct this kind of emphari-
zatton, | think this was the only chance anyone ever had to put a clothesline in
a man square, And looking at the catalogue of this show, T would say it really
worked out. In fact every work or intervention has these clotheslines in the
background.

smiTason: The nouons of centrality gmive peaple a security and certunty
because it's also a place where most people gather, But they tend to forget the
fringes. | have a dialectic between the center and the outer circumferences.,
You really can't get rid of this nonon of centrality nor can you ger rnid of the
fringes and they both sort of feed on each other. Its kind of interesting to
bring the fringes into the centrality and the centrality out to the fringes. | de-
veloped that somewhar with the non-sites where I would go ot to a fringe area
and send back the rw marérial to New York Ciry, which 15 2 kind of center—
a big sprawling nightmare center, but it still there. Then that goes into the gal-
lery and the non-site funcoons as a map that tells you where the fringes are
It's rare that anybody will visit these fringes, but is interesting to know about
them

PETTENA: You always show the places from which you are coming, if vou

ATe sincere
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Aerial photograph of Ohio strip mine.

ENTROPY MADE VISIBLE (1973)

Interview with Alison Sky

rosert smrtnson: OK. we'll begin with entropy. That’s a subject that’s
preoccupied me for some time. On the whole I would say entropy contradicts
the usual notion of a mechanistic world view. In other words 1t’s a condition
that’s irreversible, it’s a condition that’s moving towards a gradual equilibrium
and it’s suggested in many ways. Perhaps a nice succinct definition of entropy
would be Humpty Dumpty. Like Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, Humpty
Dumpty had a great fall, all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t
put Humpty Dumpty back together again. There is a tendency to treat closed
systems in such a way. One might even say that the current Watergate situation
is an example of entropy. You have a closed system which eventually deterio-
rates and starts to break apart and there’s no way that you can really piece it back
together again. Another example might be the shattering of Marcel Duchamp

On Site #4, 1973. This interview took place about two months before Smithson’s death. Al-
though published posthumously, Smithson and Sky completed the editing of the text to-
gether and Smithson provided all the illustrations.
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Glass, and his attempt to put all the pieces back together again attempting to
overcome entropy. Buckminster Fuller also has a notion of entropy as a kind of
devil that he must fight against and recycle. Norbert Weiner in The Human Use
of Human Beings also postulates that entropy is a devil, but unlike the Christian
devil which is simply a rational devil with a very simple morality of good and
bad, the entropic devil is more Manichean in that you really can't tell the good
from the bad, there’s no clear cut distinction. And [ think at one point Norbert
Weiner also refers to modern art as one Niagara of entropy. In information
theory you have another kind of entropy. The more information you have the
higher degree of entropy, so that one piece of information tends to cancel out
the other. The economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen has gone so far as to
say that the second law of thermodynamics 1s not only a physical law but
linked to economics. He says Sadi Carnot could be called an econometrican.
Pure science, like pure art tends to view abstraction as independent of nature,
there’s no accounting for change or the temporality of the mundane world.
Abstraction rules in a void, pretending to be free of time.

One might even say that the whole energy crisis is a form of entropy. The
earth being the closed system, there’s only a certain amount of resources and of
course theres an attempt to reverse entropy through the recycling of garbage.
People going around collecting bottles and tin cans and whatnot and placing
them in certain compounds like the one over on Greenwich Avenue across
from St.Vincent’s Hospital. Well this seems to be a rather problematic situa-
tion. Actually right now I would like to quote from Georgescu-Roegen, The
Entropy Law and the Economic Process, about what he calls entropic bootlegging,
It's an interesting conception | think. This 15 what he says about recycling
waste materials. “This 1s what the promoters of entropy bootlegging fail to
understand. To be sure, one can cite numberless scrap campaigns aimed at sav-
ing low entropy [low entropy 1n his definition is raw materials before they're
processed into refined materials. In other words raw ore would be low entropy
and high entropy would be the refined material such as steel] . . . by sorting
waste. They have been successful only because 1n given dranmstances the sorting
of, say, scrap copper required a smaller consumption of low entropy than the
alternative way of obtaining the same amount of metal. It 1s equally true that
the advance of technological knowledge may change the balance sheet of any
scrap campaign, although history shows that past progress has benefited ordi-
nary production rather than scrap saving. However, to sort out the scrap mol-
ecules scattered all over the land and at the bottom of the sea, would require
such a long time that the entire low entropy of our environment would not
suffice to keep alive the numberless generations of Maxwells demons needed
for the completed project.” In other words he's giving us the indication that
recycling 1s like looking for needles in haystacks.

Now, I would like to get into an area of, let’s say, the problems of waste. It

seems that when one 15 talking about preserving the environment or conserv-
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g energy of recycling one inevitably gets to the question of waste and |
would postulate actually that waste and enjoyment are 1 a sense coupled,
Therey a certain kind of !1||.'.I‘GII]'L‘ !‘lrlrlx'l],'l'r_' that comes out of a preaccupation
with waste, Like 1f we want a bigger and better car we are going to have bigger
and better waste productions. So there’s o kind of equation there between the
emjoyment of life and waste, Probably the opposite of waste 15 luxury. Both
wiste and luxury tend to be useless. Then there’s a kind of nuddle class notion
of luxury which 15 often called “quality” And quality 15 sort of based on taste
and sensibility. Sartre says Genet produces neither spit or diamonds. | guess
that’s what I'm talking about

avison sEv: [sn't entropy acoually metamorphosis, or 4 cantinual Process in
which elements are undergoing change, but in an evolutionary sense?

smiTHson: Yes and nos Inother words, if we consider the earth i terms of
geologie nme we end up with what we call fluvial entropy. Geology has its
entropy too, where everything 1s gradually wearing down. Now there nuy be
a pont where the earth’s surface wall collapse and break apart, so thar the irre-
versible process will be in a sense metamaorphosized, it 15 evolutionary, but it's
not evolutionary m terms of any idealism, There is still the heat death of the
sun: It may be that human beings are just different from dinosaurs rather than
better. In other words there just might be a different situation, There's this
||l.':'q| ti ry t Ii.ill'ui'1'|.l|.f -.'-||:"-\. |'|,:]'|d]|,']r_1|'| I't not a :r‘||]5|;_'ﬂ_'|1|_h_‘['|'[;|.||5|_, vl | _]1I‘it

see things going towards 3. . well it very hard to predict anything; anvway

Earthguake. 4th Ave., Anchorage Alsska, Photo by Steve McCurcheon,

Alxaka Plerorial Service Construction, Central Park, Mew York Cicy




Volcanic Eruption, Heimaey, Vestmann Islands, lceland. Photo courtesy Esquire magazine.

all predictions tend to be wrong. I mean even planning. I mean planning and
chance almost seem to be the same thing,

sky: I wish the architectural profession would recognize that. In their
grand masterplan schemes for the world, architects seem to find the “final so-
lution” to all possible situations.

smrruson: They don't take those things into account. Architects tend to be
idealists, and not dialecticians. | propose a dialectics of entropic change.

There 1s an ongoing aspect of things that fascinates me like my recent in-
volvement with Central Park (see “Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical
Landscape,” Artforum, February 1973). You see that photograph there showing
a pit in Central Park. Now you might say that’s a kind of architecture, a kind of
entropic architecture or a de-architecturization. In other words 1t’s not really
muanifesting itself the way let’s say Skidmore Owings and Merrill might mam-
fest itself. It’s almost the reverse of that, so that you can observe these kinds of
entropic building situations which develop around construction. That pit will
eventually be covered, but it’s there right now with all 1ts scaftolding, and peo-
ple have been confused by that pit, they think it has something to do with the
Met [Metropolitan Museum of New York]. There’s a lot of gratfiti on it attack-
ing the Met, but its really the city.

sky: It's ironic that we’ve been able to perpetuate this attitude of set design
solutions throughout the world. Travelling through Europe you can go for
miles and 1t all looks exactly alike and like everywhere else. Mimic Lefrak City
architecture is covering the earth. How did this manage to take over as op-
posed to the opposite view exemplified in places like Rome where there are
no two buildings, angles, textures, etc., the same. Ruins melt and merge into

new structures, and you get this marvelous and energetic juxtaposition occur-

ring—with accident a large part of the whole process.

smrrason: Well, Rome 1s like a big scrap heap of antiquities, America doesn't
have that kind of historical background of debris.

But I'd like to mention another mistake which 1s essentially an engineering
mistake and that’s the Salton Sea in southern California, which happens to be
California’s largest lake. It happened back during Teddy Roosevelt’s admins-
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tration. There was a desperate attempt to try to reroute the Colorado Raiver.
The Colorado River was always flooding and destroying the area. There was
an attempt to keep the Colorado River from flooding by building a canal, in
Mexico, and this was illegally done. This canal was started in the delta of the
Colorado and then it was rerouted back toward Mexicali, but what happened
was that the river flooded into this canal and the canal overflowed, and fed
back nto the Imperial Valley which is below sea level. So that this thirty mile
lake was created by this engineering nustake, and whole cities were inundated,
the railroad also was submerged, and there were great attempts to try to fight
back this deluge, but to no avail. Since then, people have come to live with this
lake, and recently I was out there. | spent some time in Salton City which 1s a
city of about 400 people. And another example of blind planning is this maze
of wide boulevards that snake through the desert. Now it was the idea that
they would turn this into a huge retirement village or whatever, maybe a new
Palm Springs, but the bottom fell out of that so that if you go there now you
just see all these boulevards going all through the desert, very wide concrete
boulevards and just sign posts naming the different roads and maybe a few
trailer encampments near this city. It’s impossible to swim in the Salton Sea
because barnacles have grown all over the rocks. There is some water skiing
and fishing. There’s also a plan to try to desalinate the whole Salton Sea. And
there’s all kinds of strange schemes for doing that. One was to bring down slag
from the Kaiser Steel Company, and build a dike system. So that here we have
an example of a kind of domino effect where one mistake begets another mis-
take, yet these mustakes are all curiously exciting to me on a certain kind of
level—I don't find them depressing.

sky: There’s an inherent energy level present in an accidental or mistake
occurrence. I was listening to a discussion of the [. M. Pei buildings near Wash-
ington Square Village, and apparently in the two towers owned by New York
University an attempt was made at “total control.” Even the curtains were
specified so as not to disturb the “esthetic resolution” of the building facade.
The third tower 1s not owned by N.Y.U. and houses the people replaced by the
construction. These people were free to choose their own curtains and you get
an ncredible diversity of styles and colors which I find much more dynamic.
[ronically the white curtains so carefully controlled have since faded to differ-
ent tones of white so the process occurred anyway.

smrtason: Riaght. It's like the Anchorage earthquake that was responsible
for creating a park. After the earthquake they set aside a portion of earthquake
damage and turned that into a park, which strikes me as an interesting way of
dealing with the unexpected, and incorporating that into the community. That
area’s fascinated me quite a bit. Also, the recent eruptions outside of Iceland.
AtVestmann Islands an entire community was submerged in black ashes. It cre-
ated a kind of buried house system. It was quite interesting for a while. You
might say that provided a temporary kind of buried architecture which re-
minds me of my own Partially Buried Woedshed out in Kent State, Ohio where |
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took 20 cartloads of earth and piled them on this woodshed until the central
beam cracked. There was a problem from one of the local papers. They didn’t
really see that as a very positive gesture, and there was a rather disparaging arti-
cle that went under the heading “It’s a Mud Mud Mud World.”

But basically I think that those preoccupations do escape architects and I'm
thinking of another problem that also exists, that of mining reclamation. It
seems that when they made up the laws for mining reclamation they wanted
to put back the mines the way they were before they mined them. Now that’s
a real Humpty Dumpty way of doing things. You can imagine the result when
they try to deal with the Bingham pit in Utah which is a pit one mile deep
and three miles across. Now the idea of the law being so general and not really
dealing with a specific site like that seems unfortunate. One person at Ken-
necott Mining Company told me that they were supposed to fill that pit in;
now of course one would wonder where they were going to get the material
to fill that pit in.

sky: Did you ask them?

smitnson: Yes, | mean they said it would take something like 30 years and
they'd have to get the dirt from another mountain. It seems that the reclama-
tion laws really don'’t deal with specific sites, they deal with a general dream or
an ideal world long gone. It's an attempt to recover a frontier or a wilderness
that no longer exists. Here we have to accept the entropic situation and more
or less learn how to reincorporate these things that seem ugly. Actually there’s
the conflict of interests. On one side you have the idealistic ecologist and on
the other side you have the profit desiring miner and you get all kinds of
strange twists of landscape consciousness from such people. In fact theres a
book that the Sierra Club put out called Stripping. Strip mining actually does
sort of suggest lewd sex acts and everything, so 1t seems immoral from that
standpoint. It’s like a kind of sexual assault on mother earth which brings in
the aspect of incest projections as well as illicit behavior and I would say that
psychologically theres a problem there. There’s a discussion of aesthetics in
this book Stripping from the point of view of the miner and from the point of
view of the ecologist. The ecologist says flatly that strip mines are just ugly and
the miner says that beauty 1s in the eye of the beholder. So you have this stale-
mate and [ would say that’s part of the clashing aspect of the entropic ten-
dency, in other words two irreconcilable situations hopelessly going over the
same waterfall. It seems that one would have to recognize this entropic condi-
tion rather than try to reverse it. And there’s no stopping it; consider the image
that Norbert Weiner gives us—Niagara Falls.

In fact they even shored up Niagara, speaking of Niagara. They stopped Ni-
agara for a while because 1t was wearing away. And then they put these steel
rods into the rock so that it would maintain its natural appearance.

skv: Have they been able to stop it?

smrruson: They did stop it.

ROBERT SMITHSON, Asphaft Rundown, 1969, Rome, 307
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sky: From wearing away?

smrtason: Well, 1t’s still there. It didn't fall apart yet. Niagara looks like a
glant open pit quarry. In other words it has high walls which offend people
greatly in the strip mining regions. There are defects called “high walls” that
exist in the strip mining areas and there’s a desire on the part of ecologists to
slope these down. The cliffs all around Niagara suggest excavation and mining,
but it’s just the work of nature. So there’s constant confusion between man and
nature. Is man a part of nature? Is man not a part of nature? So this causes
problems.

sky: There 15 definitely some sort of perverse fascination attached to the
process of inevitable and impending destruction that will occur either in your
own environment or be observed vicartously because people persist in living
at the bases of volcanos, on earthquake zones such as the fault line which is
supposed to destroy all of Califorma, on top of sinking landscapes such as
Venice which is a city built entirely on rotting wooden pilings and will even-
tually fall into the sea.

smrrason: Well, that may be something thats human—that’s a human
need. It seems that there’s almost a hope for disaster you might say. There’s that
desire for spectacle. I know when I was a kid I used to love to watch the hur-
ricanes come and blow the trees down and rip up the sidewalks. T mean it fas-
cinated me. There’s a kind of pleasure that one receives on that level. Yet there
1s this desire for something more tranquil—like babbling brooks and pastorals
and wooded glens. But [ suppose I'm more attracted toward mining regions
and volcanic conditions—wastelands rather than the usual notion of scenery
or quietude, tranquility—though they somehow interact.

sky: I think man turns to the wooded glens in the last moments for the
most part. He probably wouldn't like to admit 1t but I don’t think 1t’s of prime

Dewatered American Falls. Photo Courtesy Niagara Falls Area Chamber of
Commerce.
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mmportance to him—trom a fascination viewpoint. 1 mean he really hasn’t
done much to protect these pockets of ranguality. At the last moment, after it’s
almost all destroyed he starts screamung “put up the trees” but only 1 a token
gesture sense. | hat’s alwavs the Answer, eape wlly in E:-uh[h spaces in a ciry like
New York—suck up a few isolated trees.

smrrison: Well, 1t seems that in-a aity ke MNew York where everything 15
concrete there's this craving to stick up a rree somewhere

Also in regard to the origin of parks in this country 1t’s interesting to note
that they really started as graveyvards, Theres something i the mud-19th cen-
tury that’s called the "rural graveyard movement” where there was an attempt
to get away from the dreary little churchyard graveyards, They introduced a
kind of sylvan setting so that nature would intermingle with the graveyards,
and they developed a whole funerary school of art yvou might say. | know for a
Fact over near Fort Lee there are all these vauls—ittle pyramids, you know, for
the dead.

Ihere s an associatnon with architecture and economics, and it seems that
architects build in an isolated, self-contained, ahistorical way. They never seem
to allow for any kind of relationships outside of their grand plan. And this
seems to be true m economics oo, Economics seem to be isolated and self:
contained and concerved of as evcles, so as to exclude the whole entropic
process. There's very little consideration of natural résources in terms of what
the landscape looks like after the mining operitions or farming opératons are
completed. 5o that a kind of blindness ensues. 1 guess 1t's what we call blind
profic making. And then suddenly they find themselves wathin a range of des-
olatton and wonder how they ot there. 8o it's a rather static way of looking at
things. | don't think things go i cycles. I think things just change from one

siouation to the next, there’s reallv no return

ROBERT SMITHSOM, Partioy Burisd Woodshed —Kent State Universicy, Ohia,
1970, Phato Len Hanzel
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ROBERT SMITHSON ON DUCHAMP (1973)

Interview with Moira Roth

This invervivar was taped shordy before Robere Sithson's tagic death in an afreraft ac-
cident, before the artist had au opportunity to revise or edit Iis spontaneons views, Houws-

ever, the intervienr as it stands 15 characteristic of Smithson'’s independence of ontlook.

Why did you say you were interested fn talleing about Duchamp?

Well, for one thing, [ think in America we have a certain view of art history
that comes down to us from the Armory Show, and Duchamp had a lot to do
with that history. There 15 a whole hineage of artists comng out of the Armory
Show. And the noton of art history itself € so ammated by Duchamp. The
prewat period wis dominated by Matisse and Picasso and the post—Wisrld War
I period was dominated by Duchamyp. Hard-core modermsm 1s Picasso and
Matisse and T. 5. Eliot and Ezra Pound. Then, in the postwar period, we get
Duchamp coming on very strong, Duchamyp 15 really more in line with post-
modermsm msofar as he 15 very knowledgeable about the modernist traditions
bue disdains them, So, I think there is a kind of false view of art history, an at-
temipt to set up a lineage. And [ wonld like to step outside that situation,

There has been a kand of Duchampatis recently, beginnng with Duchamp’s
being rediscovered in Jasper Johns, But Johns is less French and more ratty, you
might say. Johns has taken the aristocratic stance and given 1t 4 more sordid
edge. Then vou have this influence pervading Robert Morris" work, But there
15 no viable dialectic in Duchamp because he is only trading on the alienated
object and bestowing on this object a kind of mystfication. Duchamp 15 in-
volved with the notion of manufacture of objects so that he can have hs little
valise full of souvenirs, T am not really interested in that kind of model makmg;
the retteration of the Readymades. What [ am saying 15 that Duchamp offers a
sanctificanion for alienated obyects, so you get a generaton of manufactured
goods, It is a complete dental of the work process and it 15 very mechanical
too, & lot of Pop art has to do with this—the transcending in the Readymades.
In a sense. Rosenguist 15 transcending billboards, Warhol 5 transcending
canned goods, and im Dine 15 tanscending tools that you buy in hardware
stores—Duchamp’s influence 18 quite pervasive on that level, Duchamp is trv-
ing to transcend production isell in the Readymades when he takes an object
out of the manufacturing process and then wsolates it, He has 4 certain con
tempt for the work process and here | thmk he 15 sort of playing the anstocrat,

Lt se¢ms that this has had a great deal of effect on New York artises.
Do yon thinde of i as a Dandy in a Basdelairean sense?

Yes, | think there 14 some of that. | think that it has abways had a certain appeal
because: the artist o a certan extent is alwavs trving o tanscend s class, and

Artforim, Ohceober 1071
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I think Dhechamp 1s invelved in that. At one point, he even said that he would

rather Kings were patrons, so that he indicated that he considered art fiscistic

il tlree des b o diafectic in Duchamp, s thive one in your ieork?

Yo

Yes, I thank so. In my eardy works 1 owas not really Mammal; the works were

15 about abstractoon. So there was a tendenicy

to crvstlhized not

more related
toward abstracnon, but 1 never thought of iselating my objects in any partcu-
lar way, Gradually, more and more, | have come to see their relationship to the
outside world, and finally when [ started making the Nonsites, the dialectic

became very strong. These Nonsites became mups that pointed to sites in the

world outside the gallery, and a dialectical view hegan to subsume a purist, al-

stract tendency

[ don’t think Duchamp had o diulectical view In other words, | am saving

that lus olyects are just like relics; relics of the sants or son

wthing like that. It
seems that he was into some kind of spiritual pursust that involved the com-
mornplace. He was o sprcitualist of Woolworth, vou might say, He seemed dis-
satisfied with pantng or what s called high art. Somebody like Clement
Greenberg 1s opting for high are or modermsm from a more erthodox point of
view, but Duchamp seems to want to be plaviul with that modernism, He
doesn't see 1t as absolure. It & hke a mechamsae view. He also strikes me as
Cartestan in that respect, and [ think he once mentioned in an offhand way

that he was, D ||.||||J---n||n ivolved in that tradinon and in all the |1|'-'-|'-||_-|11-.

of that tradinon

Duchamp was suspicious of this whole noton of mechanisim, but he was
using it all the ome. 1 don't happen to have a mechanistic view of the world so
| really can't accept Duchamp in terms of my own development. There 15 a

'l||:.||i\|i'. '-.ii'u -"'l."-.|'\.

great difference berween o dialectical view and a n
Warhol saving that he wants to be o nrchine 18 this linear and Cartesian atti-
tude developed on a simple level. And T just don’t find 1t very productove. It
leads to a kind of Cartesuan alnis

Duchamp’s involvement with da Vinei—his putting a moustache on the
Mona Lisg—seems to be an attempt to transcend another artst who 18 very closg
to his view. They both have mechamstic ideas of nature. But in Duchamp’s
mechanistic view, there 15 nothing pragmatic or usefil in the way there was with
da Ving, In |J.'..I|.|'I|]_'- it leads to 2 kind of Ravmond Roussel, OfF course,

need by Roussel and it 15 more or less taking the mechanis-

Duchamp was u
tic view to an almost fantasy level Take the Large Glass which seems to be an at-

1 call a wittv way

temnpt to try and mechanize the sex act i whiat you wou

Conceptual art too 15 to 3 certain extent somewhat mechanistic though the
whole conceptual situation seems rather highraeight compared to Duchamp
Sol LeWitt commed the term “conceptual” and 5ol LeWitt savs ideas are mia-
chines, 56 this mechanistic view permeates everything. And it seems that it i

st reducing wself down o a kind of ||r'n|1h|n| state. A lot of it ust evolves

into what Mel Bochner mighr call joke art; pliving little jokes like the
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Dadaists. But you see, the Dadaists were setting up their own religion, thinking

that everything was corrupted by commercialism, industry, and bourgeois atti-
tudes. I think it 1s time that we realized that there is no point in trying to tran-
scend those realms. Industry, conunercialism, and the bourgeoisie are very
much with us. And this whole notion of trying to form a cult that transcends
all this strikes me as a kind of religion in drag. I am just bored with it, frankly.
In that there 1s a kind of latent spiritualism at work 1in just about all of mod-
ernism. There is the guilt even about being an artist. To return to Duchamp, at
bottom [ see Duchamp as a kind of priest of a certain sort. He was turning a
urinal into a baptismal font. My view 1s more democratic and that 15 why the
pose of priest-aristocrat that Duchamp takes on strikes me as reactionary.

You said you sometimes talked with Carl Andre about Duchamp?

Yes, Andre’s view is more a Marxist one. Andre himself seems to want to
transcend the bourgeois order, and Carl more or less sees Duchamp as respon-
sible for the proliferation of multiples and this sort of thing. Where I tend to
agree with Andre is when he says that Duchamp is involved in exchange and
not use value. In other words, a Readymade doesn’t offer any kind of engage-
ment. Once again 1t is the alienated relic of our modern postindustrial society.
But he is just using manufactured goods, transforming them into gold and
mystifying them.That is where alchemy would come in. But I see no reason to

extrapolate that in terms of the arcane language of the Cabala.

Then you are not interested in the occult interpretations of Duchamp by Jack Burnham
and Arturo Schwarz?

I am just not interested in the occult. Those kinds of systems are just dream
worlds and they are fiction at their best and at worst, they are uninteresting. By
the way I met Duchamp once in 1963 at the Cordier-Ekstrom Gallery. I just
said one thing to him, I said,“I see you are into alchemy.” And he said, “Yes.”
How do you feel about Duchamp'’s chess playing?

Well, it has aristocratic connotations. It 1s also a luxury that I wouldn't really
be too inclined to pursue myself, anymore than I would want to sit around

and play Monopoly.

What do you think Duchamp’s attitude toward America was?

I think Duchamp is amused by a certain kind of American naiveté, and he
constantly makes references to certain functional aspects, like the statement
about his being impressed by American plumbing and that sort of thing. That
seems to me a kind of inverted snobbism. And I find his wit sort of transpar-
ently French. French wit seems to me very different from an English sense of
humor. If the French have any wit at all, I don't really appreciate it. They al-
ways seem very laborious, opaque, and humorless so that when you get some-
body like Duchamp who is putting forth the whole art notion of the amusing
physics or the gay mathematics, or whatever you want to call 1t, I am not
amused. It is a kind of Voltairean sarcasm at best.
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Feet of Cheist, [961 Watercolor and ink, 18 x 147,
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THE LAMENTATIONS OF THE PAROXYSMAL ARTIST

All of 'em have fun but me.
from a song as sung by Dion

. pronounced 'Deeon, to rhyme with neon.”

Let this Paroxysmal Vision be delivered to the Church of Used Blood, the
Church of Defunct Immortality, the Church of Abnormal Shapes, the
Church of Audio-Visual Aids, and the Church of Smart Money.

Unamen . . . unamen, [ tell you.

Beware of the maggot-headed lovers! They're taking away your Blood.
They're cheating on your wounded returns.

The Word came unto me looking like a silly mess. Take it away! Take me
away! Defrost my fun! Turn off my brains. Remove the Smart-Matter with
magic rays and Space-Age-Improvements. Cut my eyes out before | see
Death. Too much Hemophilia. Too much Honey.

Bring on the paint buckets! Bravo! for paint. It smells good. Like money.
When Easter comes, I'll paint a bunny-rabbit with big ears and a white
behind. Bravo!

My mouth is full of thick paint. It's dripping down my chin in long purple
drips. I can not tell at what speed it 15 traveling.

Degod me! The faster the better. Spare my dying puddle. Unamen.

Creeping Jesus with twisted gonads and ice-cream eyes spit at me last night
about 9:25.

Good-by Mary. It was nice knowing you. Give my best to Dad.

Let the Bloody Dove go down.

Zoom! Zing! Bing!

Pass out into the Word of Ashes

For the One True Holy Virgin Catholock Church.
Blast Off

Glory! Glory! Glory!

Bingo. Bingo.

IBM

Untitled {King Kong), 1962. Ink, 24 x 18"
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THE ICONOGRAPHY OF DESOLATION (c. 1962)

"I 'wish | hadn't cried so much!” said Alice as she swam about, trying to

find her way out.
i Lewis Carroll

Any effort to regain iconography from the total tangle of Sacred and Profane
must create wrath that propels the suppliant artist down the rabbit hole nto
Desolation, where All 1s spilled, and spoiled below belief.

Since popular inchinations toward Reelativity have exploded the proportions
of revealed iconography, post-Einstein art-lovers believe iconography to have
had a “literary” origin; 1.e., the Prophets are mutated into “folk-poets” by re-
search analysis. As a result, the art-lover 15 dogmatically interested 1n the spatial
thrills of “plasticity” as put into motion by Impressionism, Expressionism, and
Picassoid art history. One should realize that such art-loving may lead to visual
fornication—a very sticky topic that only the Elect know about.

After many secular ambushes, iconography is oriented into the snares of
mediocrity called OBJECTIVITY—declassic and deromantic—which in time
and space break down into NON-OBJECTIVITY. “Plasticity” when opposed
to the graphic is natural matter without proportion but with the illusion of
imagined dimensions. Revelation, once given, passes through the symmetry of
grace (not to be confused with style, manner, or elegance), whereas imagina-
tion, once taken, begins with worldly fixations on human environments fed by
the duration of factual events. When revelation 1s eclipsed by the decaying
force of duration, it 1s dismissed or ignored by social or abstract humanists be-
cause of a lack of contrition, or even attrition. Informed external minds are
armed against hidden impossibilities. All these conditions must be stated, even
if they appear importune to the mortal consciousness. The awareness of the
“fear and trembling” 15 forced upon used-up mortality; such a manifestation
cannot be passed from man to man. By contemporary standards, Inspiration
should be avoided at all cost, because there is no way of criticizing the possession
by God or Satan. There is no place in this world for unknown devastations over
the void of space and the waste of time. If an affliction gets a Chance, it might
blossom forth like the “flower-like scent” that was given out by the sores and
abscesses of the dying St. John of the Cross. Which brings to mind
Grunewald’s incarnations of the Black Plague that say, “Where were you, good
Jesus, where were you? And why did you not come and heal my wounds?” In
the same inflamed atmosphere 1s Jackson Pollock’s last painting Scent—astound-
ing tumors on a Divine Blood Cell. A Dead God speaks out of the soul
through the depths of disease, playing wounded tricks on Improvement. Such
apprehensions could be the Word of Strange Flesh clutching the Icon. The
highest joy joined to lowest Agony pulsating nervously in the constellations.
Deadly esthetics depart before sense-destroying fluxations, allowing the Incar-
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nation’s senseless calamity, Whereupon calamity 1s mocked and scorned. How
did the Word of Strange Flesh enter the Word of Flesh? How did Sodom enter
Gomorrah? The shame is—the answer 1s too simple.

lconography takes on a corporeal form during the Renaissance and slowly
dies with the Dance of Death so popular with the Baroque and in the dazzling
apotheosis of the Sun King. That which is reborn must die in a more fearful
way than that which is only born. Consider the Rococo decorations in a Hus-
site Church in Seldes, Austria, where thousands of skulls and bones are fes-
tooned over the altar. Another such amazing effect also occurs under the
Church of St. Maria of the Conception in the subterranean cemetery of the
Capuchin monks in Rome. Says Nathaniel Hawthorne about the cemetery 1n
The Marble Faun,” There 1s no disagreeable scent, such as might have been ex-
pected from the decay of so many holy persons, in whatever odor of sanctity
they may have taken their departure. The same number of living monks would
not smell half so unexceptionably.” This kind of sly moralism is at the heart of
much American art both “abstract” and “realistic.” There’s nothing more invin-
cible than an American Protestant in Rome. Said the Holy Origen, “Only sin-
ners celebrate birthdays.”

All dimensions must be exercised by a visual mortification of the eyes be-
fore iconographic vision can be experienced. The Fourth Dimension is simply
the ruins of the Third Dimension. Until these ruins are viewed with detach-
ment, the artist will wander from his art on the currents of duration among
boring worldly sins which are then cultivated into existential ideas, rather than
exorcised. Dehumanized voices put off intensity while claiming humanity.
Paradox reverberates against paradox, till the Ghost 1s given up. Contradiction
presents no problems after the Iconographic Annunciation, yet this makes the
burden that comes of the worldling’s chatter about this object and that non-
object. Art was never objectified during the Ages of Faith; art was an “act” of
worship. [cons would never be “looked” at like a tourist looks at an objet d’art,
even if he is a “passionate sightseer.” Jackson Pollock and other American “ac-
tion” painters have restored something of the ritual life of art. Action painting
shows no non-objectivity. Rather it reveals unformed incarnations from a pri-
mordial animism lurking in sacramental substance. Pollock has said that he
“never” expressed the “city.” A chance comparison between Georges Rouault
and Pollock indicates “inner” and “outer” obsessions between the European
and the American. Focusing on human depravity in the city, Rouault releases
the whore as “modern” saint syndrome, extending mortal flesh into Leon
Bloy's matter-spattered heavens where Marchenois in The Woman Who Was Poor
says, I shall enter into Paradise with a crown of fungi” Instead of inciting “compas-
sion,” Pollock tries to free his dumb soul from his own matter-heavens in such
paintings as Cut Out and Out of the Web, relating reversibly to the visions of
Bloy. Romantic Dualism takes many an artist through the Cathar bowels.

Before we are inundated with the mundane mania for the neo found-object




chock full of “banal” mystery, let us approach the God of that “culture-hero™

Dr. Einstein. Is his God Yahweh in the Pillar of Fire which is not the Atomic
Bomb? “The nonmathematician,” says Dr. Einstein, “is seized by a mysterious
shuddering when he hears of four-dimensional things, by a feeling not unlike
that awakened by thoughts of the occult. And yet there 1s no more common-
place statement than the world in which we live is a four-dimensional space-
time continuum.” But the world in which we do net live 1s free from the exis-
tence of sense and dimension. This invisible world is just as actual as the
space-time continuum, just as death is as sure as life. If icons are seen as sense-
objects, they are dead to the world. A spirit that is revealed through incarnate

grace cannot be measured by human beings. “For that which 1s made mn tme,”

said Saint Augustine, “is made both after and before some time—after that
which 15 past, betore that which 1s future. But none could then be past, for
there was no creature by whose movements its duration could be measured.” A
God that can be measured has to be man-made. Revelation has no dimen-
sions. If it did, it would be dead in space and time. The early Christian Fathers
never Fixated on dimensions in their theology. If they did, they would have
developed icons something like Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase,
which Duchamp calls . . . an expression of time and space through the abstract
presentation of motion.” Marcel Duchamp stopped painting early in his life,
because he wasted his art in time and space. Duration cut him off from revela-
tion, thus confining grace to the chessboard. The Fourth Dimension is Yah-
weh’s wrath upon a cursed humanity.

How does one redeem the revealed God from the dregs of nuclear heresy?
This 1s next to impossible in an object and non-object-ridden world. Eco-
nomic vices are openly anti-glory and rip down anything that looks other-
worldly. The glass prisons on Park Avenue born out of a usury driven market-
society offer nothing but clean-disease. Here Life and Death are the same. Here
culture is sick money. Who can stop the pressures of the Fourth-Dimension
space-time ennui from atomizing all heavens and hells for the sake of an ex-
panding Inter-National-Stream-Line-Kitsch? At this point, memories of
Baroque decay become seductive and full of grace. A distant desire . . . flicker-
ing cataclysmic hope tries to meet the need of dry abstractions. A terrible
yearning for Innocence stares back over Original Sin into some impossible
paradise.

Expectanon quickly fades, leaving only the tresome displays of nobody’s
agony, which are swiftly flimflaimmed by avant-garde humanists in their psycho-
rites and “happenings.” Paroxysms of angels and devils knotted together burst
from Revelation in spite of the contracepted incantations, the pettifoggery of
non-art, the hangover of Futurism and the world of fun and profit. Useless
lamentations covered with the natural curse of naked culture all touched by
primitive art—crack under the businesslike madness ot Dubuffet and the mas-

sive reason of art dealers.
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The absence of consolapon m art produces desolation. Sensible ways aof
locking at art works are lost in the abandonment of the Holy Ghost, while the
pressures of cheap religion rempt the weak soul into the currents of zero
salvation. Since all human opinions have created nothing bur economic blind-
ness, Maria Desolata has drained away her own Conception,

Let us ponder what the artist Clvfford Sl said about his paintings: “There-
fore, let no man underestimate the implicanons of this or s power for work
for life—or for death, if they are misused.” This grave tone 1s not exactly what
the economic mund “likes” to artach to the artist’s work: it likes to think of the
AFTISU as arn artist in \'|'|H:L' ol ]H"' VAT [':||'|',_"‘;.

From the dooms of "modernism.” something cries out for the Missing
Duse, then fades into the printed word and photograph. The Dust 15 leaving us
with “pop™ art and Clement Greenberg’s visual Puritanism. Soon there will be
nothing to stand on excepr the webs of manufactured tme warped among
throbbing galaxies of space, space, and more space, The Great Universal Vision
15 caving i, and the Age of Astomishment 16 begnning.

Witness the unspeakable rages within the despar of human dimension, as
the artist smashes both saceed icon and mundane figure. Such mischief is the
work of shapeless demons. O reader, remember Cotton Mather, who sad,
“They heap up wrath.”

Ihe rtuals that Pollock discovered i Hopi rebgion and Navaho sand
painting exist also in the ouskires of New York City, Penitential fires are bualt
on Halloween in the dim regions of the suburbs, burming inside the romng
Jack-o'-Lantern with glowing hollow eyes, nose, and mouth. On a face
sutiken, the frum fly larvae feed on the musky pornions of pumpkin, and die on
the candle flame. A fitting sacrifice for a defunctive Pentecost. [s this the face of
American art? A face that risks Gothie dread on a million crabgrass-ridden
lawns. The face that sticks to the “thick-paint™ surfaces of garbage-infested
prgment like the face on de Kooning’s Women, all it turns into 4 mask of coze
and shps off into the grey mght of the soul. The terrors under a neon-Lent
creep over the trembling American artist

MNow that most worldly stems resemble art, the arose is trapped by the rush
of distraction spread by his own hand. A ewisting vision grows about the con-
catenations 11 an Industrial demiorge that discloses Dante machine-gunning

the Council of Trent in heaven. Not knowing af such a wvision is right or

wrong, the artst returns to earth where everything s abways wrong.

Berween the Sacred Heart Cathedral and Colonnade Park by MiesVan der
Robe in Newark, Mew Jersey, drops the dream of Miss Lonelyhearts complete
with stanless steel Apocalypse, and a Byrantium for the busy housewfe. Dan-
gling from the Spider’s Web of Jonathan Edwards, a demolished Dove watches
for miraculous danger in the noise of sweet transports. The Cathedral keeps
the silence protected m tradition amidst the reflections of luxury tombs for

the “middle-income.” A useless tension spans the structures from gargovle o
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TV antenna, while baptisms are arranged. Where 1s the meeting place for “the

synthesis of all heresies” and “the tongues of fire”? Not in this place. No meet-
ing. Only the factory smoke failing to recall what has never been given.

After the soul has been buried, we come to the plains of improved nature
complete with The Bible Frank Lloyd Wright Would've Loved, translated into a
thousand languages. Shall we place the artificial beer can in the “natural
house™ and pray to it for the salvation of Duveen? Many say, “Art. Art.” But
there is no Art. Nevertheless, merchandised sophistication is heaping up the
fragments of fixed objectivity and calling them “intelligent.”

“Assemblages” and dinosaur bones, “targets” and plaster casts of primitive
1dols, “New Images of Man™ and human organs embedded 1n plastic: the mar-
riage of Mr. Wright’s “natural” museum and the Museum of Natural History
should be encouraged. The wedding would conjure up a phantasmagoria that
would rival St. Anthony's cave. The beat artists who perform “happenings” could
be employed as wizards of neo-gnostic madness. They might even put on an
old-fashioned Black Mass. Finally, the Resurrection could be improved by mak-
ing a deal with the military. Then “naturally,” shoot an ape or a man into space.

“Farce without End.”

We now discover an 1conoscope that shall forgive the divorce of heaven and

hell while it flashes before us for our selective graces—the bits and pieces of
Divine Catastrophe. Such a scope has lost all division and order. One must
pick over the scattered icons the way a bum picks over the dumps. The icono-
scope will now be plugged in.

Here begins the canticle of Philomela, the screech owl. Itys. Itys. “Let the
insects do the suffering for us!” says the Word Dissected. Roll on! A pale man
wanders off the stage and falls into a backfiring redemption fuming the germs
of vice and virtue. Smashing down over the rocks goes the Virgin’s coffin into
the foaming contentment surrounded by progressive Christendom. THE
LIGHT SHINES IN DARKNESS! Mount Olive splits in every direction,
producing blood-soaked worms for official inspection. Gangrene sets in, in-
jecting St. Anthony’s Fire into veins and arteries. Pus glitters with Greek
charm, drawing out the sensual parts for the last stigmata. A muddle-classic
sycophant infused with a sentimental hatred of Indulgences smells out the
droppings of “manners” in the Goop Gallery, near a counter-reformation
“camping” on divine flotsam, regulating the Major Lumps. MUSH neatly
wrapped in thrifty esthetics promotes itself into distinction. Void hooks onto
void in the caverns splashed with bat guano, the Master’s favorite medium.
Keep on plodding . . . ever closer to the Mother of All Gods: Bu Bu. Not to be
confused with Bee Bee. Pitter-patter, pitter-patter. Puff. Puff. Puff. Lights!
Camera! Action! Prepare for the Practical Martyrdom! A clever soul places the
body into a deep-freeze on a bed of thorns, whereupon the soul proclaims,
“You'll forget ice-cream once you taste ice-blood.” Cut. Print it! Listen to the

sounding brass or the tinkling cymbal: take your pick. 1-2-3-4. Forward!
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Footage, more footage! Dies irae, dies illa. Bring Icon-400 into the ultraviolet
rays. No . . . wrong icon, Not the Behemoth. Let him be anathema! “God 1s

gone up with a shout ... " (Ps. 47:5). Icons $5 and up. With or without blood.
Lets go on a crusade against the R.K.O.! . . . against the museum of your
choice. Spothights crisscross over multitudes chased by hurricanes. Mass move-
ments push dissipation into heated solitude near lunacy. All is shapeless delir-
ium. Dizzy icons, Dizzy. Dizzy. Dizzy. Holy-Radio-Active-System . . . hold it!
Flash bulbs pop. Controls are giving out . . . Release, angelic laughter: Ha. Ha.
“Hush. Hush,” says Winnie-the-Pooh in the cobwebs under the rusty pipes.
“Only the factual 1s actual, here in the U.S.A” Who can hear the wretched
and the diseased shouting for deliverance? Havoc gives way to havoc. The way
mucous gives way to snot. Reels of film project: a procession of Nazis dragging
an aluminum hearse, armies carrying standards of black fiberglass monsters,
workers driving multi-colored automobiles, females dripping poly-unsatu-
rates; all parade mnto the world’s largest submarine. Iconographic snapshot:
Number One. Harpies swoop nto a “twist” palace and tear away bits of cosmic
flesh. Iconographic snapshot: Number Two. Keepers of a reptile farm in Flor-
ida “mulk” rattlesnakes. lconographic snapshot: Number Three. A fake Etrus-
can Charon leads souls over a pool of whipped cream into a supermarket. Pro-
jections zero-in on a hermaphrodite in a space station, chanting a dirge,
nothing excessive to be sure. Upon the mounds of tutt-frutn, the False
Prophet displays his five vile wounds. From stage right: Indians on Warpath
gallop in and take many scalps. From stage left: In a fog,Valkyries swinging baf-
fle axes demolish uncountable enemies. On side stage X-666: The lords of in-
dustry set up a skyscraper on the broken piles of “earthquake.” Baroque. Cut!
Print It! SHARP FOCUS—mark. X. Minus zero. And now an advertisement.
(A redeeming bath in Coca-Cola will heal all wounds, even the . . . wonderful
Wounds 1n the little World . . . that Cotton Mather describes in The Nature and
Reality of Witcheraft. So, friends, fill your bathtub tomorrow with that ever-
lovin’ redemption: Coca-Cola.) Faustus has drowned in Coca-Cola, but every
now and then his voice still bubbles up saying, “See, see, where Christ’s blood
streams in the firmament! One drop would save my soul—half a drop! ash .. ”
Fade out. Empty-eyed Luciferians are stamped out by the Incredible Iconog-
rapher with assembly-line etherized gestures. An iconostasis is erected in
record ime on the Haceldama. Gravestones made of “polar-foam™ emblazoned
with glamorous faces of lady heresiarches are backdrops for the Intelligentsia
twiddling over the Bhagavad Gita and peyote. Gongs boom. Doocoong . . .
Bong. An intercontinental audience perceives . ..a curtain, upon which is
written n demotic. (Boxes full. Stalls full. Gallery full. Pat full. Standing room
only!) Refreshments are served in the Jungle Room. Cobalt violet deep, per-
manent bright green, and thalo red rose ... Dot ... Dot ... Dot .. .Dash. Cur-
tain going up! leconomatic-Flashback: The Dark Ages in the desert of Chalcis,

374 A.D., writes St. Jerome: “Afterwards, however, sin broke out more vio-




lently, till the impiety of the Giants dragged after it the shipwreck of the whole

world.” Iconoclastic-Flash-forward: The Space Age in New York City, 1962
B.C., writes Tad Swule for the Times, “It 1s known that the Administration
wishes to complete the tests as rapidly as possible.” Applause. A collection 13
taken up for the War Against Mouth-Rot. A specter of Creeping Jesus is stron-
tiumized in the Cedar Street Tavern through the eye of a safety pin. A peal of
woes. A nameless augur pronounces the benediction: “Convert to Hoboken,
and cry unto her!” The unpainted vision departs. . . . A wolf-man (geniuses
know where he lives) howls on a fire escape in Chelsea. Fac me plagis vulner-
art. Who can paint it steadily? In St. Patrick’s Cathedral a wax pope watches
Luis Buniuel’s Viridiana in tones of crimson. The graphic needle pierces the
Hairy-Heart—-atrobilious acid squirts on canvas thin as a spider’s web. Says
Cocteau under opium, “The esthetics of failure are alone durable.” Are these
the Lecons de Teénébrae? Is this where the Cocytus and Acheron meet in the
midnight grove at the cutting edge? GENERAL PARALYSIS. No! No! No!
A 1000 times No! The last “no” twitching like the severed chicken-heads in
Robert Frank’s The Sin of Jesus. “1 am pursued like a wolf out of the sheep-
fold.” said the prophetess Maximilla against her will. Air-waves . . . blow-out.
The “drip” is immolated! Blessed be the teen-queen who dashes her records
against the Hi-fi. Hollywood officials sign her up. Vista-Scope captures the
movement. Behold, on the wide screen Mother Nature turning herself inside
out, exposing growing grey agony. Cameras! Action! Darkness! Bullets rip
through Mother Nature at supersonic speed, taking big hunks of grey-stuff
with them. Print it. The landscape grown smaller, sucking itself in . . . deeper
and deeper where the ridiculous artist paints nature’s dirty secret under the
“dim religious light” in a Manhattan loft. In such an atmosphere the artist
might cry out with St. Mary Magdalene of Pazzi, “O nothingness! how little
art thou known!” Our gaze becomes full of cyclotrons and accelerates into a
lead wall.“We want honest art criticism!” demand the art-lovers. Alas, the extin-
guishment of the major spotlights is taking place. Before the Grand Wipe Out,
Grandma Moses appears in the Burning Bush of Life Magazine, then dissolves
into an unusually cheap pile of ashes. . . . Such ashes recall the words of Dion-
1s1ie Vasques, the preacher admired by Pope Leo X: “Wretched and skeptical
worldlings!” That 1s our ration of grace for the time being. The 1conoscope 1s
drawing to the End. There are other things to do before starting again. Like
understanding Cézanne.

Anything for the sleep of spiritual suicide! Yes, by Death . . . myriads of va-
cant dreams with dematerialized souls plotting the destruction of the Millen-
ium. Hamburger Heaven prepares sport on the jelly-tart, according to blitzed
theology. Wailing gives way to numb limbs and roots, before the declining In-
quisitor. Flayed icons are painted with tar by the Great Master Painter from
the faraway Cesspool. Art works in mysterious ways.

What else can one do but rejoice into the whirlwind of distraction torn by
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distraction? The Divine is blasted, so rejoice, “Who is this King of Glory? The
Lord of hosts, He is the King of Glory” A beatified groan rolls over distorted
war-machines covered with cubism. “But Life,” said Langland, “only burst out
laughing and meant to have his clothes slashed in the new style” Grey the
transubstantiation. Grey the Flesh and Blood. Grey the Pantokrater. Played
backwards and forwards, a worn-out holocaust falls apart on the cycles of
emptiness. And the angel said, “The Words of the Preacher, Son of David, King
i Jerusalem . .. Gee whizz . . . Mother . . . not that again. We have new medi-
ums, new materials, and new programs.” Said Walter Winchell to the angel,
“Bye, Sweety. Don't forget to pack your halo!” “So, Halo everybody! Halo.
Halo Shampoo! Halo!"” Samid Samuel Becketts Vladimir (exploding), “It’s a
scandal!” Merry Twistmas.

The day of the artist is very long, but the zeros must be painted at an average
of one hundred per minute. Zeros within zeros for zeros by zeros, That was a
way of painting it. Not very dynamic. A feeble push and pull over the grey sur-
face. The icon 15 sinking into a big vat of grey paint, and there 1s nothing to do
but watch it sink like the watchman watches the night.

Such was the burden of nowhere.
Worthless are my prayers and sighing.
Yet, good Lord, in grace complying,
Rescue me from Fires undying.

THE ELIMINATOR  (1964)

The Eliminator overloads the eye whenever the red neon flashes on, and in so
doing diminishes the viewer’s memory dependencies or traces. Memory van-
ishes, while looking at the Eliminator. The viewer doesn’t know what he is
looking at, because he has no surface space to fixate on; thus he becomes aware
of the emptiness of his own sight or sees through his sight. Light, mirror re-
flection, and shadow fabricate the perceptual intake of the eyes. Unreality be-
comes actual and solid.

The Eliminator 1s a clock that doesn't keep time, but loses it. The intervals
between the flashes of neon are “void intervals”™ or what George Kubler calls,

“the rupture between past and future” The Eliminator orders negative time as it

avoids historical space.




THE HUM  (c. 1965)

Descriptions of works of art often go astray. Words and numbers are as fugitive
as infinity. Actually, I would pl‘cfbr to tell you less and less about the art in front
of you. Perhaps an uninterrupted hum would be the best description of the art

you see. I will now sing a hum of my own composition:
HMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM

(The artists hums tor the duration of one deep breath.)

A determined meaning 1s not the kind of meaning that I am looking for,
perhaps meanings aren’t even necessary at all, perhaps meanings should be lost
and not found. Yet the disappearance of significance [ suppose 1s found through
significance. At any rate, for those who want to know more about that type of
disappearance, I suggest you go into the little room on your left, where you

will find a “partial description” of my mirror piece.

Untitled, 1963/64. Steel, mirrorized plastic,
50x 12x 184",
A SHORT DESCRIPTION OF TWO MIRRORED
CRYSTAL STRUCTURES (1965)

Both structures have symmetric frameworks, these frameworks are on top of
the faceted mirrored surfaces, rather than hidden behind the surfaces. The
frameworks have broken through the surfaces, so to speak, and have become
“paintings.” The frameworks are light blue with rose mirrors and yellow with
blue mirrors.

Each framework supports the reflections of a concatenated interior. The in-
terior structure of the room surrounding the work s instantaneously under-
mined. The surfaces seem thrown back into the wall. “Space” is permuted into
a multiplicity of directions. One becomes conscious of space attenuated in the
form of elusive flat planes. The space 1s both crystalline and collapsible. In the
rose piece the floor hovers over the ceiling. Vanishing points are deliberately
inverted in order to increase one’s awareness of total artifice.

The commonplace 1s transformed 1into a labyrinth of non-objective abstrac-
tions. Abstractions are never transformed into the commonplace. All dimen-
stonality 1s drained off through the steep angled planes. The works feed back

an infinite number of reflected “ready-mades.”
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RESPONSETO A QUESTIONNMNAIRE
FROM IRVING SANDLER (1968)

Moav 24, 1966
Dear Mr. Smuthson,

Eight years ago, | asked seventeen artists to write statements about the stare of
Amenican art then. The results were printed in At News, (Y18 There a New
Academy?” Summer and September, 1950.)

MNow that new tendencies have emerged, Barbara Foose and [ thought of at-
tempting a similar compilation. We have sent the enclosed questionnaire to a
selected group of artists, and we would appreciate your filling 1t out and re-
turning 1t i the enclosed envelope by July 1, so that we may tabulate and pub

lish the resules,

(Cordially,

Irving Sandler

. Is these o sensibility of the 19oa’s? I so, howr would you characterize ft?

There 18 not one sensibality of the 60%, but ten sensibilities of the 6o
1. The sensibility of momentary paralysis.

2. The sensibility of inauthentic boredom

y. The sensibalicy of Habar,

{. The sensibality of monotonous and wholesome plagiarism

5. The sensibility of involuntary memory,

6. The sensibility of stupetying adjustments and readjustments

7. The sensibility of the dynamics of banality

8. The sensibility of frozen tme.

9. The sensibility of netther tomorrow or yesterday,

10, The sensibility of stale thoughts

3, 15 there an avant-garde today? What is its nature?

Chere 15 not one avant-garde “today” but ten avane-gardes
1. The avant-garde of dissipated scandals.
2. The avant-garde of less than nothing
3. The avant-garde of cemeteries,
4. Theavant-garde of almost complete blindness
5. The avant-garde of colorful French bohemians ar the turn of the
century
6. The avan-garde of simian vulgarity
The avant-garde of endless lies tantamount to significance,
8. The avant-garde of vicious circles, logical llusions, mutologies, obvious

contradicnons.
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9. The avant-garde of the Kitsch of the recent past.

10, The avant-garde of almest complete blindness.

3. Has the sensibility of the sixtics hardened fnto an acadenry? I so, what are

ity characteristics?

There is not one sensibility that has hardened into an academy, bur ten “hard
dcademies.”

1. The hard academy of lead

2. The hard academy of steel.

The hard academy of wood.

(Y]

4. The hard academy of plasnc.
5. The hard academy of iron
6, The hard academy of wax.
7. The hard academy of chrome.
8, The hard academy of cement
9. The hard academy of glass.
10, The hard academy of mirrors

4. Has the condition of the artist changed in the sixeies? Has the speed-up of commri-
cations and the increased attention of the iass aedin made yesterday’s avani-parde
today’s acadeny? Hoe has this affected the argist? Does the grousing participation of

art schools in colleges and smiversities make for a more academic situation?

There 15 not one condition of the artist 1n the sixtes, but ten conditions
t. The condition of reinterpretating the misinterpreted.
2. The condition of the nonentity,
3. The condition of solated systems at the dead level,
4. The condinon of unkempt bathrooms
5. The condition of provisional opacity ordered by The Grand Horizonal.
6, The condition of smiling faces.
7. The condition of One Hundred Mass-Mediae,
5. The condition of Stndardization
9. The condition of historical blind spots

10, The condition of codified nullity,

5. s there the same split benween the avant-garde and the public as formerly? How has
this relationship changed?

There is not one split, but ten splits,
1. The split between the eyes
z. The split between the idea of unity.
3. The sphit berween me and you.
4. The split between the Old Masters and the New Masters.
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5. The sphit between the light and the dark

6. The sphit berween the left and the right,
e sphit berween the now and the then

8. The split between the big and the little

i, The split berween the warin and the cool,

to. The split between the splic,

COLOSSAL NULLIFICATIONS (PART 1) (c. 1966)

s 15 still a period of disints

ratner than plays. Art but no pairti 12 It's a I.I'I-".|I'.':!|:{:L‘! of chaos. There's no

particular s, but that's where we arg

Philip Johnson

Fortune, january 1966

if 2re which had no affinity with the air of heaven but

which had reeked up from decayed trees, and the gray wall, and the

slent tarm—a pestilent and mystic vapour, dull, slugmsh, faintly dis

cernible. and leaden-hued
Edgar Allan Poe
Wl af tH i

! [ A N U R
ey 18 ause oy

Philip Johnson’s awful proposal for Ellis Island discloses a grand way to meet
the “challenge of chaos” The vtilitarian buildings now standing on the sland
are to be turned mro “stabihized runs” evoking not only the "hopes of the 1m-
mgrants,” but also the unresolved mhihsm and hidden fears of the rgth cen-
tury. The main structure to be built by Plalip Johnson could be considered
1 “stabilized void”" A spiraling ramp runs around “The Wall of 16 Million”
upon which there 15 a dizzying collecnon of immigrants” names. This could
alses be a monument to Edgar Allan Poe's Roderick Usher. It may well be that
Poe was reéally an architect and only invented the detective story to make ends

meet. Poes ideas for structure and arvfices abounded throughour his work.

“The general floor of the amphitheatre was®grass , ,, [ " the infernal ter-
race seen by Vathek . . . 7 "The blank wall of the eastern gable was relieved by
stairs .., shingles were punted a dull gray | . " (Lander’s Cottage}; " In each

of the angles of the chamber stood on end gigantic sarcophagus of black gran

ite ., (Ligeia). The moaods of Mr, Poe and Mr. Johnson cross paths, especially
it we consider the fabulous tomb and/or underground museum in New

LCanaan, Conn.




ATLANTIC CITY (H-13)  (1966)

All year seaside resort offers six mile board-walk lined with hotels,

shops, amusement areas and entertainment piers. Miss America pageant

in September. In nearby Somers Point is Somers Mansion, birthplace of

Commandant Richard Somers, Battle of Tripoli hero, Tues. Sat. 10-12,
[—5; Sun, 2-5. 25¢.

New Jersey Map

Esso

The following is nothing but a restoration of a trace.

On a bright Sunday morning sometime in the Spring 1966, a group of us,
Carl Andre, Robert Morris, Virginia Dwan, my wife Nancy, and I set out on a
cartographical expedition in a Rent-A-Car station wagon to make site selec-
tions for an “earth-moving” project in South Jersey. We had an Esso Map that
we used in order to get to Keasley, a small town on the Raritan River near
Perth Amboy. Under a vast concrete bridge near there are brick and ule fur-
naces, a carborundum plant and a lead factory. Nancy and Virginia took some
photos 1n that area. After that we went down the turnpike, and turned on to
State highway 70 near a place called Leisure Village.

From there we went south-west to the Pine Barrens with close to 20
Quadrangle maps stacked on the floor.

THE SHAPE OF THE FUTURE AND MEMORY (1966)

My thoughts on art, like Humpty Dumpty, have fallen off the wall of language
and will never be put together again. The “visual” memories of something ter-
rible are buried under pressure in my tiers of glass sheet. Pictures of the future
slip from my sight through the progressions of mirrors. Memories have a way
of trapping one’s notion of the future and placing it in a brittle series of mental
prisons. Memory becomes sedentary and sooner or later finds a physical shape
(art), and this memory emerges from future time. The “time traveler” as he ad-
vances deep into the future discovers a decrease in movement, the mind enters
a state of “slow motion™ and perceives the gravel and dust of memory on the
empty fringes of consciousness. Like H. G, Wells, he sees the “ice along the sea
margin”—a double perspective of past and future that follows a projection that
vanishes into a nonexistent present. I have constructed some replicas of such
perspectives, but I find they tell me less and less about the structure of time.
The perspectivism of my esthetic has caved-in along orderly rows, or a surface

llusionism has collapsed into deposits at the bottom of boxes. The continuous
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dimensions of space with all its certainties and rationalisms have broken through
my conciousness into the discontinuous dimensions of tme where certainties
and ranonalisms have little value: The calamitous regions of nme are far from
the comforts of space. The artifical ingenuity of time allows no return to na

ture. Mirrors in ome are blind, while transparent glass picks up reflections in
this spaceless remon of mverse symmetry and shifoing perspectves—the marro
reflects the blank surface in the suburbs of the mind. There s nothing to “un

derstand™ about such 4 region except the consciousness that makes under

standing impossible. Only when art 15 fragmented, discontinuous and incom-
plete can we know about that vacant eternity that excludes objects and
determined meanings. The murror and the transparent glass bring us to those
designanons that remam torever abolished in the colorless nfimnes of a stabc
perception. Linity 18 a natural wdea, that belongs more to life (also called reality)
and not o the ternible dualines of great art. Umity has s onigin in chaos, while
duahity has its orgin in the cosmie. And every cosmice system 15 a false ane, that
at times shps into the chaos of nature, This flseness must be protected from

the murky waters of life’s truth. Nothing 15 more corruptible than truth.

PREDICTABLE MODEL
FOR UNPREDICTABLE PROJECT (c. 1966)

18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18
1T 17 AT AT AT a7 17 A7 17T A7 17 17T 17 17 17T 17T 17 17
16 16 16 16 46 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
15 151515 15 15 1515 1515 1515 15 1515 1515 15
14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 T4 14 14 T4 14 14 14 14 14 14
1331313931 1313 1313 131313 1313 1313 13
12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 1212 12 12 12 12 12 12
o T T T O I O A TR R S IO O R & O
10 19 10 310 10 10 190 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 19 10 19 10
9 % 9 95 9 %% 9 % 9 % 9 3 % 9 g 9 9
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FOR
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PROPOSAL FORTHE DETECTION OF
APPROXIMATE PERIOD QUANTITY (c. 1966)

Proceduire

1. Select a bookcase full of books.

2. Measure the limits of the bookcase (height and width).

3. Count the books.

4. Take the first book and count the number of periods on the first full
page of type.

5. Multiply that number by all the pages in the book.

6. Record the title and the approximate number of periods in each book.

Form for Recording Data

1. Name of period detector.

2. Size of bookcase (height and wadth).
Total number of books in case.

4. List of all the book titles with the approximate total number of periods
in each book.

5. Total of all the periods in the entire bookcase.

Send data to Dwan Gallery, 29 West 57th Street, New York, N.Y.
Frontal photographs of bookcase—optional.

A book containing a compilation of the data-returns is also proposed.

AN ESTHETICS OF DISAPPOINTMENT (c. 1966)
On the occasion of the art and technology show at the Armory.

Many are disappointed at the nullity of art. Many try to pump life or space
into the contfusion that surrounds art. An incurable optimism like a mad dog
rushes into the vacuum that the art suggests. A dread of voids and blanks brings
on a horrible anticipation. Everybody wonders what art 1s, because there never
seems to be any around. Many feel coldly repulsed by concrete unrealities, and
demand some kind of proof or at least a few facts. Facts seem to ease the disap-
pointment. But quickly those facts are exhausted and fall to the bottom of the
mind. This mental relapse is incessant and tends to make our esthetic view
stale. Nothing 1s more faded than esthetics. As a result, painting, sculpture, and
architecture are finished, but the art habit continues. The more transparent and

vain the esthetic, the less chance there 1s for reverting back to purity. Purity is
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a desperate nostalgia, that exfoliates like a ndeous need. Purity also suggeses a
need for the absolute with all its perpetual traps. Yet, we are overburdened with
countless absolutes and driven 1o netficient habits, These futile and stupefying
habits are thought to have meaning. Futility, one of the more durable things of
this world, 15 nearer to the artistic experience than excitement. Yet, the hfe-
forcer 15 always around trying to ineite a fake madness. The mind i3 important,

but only when it is empry, The greater the emptiness the grander the art,

Esthetics have devolved inta tare types of stupidity, Each kind of stupidity
may be broken down into categories such as bovine formalism, tired panting,
eccentric concentrics or numb structures. All these categories and many others
all petrify into a vast banality called the art world which 15 no world. A nice
negativism seems to be spawning, A sweet nihilism is everywhere, Tmmobilicy
and mertia are what many of the most gifted arosts prefer. Vacant at the center,
dull ar the edge, a few artists are on the true path of stltfication. Muddle-
headed logic 1 taking the place of clearheaded illogic, much to nobody’s
l||:|[i"||"-l.'.

Art’s latest derangement at the 25th Armory seemed like The Funeral of
Technology. Everything electrical and mechanical was buried under various
esthenie mutations. The energy of technology was smothered and dimumied
Mowse and static opened up the negative dimensions. The audience steeped in
agitated stagnation, conditioned by simulated acoion, and generally turned on,

were turned off, This at least was a victory for art,

SOL LEWITT (1966=6T)
Dwan Gallery Press Release

LEWITTY% elementary skeletal cube is projected into an inert magnitude,
These progressions lead the eye to no conclusion. The high degree of struc-
tural orgamzaton dislocares one’s “point of view.” One looks “threugh™ his
skeletal grids, rather than “at” them. The entite concept is based on simple
arithmetic, ver the result is mathematically complex. Extreme order brings ex-

treme disorder. The rano berween the order and the disorder 15 contngent.

Every step around his work brings unexpected intersections of infinity,




A REFUTATION OF HISTORICAL HUMANISM (1966-67)

As the myth of the Renaissance degenerated throughout the last few centuries,
it was picked up by self-appointed critics, who in turn developed personal no-
tions of “value™ in terms of what can only be called “historical humanism.”
The artist’s role has been defined long enough by that insidious complicity.
Every art critic claims some kind of knowledge of “history,” which he person-
ally has recovered from the past. But this “history” begins and ends with the
critic’s own opinion of what art is. There are as many art histories today as
there are critics. There 1s no such thing as one history of art.

Like “God,” the notions of “life” and “death™ are no longer relevant to art.
Art is not biology. The very term Renaissance, meamng “rebirth,” 1s fallacious.
When did art ever die? People die, but art is just art. Art exists in time and 1s
either remembered or forgotten, but never dead or alive. Sometimes critics get
so “self” involved they say a work of art has “guts” The biological metaphor
may define the layman’s so called “life,” but it should not be attached to art.
Labor pains should not be confused with the fabrication of art. Do we really
need the petty histories that have been turned out by critics who can’t see past
their own personal problems?

[t is ime for artists to turn away in disgust from all the excuses that self-
opinionated criticism has promoted. What is needed is an art that refutes all
the gratuitous rewards and values. No more puny experiences, humble pie, or
aspirations to work or craft. No value at all! The wisdom of “blood, sweat and
tears” 1s just another indulgence, another submission to the fraud of self-
expression by way of self-criticism. Misery means nothing. Recovery of value
through misery 1s no solution. Action 1s the source of all misery, but how
many people will accept that? Tragedy 1s a cheap trick, or at best the classical
llusion. The artist must stop being a guilty scapegoat for a world full of slap-
happy religious attitudes.

Back in the 19505 much was said about “action.” Artists and critics, out of
some kind of mutual guilt, made excuses for their art and criticism by saying
that art was involved in “action,” or that “art is life,” or that “art 1s self-evident.”
This guilty partnership exists today in “formalist art.” Where ever one finds
discussions of “form vs. content,” you can be sure to find self-guilt.

The act of artistic innocence 1s no longer very convincing. Innocence is
part of the theatre of tragedy or what is now called “The Theatre of the Ab-
surd.” Artists should be conscious of the roles they are playing. The notion that
artists have “deep feelings™ and “pure souls™ 1s simply a way to keep the artist
in his mythic state of isolation. The first-person role that the artist 1s forced mto
by the humanist is just another way to confuse “art” and “life.” This first-person

role msures the humanist’s need for a scapegoat, and redemption through art.
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Art 15 not redeeming, it contains no sel~evident value, Most statements by
artists today are in the rst person. Unel these “T"-centered statements are
abolshed—arnses will cononue to be judged according to some crioe’s per
sonal nonon of history. The artist should be an actor who refuses to act. His art
should be empty and mnert. Self-expression must be voided. Art should elini-
mate value, and oot add o i "Value™ 15 just another word for “Humanism.™

Art 15 suppressed in all our schoals under the censor called “The Humar-
ties.” Humanism potsons all consciousness of art by opposing “life” to “art™
Philosophies of "life against deach™ are simply the lefrovers of a rather unfortu-
mate religious ethic, An ethi 1.11. the way, that led o communism and fascism
If we can do withour God, then the artist can do without “life” and “death,”
and all the other self-indulgent myths

Any critic who says he s concerned with “self)” implies that art 15 in some
way united with “character,” or "personality,” or “individuality.” Self-criticism
never is concerned with art, bur only with criticizing the self, Art is not self

A vindicaton of art is in order, a vindication from all “self™ crigcism and
censure. For too long the critic has provided “artistic™ excuses for the layman

[he artist should declare his art apart from the self-involving traps of inno-
cence and gudt, and resist all forms of humanisme And this declartion should

be repeated ad infimtum

THE PATHETIC FALLACY IN ESTHETICS (1966-6T)

Estheric attitudes have not been sufficientdy considered in America. What
passes for art cricsm 1s based on empathic identificanion with art. The pro-
jecnen of pne'’s self into either “form or content” does not result in a valid es-
thetic from the standpoint of abstracoon. This arnmde has 15 origin in
Bernard Berenson’s approach to the Renassance. His view of art 15 based
solely on emotional responses, which disclose nothing but empathy or pathos,
I'his empathic response 15 to be found in the coiticism of Clement Green-
'riq_'|:_', and Michael Fried, Their curious brand of whar T will eall “expressive-
formalism™ has its roots outside of abstraction. Fried believes Kenneth Noland’s
paintings to be “ar the bottom expressive in intent" If we accept Fried's at
tude toward Noland, we soon discover a complicity that tends to be empathic
(The Pathenic Fallacy). | maintain that abstraction 15 not governed by “expres-
sion” or what Greenberg calls “experience,” bur by a mental aritude toward es-

thetics that s in no way dependent on formal reduction. An Egypdan idol 1
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more abstract than a Noland painting, because it excludes emotional needs.

Abstract art does not appeal to the emotions but to the mind. All expressive art
15 representational.

As Worringer pointed out in his Abstraction and Empathy any will toward
space 15 not an abstract concern. Critics who interpret art in terms of space see
the history of art as a reduction of three-dimensional illusionistic space to “the
same order of space as of bodies” (Greenberg—Abstract, Representational and so

forth). Here Greenberg equates “space” with “our bodies™ and interprets this

reduction as “abstract.” The fallacy here 15 a self identification with space, that 1s
less abstract than the so-called representational “Old-Masters.” The closer one
gets to space as a measure of man the less it has to do with the abstract.

This fallacy is revealed in Barnett Newman’s The Stations of the Cross. Here
is the pathetic reduction at its most extreme. Newman's art begins with ab-
straction but results in an anthropomorphizing of space. In other words, in-
stead of representing pictorial events he represents spatial events on an em-
pathic scale, 1.e. “man as the measure of space.” The viewer 1s expected to
empathize with “the story of each man’s agony.”” This 1s “expressed”—valid
abstraction 1s not expressive. Abstract art does not suggest “life or death.”

All “formal” criticism and art is based on representational space and its re-
duction. The latest “formal advance™ to come out of this “reductive tendency”
has to do with the “framing support.” “The picture-support,” as it is also called,
15 interesting as a critical mutation of Greenberg’s space speculations, but
should not be considered abstract by any stretch of the imagination. Yet, the
dubious seriousness and pretended rigor of Fried’s criticism tends to keep the
“space” myth going. All of Fried’s remarks about “color” and “structure” are
empathic with vague references to Wittgensteinian humanism. This brings
Fried very close to Newman’s pathos. But ultimately Newman’s 1s more inter-
esting than Frieds.

Esthetics have been suffering from an acute case of empathy, ever since em-
pathic esthetics was popularized by Bernard Berenson, Theodore Lipps, Vernon
Lee, and the early Heinrich Wolftlin. The empathic projection of the “self”
mnto an art-object has determined almost all esthetics of the last fifty years or
s0. Recently, both Alain Robbe-Grillet and Don Judd have attacked this em-
pathic esthetic. In Judd’s Specific Objects, one detects a dissatisfaction with the
problem of space. In Robbe-Grillet’s essay Nature Humanism Tragedy, one finds

an explicit rejection of anthropomorphic “complicity.” Things are not filled
with any humanist justifications. “Things are things, and man 1s only man.” Ab-

stract art 1s not a self-projection, it is indifferent to the self.
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ABSTRACT MANNERISM (1966-67)

Some artists never question the “creative process”; they consider it to be quite
natural. Yet, no matter how naturally creative the artist 15, no matter how much
he relies on “smart 1nstincts,” little bits of self-consciousness creep into his art.
What 15 called “cool” today 1s in a way the rebirth of the Mannerist sensibility.
That chilly style has replaced the naive hot-blooded notion of the artist as a
“painting animal.” If 1t can be said that Abstract Expressionism originated in
the “unconscious™ within a “natural” frame of reference, then it can be said
that the New Abstraction or Post Painterly Abstraction originated in an ultra-
consciousness and far from anything called nature, even ideal nature.

In certain works by Kenneth Noland, one may find expressionistic affecta-
tions like little hints or references to the “drip” or the “splash.” Such deliberate
or non-deliberate mistakes give one much food for thought. It’s hard to tell
whether Noland’s “mistakes” are more or less interesting than Andy Warhol's
fake “corrections.” But, I guess, the whole world loves a goof every now and
then, especially if 1t carries with it some kind of odd seriousness. After all,
when the paint surface 15 messed up a bit, it proves that the artist 1s “human.”
This kind of false expressionism exists in the work of Larry Poons (impasto
dots), Frank Stella (the bleed on the edge of the metallic stripes), and Neil
Williams (the washy fluorescent surfaces).

When the “tough guy™ artist plays it cool little bits of expressionism boil up
here and there. The “noble savage” gambit dies hard in the formalist vice.
Ultra-conscious yearns for the good old sos when art came from the “uncon-
scious.” Lusting for life somehow ends in the movies with What's New Pussy-
cat. While the art is like cerebral ice, the artist comes on like the caveman-
truck driver-killer. It’s something like the homosexual who acts like a Nazi,

Ever since Clement Greenberg took over T. S. Eliot’s role as the formalist
culture-hero, he has been the keeper of abstract “quality.” The word “quality”
has many propaganda purposes. It is used in the art world the same way it is
used in the advertising world. “The canvas standard stands for quality,” Marcel
Duchamp nught say. Nevertheless, 1t was Greenberg, who in his flight from
hard-core Cubism to soft-core Cubism, i.e., from Picasso to Morris Louis,
stumbled on that great Mannerism, ultra-consciousness of the “framing edge.”
Before we go on, let us look back into awful art history. Jacques Bousquet 1n
his book Mannerisu says, “By a typically Mannerist paradox, the frame became
the picture, In France, the feigned frame enjoyed great vogue.” Meanwhile,
back at the Avant-Garde, which 15 beyond history, Greenberg tells us in his
essay, " American type” Painting,*What 1s destroyed 1s the Cubist, and immemo-
rial, notion and feeling of the picture edge as a confine; with (Barnett) New-
man, the picture edge is repeated inside, and makes the picture, instead of

merely being echoed.” History repeats itself, but in the Abstract.
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THE ARTIST AS SITE-SEER;
OR, A DINTORPHIC ESSAY (1966-67)

PART ONE

The system of megaliths now provided a complete substitute for those
functions of his mind which gave to it its sense of the sustained rational
order of time and space, his awareness kindled from levels above those
of his present nervous system (if the autonomic system is dominated by
the past, the cerebro-spinal reaches towards the future). Without the
blocks his sense of reality shrank to little more than the few square
inches of sand beneath his feet,

J. G. Ballard, Terminal Beach

Once we are free from utilitarian presuppositions we become aware of what
J. G. Ballard calls *“ The Synthetic Landscape,” or what Roland Barthes refers to as
“the simulacrum of objects,” or what Tony Smith calls the “artificial landscape,”
or what Jorge Luis Borges calls “visible unrealities.”! What do these four per-
sons have in common?? Not assumptions or beliefs of any kind, but the same
degree of esthetic awareness.” For them the environment 1s coded into exact
units of order, as well as being prior to all rational theory; hence it is prior to
all explanatory naturalism, to physical science, psychology, and also to meta-
physics.! An example of this environmental coding is Stonehenge.”

Far from being a primitive Drumd Temple, it turns out that the 3500-year-
old Stonchenge was actually a complex astronomical observatory—in fact, a
Neolithic computer, built to predict eclipses, and to follow solstices and
equinoxes.” By following the intervals of “extreme azimuths” suggested by
Diodorus, a historian from about 5o B.c., Gerald S. Hawkins has decoded the
cycles of Stonehenge.’

Robert Morris has said that what interested him most when he visited
Stonehenge was not the trilithons at the center of the monument, but rather
its mound-like fringes.* This penumbral region that interested Morris caused

me to think of George Kubler’s theory of “Prime Objects and Replication.”
Says Kubler, “Prime objects resemble the prime numbers of mathematics be-
cause no conclusive rule is known to govern the appearance of either, al-
though such a rule may some day be found.”!"” What Kubler suggests in his
theory is an “equality” between the “prime” and the “replication™ that main-
tains itself throughout the monotony of “Historical Drift”"!" Prime objects do
not decompose, because like prime numbers they resist decomposition be-
cause of their enigmatic origin, which 1s what Morris calls “unitary'* In short
the prime object is immobile and often indestructible."” Kubler maintains that

“buildings” constitute most of our primes.'* Very few primes survive, so it
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seems only logical for Morris to want to build the edge-ring of one of the
world’s most completely manifest prime objects—Stonehenge.'* One manifes-
tation of Morris’s art is a tendency to confined amorphousness.'®

J. G. Ballard in his The Waiting Grounds discloses evidence of the prime
enigma.'” The idea of the “megalith” appears in several of Ballard’s science-fic-
tion stories, but in The Waiting Grounds, we find many references to codes that
are “chiselled” onto the “five stone rectangles.”!® They are “strings of meaning-
less ciphers . . . intricate cuneiform glyphics . . . nunute carved symbols . . . odd
crosshatched symbols that seemed to be numerals""” Could these be the “mil-
lions of utterances,” that Kubler speaks of in reference to the “replica-mass”? " Is
language at the root of these megaliths, the way mathematics 1s at the root of
geometry?*! Is the verbal prior to the material? > The “noise of history™ is con-
tained by Ballard’s megaliths.>* The abyss of language erases the supposed mean-
ings of general history and leaves an awesome “babel.” * These megalithic rec-
tangles are Ballard’s memory traces of that elusive prime object—the Tower of
Babel.”® Writes Ballard, “I went over to the megalith on my left and began to
examine the inscriptions carefully. Here the entries read:

MINYS-259 DELT* ARGUS AD 1874
TYLNYS-413 DELTA ARGUS *D 1874
There were fewer blanks . . 7

Ed Kienholz it seems would like to add in the wake of this babel—"THE
WORLD"—"a simple rectangle of concrete”. . . where upon people may in-
scribe something “stupid or obscene.”*

The Great Pyramid would qualify as a prime object, but would not as a
Juddian “specific object.”* Nevertheless, 1t 15 an agglomeration of codes, puz-
zles, clocks, tombic theories, secret passages, and lacunary mathematics.?” The
Great Pyramid does not exist in terms of character or individual, but as a
“semblance.”” Like Stonehenge, it is an awesome computer, based on orbital
chronologies and shifting calendars.” The purpose of The Great Pyramid was
defined by the Hebrews centuries ago—the name they gave it “Urim-
middin"="Light-Measures,” and the Phoenicians called it “Baal-Middon”
=“The Lord of the Measures.”** Greek “Pyra”="beacon fires.” 3 “Urin"=

- !

“Purim”="Lights."* In Greek it becomes “Pyra-midos,” “Pyra-mid."* A
“beacon of reflexions,” and a “monument of measures.” *

The prime object becomes the prime number, if seen as “the monument of
measures. The prime number only refers to itself or 1 and 1s in a way like the
Kantian “thing in itself”* The only even prime 1s 2.*" The distribution of
primes in a number system 1s irregular.*” For example, there are five primes be-
tween 100 and 114, but none between 114 and 127." Ever since Euclid’s proof
that primes are infinite, mathematicians like some artists have been looking for

that “conclusive rule.” that would determine whether or not a number like an
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object is prime.* But the infinite, as Borges warns, 1s a “numberous Hydra”

and a “swamp monster.”

Alexander Graham Bell (1847—1922) generally known as “the inventor of the
telephone™ may be viewed esthetically as the first “structuralist” to deal with
language in a concrete way.* In 1873 he traced space sounds upon smoked glass
with the aid of a device called the “phonautograph” (Scott and Koenig) (1859)
which was a kind of early oscillograph.** The speech patterns were fixed on the
glass and called a “visual form™ by Bell.* Such visible speech patterns are mea-
sured by spectrographs.’ The “stacking” of successive instants of speech makes 1t
possible to “read” the stacked spectra, and identify the syllables, words, or sen-
tences visually.* This phonetic logic seems to have something to do with Bell’s
lattice structures, which anticipate R. Buckminster Fuller and Sol Le Witt. "

The fundamental unit of measure of prime and object number 1s the mod-
ule.” Bell’s tetrahedronal lattice systems were used as “kites” to make flight
tests.”! He also built an extraordinary tower that was made of prefabricated,
standardized mass-produced tetrahedral units.>> A perfect prime object may be
seen in his pyramid-type observation post.™ From this simple wooden shelter
he would supervise his aerodynamic experiments.™

There seems to be parallels between cybernation and the world of the
Pyramid.*® The logic behind “thinking machines™ with their “artificial nervous
systems’ has a rigid complexity, that on an esthetic level resembles the tombic
burial structures of ancient Egypt.> The hieroglyphics of the Book of the Dead
are similar to the circuit symbols of computer memory banks or “coded chan-

nels.’® Perhaps, one could call a computing machine—an “electric mummy”
, g

—the medium is the mummy.”® All the content is removed from the “memory”
of an automaton, and transformed into a “shape” or “object.”” The mummy
like the automaton has vacant memories, that remember voids of meaning.”

Both cybernetics and Egyptian ritual seem to be contributing to what
Erwin Panofsky calls,”. .. the collective memory of mankind, in Greek threnoi,
and the Roman conclamationes.” (See Tomb Sculpture: Its Changing Aspects from
Ancient Egypt to Bernini.)®' Binary numbers are in computers transferred into
magnetic memory cells, and then packed into ordered layers; they form a silent
dirge.” Hundreds of thousands of cells will fit in less than a cubic foot of space.”
The memories run through standard computer code groups the same way the
threno1 of hieroglyphics run through Egyptian funerary sculpture.” Simulated
intelligence fabricates “memories” that are neither dead nor alive; such coded
information feigns the possibility of immortality.®

[t seems that the tendency toward “tombic communication” 1s still with us,
even if its process 1s apparently invisible.* Art not only communicates through
space, but also through time.”” The “formal” categories of “modermsm” have
lost this fact.”” Rational concerns with cubism or the return to impressionism
by way of “color field painting” force art into “histories of taste.""” The mind as

well as the eye belongs to art.™ To talk constantly “about seeing” 15 a linguistic
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problem not a visual problem.” All abstract concepts are Hlind, because they
do not refer back to anything that has already been seen.™ The “visual” has its
origin in the enigma of blind order—which is in a word, loggeage.™ Art chat
depends only on the retnina ot the eve, 1s cur off from this reservoir or paradigm
of memory.” When art and memory combine, we become aware of the spitay

of communication
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“enigma’—an ataraxic landscape.

“science-fiction” also called “science-fact.”

Exhausted numbers: one ., . . yawn ... two...yawn...three.. yawn... four...
yawn . . . five . . . yawn.

Eva Hesse’s notion of “metronomic irregularity” and her works of the same name
evoke the lost tempo of “millions of utterances.”

NO and YES.

YES and NO.

“noise"—gives no satisfaction to the listener, unless regularized.

“supposed meanings”—the usurpation of “tradition” and the degradation of “myth.”
T. S. Eliot 15 coupled with Jackson Pollock in William Rubin’s “Jackson Pollock and
the Modern Tradition.” Artforum, February 1967.“Myths are easier to grasp than new

*

and original abstract art. . . " T S. Eliot 15 used as a weapon against “myths” by Mr.
Rubin, yet Eliot based The Waste Land on the Grail legend and myths of vegetation.
“The Tower of Babel"—*“These pilgrims disputed in the narrow corridors, proffered
dark curses, strangled each other on the divine stairways, flung the deceptive books
mto the air shafts .. " Borges.

On the walls of Ballards Babel.

... to be built at Hope, Idaho.”

“Tuddian”—"The warhead will be mated to the firing position”—refers to a “lori-
cate” object by Lee Bontecou. Aris, April 1965.

“Lacunary”—See Lacunary Films, Monique Wittig in the New Statesman, July 15, 1966,
“The Great Pyramid”
“shifting calendars™
Linguistic drift,
Datto,

Ditto.

Ditto.

Ditto.

Table of Prime Numbers from 1 to 1000.

said to be “shrouded in the mists of remote antiquity.”

temporal fatigue.

“the Kantian ‘thing in itself ' "—In Max Born’s essay “Symbol and Reality” he tells
us that “Kant’s ‘thing in itself” or Lenin’s dogma are unsatisfactory because they vio-
late the principle of decidability.”

“2"—The Ambidextrous Fatality. The Dreadful Double. The Deadly Duality. The
Enantiomorphic Abyss. “For the Snark was a Boojum, you see.” Lewis Carroll.

“The irregularity persists and becomes even more disconcerting when we penetrate
deeper into the natural sequence of numbers,” says Tobias Dantzig in Number: The
Language of Science.

Prime objects also lead one to bottomless pits and bizarre arrays.

Pierre de Fermat (1601—1665) claimed he could prove this “most recondite mystery
of number,” but didn't have enough room “on the margin of this page™ to do so.

As long as one remains within the range of “kinaesthesia,”“empathy,” and “gestalt”™—
no warning is necessary. In order to remain safe from “infinity,” one must “see
through his bowels.”

Define Bell by Roland Barthes’ “structuralist activity”™—". ... by the controlled
manifestation of certain units and certain associations of these units.” Partisan Review,
Winter 1967,

“See Section 3, “Speech Representation of the Frequency-Time Plane™ in Colin
Cherry’s On Human Communication.

“When we speak to one another we do not transmit our thoughts. We transmit physi-
cal signals. . " Colin Cherry. The Thought-Word-Thing-Triangle of Ogden and 1. A.
Richards (Meaning of Meaning) could be associated with Bell’s tetrahedronal modules.
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WHAT REALLY SPOILS MICHELANGELO’S
SCULPTURE (1966-67)

However, what really spoils Michelangelo's sculpture is not so much its
naturalism as, on the contrary, its unnaturalistic exaggerations and distor-
tions, which place themselves more in the context of pictorial illusion
than in that of sculptural self-evidence.

Clement Greenberg, Modernist Sculpture: Its Pictorial Past

Messer Michelangelo | still wish to be rid of one doubt. For there is

something in painting which | cannot understand: why is it the custom, as

one can see in many places in this city, to make a thousand and one

monsters and strange figures, such as women's bodies with fishes' fins
and tails, tigers' claws and wings, or even animals with human faces?

The Spaniard Zapata, recorded in

Four Dialogues on Painting, Francisco de Hollanda

Michelangelo did not work from the nature he found around him (he was no
realist). He invented an abstract cosmological system that he peopled with
gods and demons that were anything but real. His “figures” are geometric edi-
fices, more like buildings than human beings. Like 1t or not Michelangelo was
a fabricator of a monstrous idealism based on grim neo-platonic eternities. To
Clement Greenberg, Michelangelo is a “spoiled” naturalist, in short, corrupt.

Could it be that great art has a “knowledge” of corruption, while “natural”
art 1s innocent of its own corruption because 1t 1s mindless and 1dealess? If that
is so, then all esthetic consciousness or thought is in some way the captive of a
diabolical mind—a malevolent demiurge. A figure by Michelangelo 1s not a
person, but rather, in the words of Erwin Panofsky, “. . . a volumetric system of
almost Egyptian rigidity.” Wilhelm Worringer has made a similar observation
and speaks of . . . the mvisible pressure of this cubic compactness.” His art is a
babel of contorted bodies paralyzed into hard surfaces, the outgoing expansive
movement of Greek Classicism 1s brought to a standstill; the figura serpentinata
is shackled into the oppressive matter of literal stone. Says Professor Panofsky,
“Thus Michelangelo’s figures are not conceived in relation to an organic axis
but in relation to the surface of a rectangular block.”

Michelangelo’s art 1s more abstract than go percent of the so-called “ab-
stract” art ever produced in this country. Mindless abstraction is not abstrac-
tion, it 15 merely realistic naturalism without any figures. “Formalism” 1s a sub-
natural escape from the mental abysses of uncompromised art. Most Modernist
“sculpture” is nothing but compromise—corrupt nature unaware of its own
corruption.

Michelangelo’s resplendent Tombs of the Immortals are frightening and re-
pulsive to us confused “moderns.” We fear the grim humors and irrational
deities that traverse the labyrinthine escarpments of his cosmogonies. Panels
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follow panels into an inconceivable infinity of relatonships. Columns trade
places with figures, and establish dreadful discrepancies. Michelangelo’s “dyving
shaves™ are surfoces suffering from torpor and absolute exhanstion. Gestures are
checked by the collapse of vital energies. In his “carthly prison™ one senses an

elemental, heavy, s

mng, ponderous, epidemic of corruptible bodies. Block

atter block the prison s bult, block within block, figures strugele within the
recaleitrant stone. “Slaves™ are bound to pillars and are fettered wath an unsats:
fied seductive desire Hn“_u seem transtxed by a denmures, and Wit for
some upkoown torture to befall them, The highest dignity and lowest lewd-
ness converge 10 his "capoves” This tension spans the enormous distance be-
tween the celestial realm and the realm of matter emphasizg the chaotic
realm in between, but a termble rigor rules this ficdon in direct contrast ta the
disordered reality of evervday lite

What 15 disturbing in this scheme is that Michelangelo did not accept a
sepuare as a square, or 4 cube as a cube, but mstead tmed o render the human
body inte a chaone mass of blocks. His cosmogome mentabity prevents thas
from merely being a “decorative form” of Fuenaissance cubism. French cubism
is based on nature—not mind, that’s why it only has the force of decoration
Michelangelos Bgures are more primordial and are pare of an archaic ratoal
sense of order. They refer more to the tombic art of ancient Egypt ar Mexco
A sense of human sacritice pervades this artificial world. Every figure in 1t
seems posed on the edge of some impending annihilation. Edgar Wind has
pomted out that Michelangelo never really abandoned his “relish for the Bac-
chic mysteries he had learned in his yourh.” And that he wrote a Dionysian love
poem ta Cavalier on the “ritual of flaving” Michelangelo’s own self-portran
also appears on the skin of the "flayed apostle™ in the Last Judement. But wha
.l‘l"l'l'..':'ul"' at I.i.l‘-| '\|'._';|a'|.T Ty .!\l'L' ] T'i.'li_r!l'i l':"\.rll'.""-‘\l'u'lll 15 ||'|'l||."£||]§: (7l [l'l.'.ll Afk I.":'.lg-
nuatic joke. What could be more preposterous than a Bacchie saint holding the
tragic mask of the artist? Says Professor Wind, “We hear much about
Michelingelo’s somberness and depth, but too little 5 simd about s grim
sense of humor and his genius for the grotesque.”

Could it be that Michelangelo 13 nothing but a spoiled comedian, whao
spent long tedions hours working out intricate gruesome jokes, that really
aren't too amusingT Are the grotesgue horns on his Meser some kind of a

linnpid jest? In chis drowsy domain devoid of novsterious smiles, there s an un-

dertone of listless |

ter and rorpid humor, A slugeish and mmobile sense of

time besieges the viewer of this decadent paganism. Not sloth, but the deterio-
ration of sloth 1= felt, o decayed acedia that proclanms an inner grief through a
profound sense of laziness. An idleness so acute that the body turns to lead and
bile, an odious perfection that renders a titanic spectacle of waste, A sinking
city of muscles submerges the mind in o somnolence so awful that no escape s
possible. A Welnschawg of crisserossing flesh forees the mund down into

brute matter, every action is sunk in “melancholy) In the “Slough of De




spond” the foul rot of nature engulfs the entire system of gods and demons.

Newver has stagnanion been more total. Weariness turns into humorous levels of
mornbund grandeur, Every creature undergoes incessant punishment, because
of the enormous weight of this ronclad universe. Bodies are swollen out of
proporuon, fattened like hogs, they fall downward toward fetd swamps.
Heaven becomes a pigsty, a dirt enclosure completely airless, flooded with
bilge water—with skies of dusty tar. Muscles like enormous worms, and
polvpi fade under a sickly ashen light. A slumbrous mood thick with idleness
and despair faults every beautiful monster. Before us a psychic state of sterile
power unfolds, grave, persistent n its gloom. The slacken bodies seem to stum-
ble over each other, like ttamie puppers. It has been said that acedia s caused
by an imbalance of humors, Michelangelo seems to prove that speculation.
T'he infirmity of his melancholia seems infimite and unending, Sloth 1s exalted
iito a major humor, and 1ts permutations cover a cosmic scale. The stars are re-
placed with twisted mountains of flesh, there even evil 15 corrupted. I all looks
so disgusting s0 contemptible—a tidal wave of infinite carnality, a fleshy
mess pouring from heaven (which 15 no place). Wan hope is triumphant in this
quagmire of confounded passion. The Saturmne time of neoplatonic order in-
fects his prisoners with an etiven corporis that corrodes all sparitual joy and forti-
tude. Out of this comes the dismal comedy of enervation, a devastated sense of
humor, a rmined joke, mock sacrifice, an obliteration of doom. Only nature 5
left with its maggots and filth—a snake chewing a penis. Bur this is not sad, it
1s hilarious, The fatality of humor begins in languor and ends 1 a farce,
Stylistic criticism, with its overused categories of “painting, sculpture, and ar-
chitecture,” fails to see bevond realism and naturalism. If one considers Michel-
angelo’s grotesque sense of humor “pictorial illusion,” then one sées art in
terms of realistic and natural content, Modernist criticism recoils at the sight
or thought of Michelangelo, because the orgamce 13 threatened by what Wolf-
gang Kayser calls “the annihilating idea of humor” Realistic and naturalistic
criticism fears the cosmic laughter inherent in the grotesque (grotto-cave)—
the abyss. “The annihilation.” says Kayser, “of fimire realioy can and may take
place only because humor also leads upward toward the ‘idea of infimity.” ™ But
in Michelangelo’s cosmological system of figures the direction s donard to-
ward infinity. This 1s not true of his Dome 1n the Medici Chapel which 1s ot
architecture or seulptioe, but rather one of his most non-anthropocentric progres-

sioms nto an abstract infinite sphere,
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FROM IVAN THE TERRIBLE TO ROGER CORMAN OR
PARADOXES OF CONDUCT IN MANMNERISM AS
REFLECTED INTHE CINEMA (1967)

Laughter s the revelalior

Baudelaire

T 2 i l oy
| here ares no el goubles nomy novels

Viadimir Mabokoy

There seems to be two esthetic roles that areists and critics tend to develop.
['he first role 15 not considered a role by the person who assumes 1. This kind
of person acts “naturally,” and always affects what he terms lonesey. He 15 apt to
constantly congratulate himself on bewng frank, humble, and unaffected. William
Empson pomts out that Shakespeare had contempt for such a sensibility,
"What Shakespeare hated in the word [honest], [ believe, was a pecubiar use, at
once hearty and individualist, which was then common among raffish low
people but did not become upper-class till the Restoration” (The Strcture of

Clomplex Words.) With the rise of naturalism in the arts the artst began to pose

ot play the role of hearty individualist, who had no manners or principles, but
lots of feelings and natural desires. The 19th-century myth of the Renassance
15 based on the sensibabity of naturalism, and 15 opposed to manners and con-
ventions. Naturalism in a sense became an unprincipled defense against the
problem of corruption in both esthetics and society, Natural expressiveness re
placed the rules of the game, and so confused manimate objects with personal
feelings. The art object became in the naturalist’s mind the direct expression of
his own I'q':'||m_g and not the result of a2 convention or Mmanner, thus |.‘-l.':._’:'|!|'| the
belief in expressiveness in art.

Thas first role was 1n a sense formalized by Constantine Stanislavsky in so
far as he based his “method™ on mternal feelingsand natural expressions. This
“method” dominated the major actors of the "fifties, and indirectly influenced
the “life styles™ of many American arsts and critics. Mutations of the " natural
ness” of the “method” may be seen in the photographs of artnsts and critics in
books such as Fred W McDarral’s The Artist's World and more recently in Alan

Solomon'’s New: York: The New Ard Scene. The artist or critic poses or fakes being

unaffected, he imtates everyday, mundane, natural events—such as playing

baseball, on-the-job paintmg, or drinking beer. Andy Warhol takes this arsificial
sopmality to “marvelous™ extremes by having “queens” ace ke “plain-janes.”
[hus the phony naturalism of we're-just-erdinary-guys-doing-our-thing be-
comes brilliant manneristc travesty under Warhols direction

This brings us to the second kind of role, which is closer to the pictorial
principles of V.V, Meverhold and Bertolt Brechr. The enities who are commit-

ted to expressive naturalism abways attack pictorialism because they fail o un-
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derstand what Brecht termed “alienation effect” Many of Brecht’s ideas for

the a-effect were derived from the narrative pictures of Brueghel the Elder,
the pictorial origin of the a-effect is opposed to the sensory character of the
picture as a “panting.” Far from being non-illusionistic, Brecht calls attention
to the physical elements of illusion; thus illusion exists on an equal level with
reality. Says Brecht in a description of Brueghel’s Tower of Babel, “The tower
has been put up askew. It includes portions of cliff, between which one can see
the artificiality of the stonework.” The “cliff " is thus alienated from the “artifi-
ciality of the stonework.” This 1s true of many Mannerist pictures, where for
instance everything turns away from the center of interest. This turning away
from what 1s thought to be “important” 1s at the bottom of the a-effect. A sim-
iliar a-effect exists in a Mannerist engraving by Stich von Johann Sadeler; a
feast is going on in a hall with singing and love making (the actual drawing is
cold and stiff) while through windows and a door we see a rather uninspiring
apocalypse. God or somebody is riding a rainbow, but nobody at the feast
seems to care. A nearby war doesn’t seem to interest them either.

Sergei M. Eisenstein in his masterpiece Ivan the Terrible (part 1I) rejected the
expressive naturalism of the Stanislavsky Method in favor of the Meyerhold
Method of “automatic imitation.” Eisenstein employs Meyerhold’s Method in
a most rigorous mannerist way in the second part of Ivan the Terrible. The actors
are not encouraged to have deep and profound feelings, but rather they are built
mnto the settng of the film. Each emotion 1s constructed rather than directed.
Ivan is a set of manners, or a collection of devices. The blind faith that Meyer-
hold had 1n the role of “the worker” is transformed by Eisenstein into a sinister
paradox in [van. Eisenstein defines Ivan as “a personality in the manner of
Edgar Allan Poe™ and says ironically he 15 a conception that “would hardly in-
terest the young Soviet worker.” The reference to “the manner of Edgar Allan
Poe” 1s worth exploring.

Manneristic art 15 often called pseudo, sick, perverse, false, phony and deca-
dent by the naturalists or truth tellers, yet it seems to me that what the Man-
nerist esthetic does disclose or recover 1s a sense of primal evil. Both Eisenstein
and Poe seem to have been acutely aware of such a malevolent condition.
Parker Tyler in his Classics of Foreign Films has this to say, “Eisenstein knew per-
fectly well that *Mephistofeles” and *wald beast,” the labels he had given Ivan,
also applied to himself, to the history of his career as man and film artist.” Such
an awareness not only locates him within the Mannerist esthetic, but also
makes him an artist of the first order.

The Mannerist 1s not innocent of corruption. He casts a cold eye, and what
he sees he treats with humor and terror. A great example of pictorial humor
and terror 15 The Allegory of Europe or the Beheading of John the Baptist by an un-
known Mannerist master (collection of the Prado). The very word “allegory™
is enough to strike terror into the hearts of the expressive artist; there is per-

haps no device as exhausted as allegory. But strangely enough Allan Kaprow
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has shown interest in that worn-out device. Jorge Luis Borges begins his From
Allegories to Novels by saying, “For all of us, the allegory 1s an aesthetic error.”
The Allegory of Europe is challenging for the same reason. The court intrigue
shown in the Allegory parallels the court intrigue in fvan; both display an ex-
quisite but noxious sense of decorum. Compare for example the festering jew-
els on the complex and often teratological costumes. The world of both the
Allegory and Ivan 1s one that rejects Renaissance naturalism and the mmage of
the self-sufficient man acting in a rational environment. One could almost say
the environment is lost under a network of tiny surfaces, that reflect nothing
but ungraspable meanings. Here is a world of countless plots and counterplots,
all combining to make up a delicate structure, that evades simplism. An excel-
lent example of the a-effect in the Allegory occurs when a bare-breasted
woman holding the head of John the Baptist on a plate 1s seen looking indif-
ferently away from the gruesome object. The prominence of the (face) and
(breast) admit the chaos of poisonous brocades and jewels and somehow sug-
gests the “woman series” of Willem de Kooning. Actually, de Kooning speaks
like a Mannerist, not an Expressionist, when he says “art doesn’t make me
pure” or “I'm not a pastoral character,” and paints like one—"I put the mouth
more or less in the place where it was supposed to be.”

The “faces” in mannerist pictures are abstractions, because they do not call
attention to “paint quality.” The face in an expressionist painting is concerned
with the “paint,” but the face 11 a mannerist picture is a “conception”” The man-
nerist face 15 a mask detached from the materal fact of the pictorial surface,
Roland Barthes tells us what constitutes the abstract mask, when he says “As a
language, Garbo’s [face] singularity was of a conceptual order; Bardot’s [face] 1s
of a substantial order. Garbo's face 1s an Idea, Bardot’s a happening.” (From
Mythologies.) Or the Idea face 1s a mannerist picture while the Happening face 1s
an expressionist painting,

In order to deal with the face as a “language,” we must avoid the “formalist”
trap of discussing “the pamnting” in terms of “framing supports” or “shaped
canvases.” [ shall concern myself with the difference between expressive paint-
ings and mannerist pictures. The substantiality of painting may be seen in
Rembrandt’s “Self-Portraits.” The sensory and temporal roles of the artist are
clearly defined by the following titles, Rembrandt as a Young Man, Rembrandt
Dressed as an Eastern Prince, Rembrandi as an Olfficer, Rembrandt as a Standard-
Bearer, Rembrandt at the Age of 34, etc. Rembrandt is putting us on, but in a very
poor, honest, natural, and expressive way. The naturalist ethic responds to such
degraded postures, but rejects the terrible “virgins” by Parmigianino. The nat-
uralist ethic opposes the mannerist esthetic by preferring the “honest whore”
to The Virgin of the Rose—rustic charm 1s preferred to celestial terror. One rea-
son why Rembrandt’s paintings fetch such high prices is that they give value
to low ideas. Marcel Duchamp, the last fabricator of “virgins,” shows his con-

tempt for Rembrandt by recommending that his paintings be used as “ironing-
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boards." Duchamp shares Shakespeare's disgust when it comes to the elevation

of expressive naturalism over the tules of the game. To put it pictorally, when
the painting is valued over and against the picture you can be sure philistines
have taken over art.

Let us now compare the face of Parmugranine’s Fiegin of the Long Neck wath
Rembrandt’s self-portrait— The Artist Laughmg. The first thing one notices in
the Feembrandt is the “paint qualiey”” Ir 15 rough and lumpy, a kind of goond-
natured air is conveyed by this grinning portrait, The type of humor ic displays
15 rustic and down to earth, it lacks what Duchamp would call “meta-irony.”
Yet, the self-portrait betrays a “negatve-irony”; this Duchamp defines as a type
of humor that only depends on “laughter” Rembrandt’s “liughter” does not
allude to anything sinister or to what Viadimir Nabokov refers to as “laughter
in the dark.” This laughter of Rembrandt’s is warm and friendly, its expressive
character leads directly to the artists mnner sense of mdividualism, Nok so,
when 1t comes to Parmigianine’s virgin face; nowhere 15 good nature or “char-
acter” sugeested in his conception. This i a picture, not a painting, because it
derives from the mind and not sensations. v 15 an infernal abseraction and not a
“real” person. Consider the Virgin's eyes—she has none, but there 15 a gaze; a
terrible snake-glance that seems to turn her child to ice, or perhaps it has even
killed her “immaculate conception.” The notion of “a child of 1ce” 15 alluded
to in The Firgin of the Rose, where the child touches wiath his little finger the
North Pole on a globe of the world, Peeturning to The Firgin of the Lang Neck,
an alienated Saint turns away from the “monster” The Sant declams in the
lower right corner of the picture near an illusory column or set of columns, The
distance berween Parmigianine’s humor and Rembrandes humor 18 immense,

Parmigianing transforms a humorous illusion into a solid fact, while Peem-
brandt turns a solid fact (himself ) into a humorous sensation. Parmugianino’s
"idea alchemy™ is similar to Duchamp’ in so far as Duchamp takes every op-
portunity to transform ideas into facts, Both artists seem to deal with the con-
cept of & privon. Says Duchamp, “Establish ascciety in which the individual has
to pay for air he breathes (air meters; imprisonment and rarefied air); in case of
non-payment sunple asphyxtation, if necessary (cut off the ar).” The world of
Parmigianino appears to verge on asphyadation, the air in his pictures seems
about to be turned off, his figures seem on the brink of being frozen. The ter-
rible prison-like world Duchamp proposes 15 related to Mannerist esthetics
and conduct.

If Rembrande subverted upper class value and roles ro shabbiness, then
Warhol has elevated lower class value and roles to the level of grandeur. Rem-
brande posed as “a prince,” Warhol poses as an “idiot,"—both roles are false,

In My Hustler Warhol treats sex a5 o commodity; his hustler hero 1s no
“honest whore,"—if a “john™ wants some of his comumodity he has to pay for
it. Sex in Warhol's film s “a way to make a living” or forced sex hke forced

labor, The hustler puts sex into his work; his sex, however, is no longer his
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own, but rather a commodity value that belongs to his employer—thus sex
becomes an alien “thing” to the hustler. The private parts have price tags on
them. This 15 a parody of Marx’s “division of labor only Warhol discloses the
“division of sex.” All the hustler’s sex 15 placed in the service of money.

Parmigianino’s Virgin like Warhol’s Hustler both have their sex alienated from
their person or self. The question of love in such a context is transformed into a
fearful duality. The cold mask-like faces of the hustlers and virgins hide a hu-
MOrous pessimisi,

The films of Alfred Hitchcock are Mannerist on every level. “As early as the
credit list monstrous faces writhe on a background of threatening sky,” says
André Techine writing in Cahiers du Cinema, “The obsolete device of double
exposure is reinforced by the crudity of grimaces. No artifice is spared the spec-
tator. The contrivances are avowed.” Torn Curtain 1s perhaps even more manner-
istic than Fertige. Hitchcock's actors, like the figures in pictures by Jacopo da
Pontormo, seem trapped in a beautiful prison that produces intricate types of
“visual nausea.” (See Mannerism—Style and Mood by Daniel B. Rowland.) A
sweetness of color pervades the totalitarian settings in Torn Curtain. One thinks
of the moods defined in Vladimir Nabokov’s novels. In Invitation to a Beheading,
Nabokov seems to be describing the Hitchcockian view, I am here through an
error—not in this prison, specifically, but in this whole terrible, striped world; a

world which seems not a bad example of amateur craftsmanship, but 1s in reality

calamity, horror, madness, error—and look, the curio slays the tourist, the gi-
gantic carved bear brings its wooden mallet down on me.” The red ribbons,
that represent a fire in a ballet scene, in Torn Curtain suggest a means of escape
to Paul Newman (scientist-spy) when he shouts “Fire.” A panic turns Julie An-
drews’ face into a mask of exhaustion not unlike the swooning face of the Vir-
gin in Pontormo’s Deposition. The “amateur craftsmanship” is everywhere in
Hitchcock’s mise en scene, from the ghastly green glow over roof tops in Vertigo
to the diabolical sky in The Birds. Hitchcock’s humor informs every terrible
situation he takes his “bad™ actors through. His settings are a vast simulacra
built by an evil demiurge, and peopled with frozen automatons.

The sensibility of Roger Corman 1s similar to Hitchcock’s. Both directors
tend to view life as a diabolical game full of bluffing and death. Corman’s films
seem to be based on Poe’s declaration in “Wilham Wilson,” “Oh, gigantic
paradox, too utterly monstrous for solution!” Corman’s series of films based on
Poe, disclose a complete understanding of what Eisenstein meant by ““the man-
ner of Edgar Allan Poe” Somehow the terror in a Corman movie 1s a “false
terror” held together by derealized acting and leftover stage sets. The “universe”
in The Trip is a cheap merry-go-round built of paper flowers, and multi-colored
junk. In this anti-LSD film nothing is real—not even the “special effects.”” The

film ends with a shattered “still” of the face of Peter Fonda.
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PROPOSAL FOR EARTHWORKS AND LANDMARKS TO BE
BUILT ON THE FRINGES OF THE FORT WORTH-DALLAS
REGIONAL AIR TERMINAL SITE (1966-67)

1. Areas near or on “clear zones” to be developed by four well-known
artists: Robert Morris, Carl Andre, Sol LeWitt, and Robert Smithson. Before
any major construction starts on the air ternunal building, the above artists will
draw attention to the fringes of the entire project by using apparently unusable
land 1in four different ways. Robert Morris will build a circular earth mound.
Carl Andre will produce a crater with the help of an explosive. Sol LeWitt will
employ somebody to bury a concrete cube. Robert Smithson will have built a

series of seven square asphalt pavements.

2. The object of this proposal is to “program” the landscape and define the
limits of the air terminal site in a new way. Such a project would set a prece-
dent and create an original approach to the esthetics of airport landscaping. All
these works will be close to ground level (the highest being 3 feet). Robert
Smithson and Robert Morris will build forms that will be visible to aircraft as
they take off and land. Sol Le Witt and Carl Andre will provide works that will

deal with the “sub-site,” and exist as underground landmarks.

3. In order to communicate this development, a 4-man show will take
place at the Dwan Gallery, 29 West s7th Street, New York City, in conjunction
with the actual process going on at the site. This show will take place 1n Sep-
tember 1967. A map of the site will be enlarged to fit the gallery floor (say 20’
x 10"). Models built to scale will be placed on the map. Photographs of the

construction process could be displayed 1n another gallery room.

4. Dwan Gallery will supply:
1. Works of art
2. Cost of materials
3. Announcements for the project

4. Entire gallery space for map and models

5. Tippetts-Abbett-McCarthy-Stratton will supply:
1. Land for projects
2. Equipment and labor for artist
3. Transportation to and from site for the artists

6. The following specifications are by the participating artists:
ROBERT MORRIS
“Project to be Made of Earth”
Elevation cross-section: packed earth of trapezoidal form, 6 feet at base,

sloping sides about 45°, height 3 feet. Sodded.



CARL ANDRE

“Proposal for an Explosion”

An appropriate contractor 1s retained to place and fuse an explosive
charge sufficient to produce a crater 12 inches deep and 144 inches di-

ameter. The charge is detonated by the sculptor Carl Andre.

SOL LEWITT

“Proposal for Earth Project”

Encase a 6 inch wooden cube containing something in an 18 inch ce-
ment cube and bury it someplace on The Tract. The precise spot would
not be designated—but only that it is somewhere within the area and 3
feet underground. I would send the 6 inch wooden cube to the cement

company either here or on the site (if it 1s Texas).

ROBERT SMITHSON

“Proposal for Seven Aerial Pavements™

Measure a line 81 feet across grated ground. Measure seven squares flush
along the entire length of this line. (3 feet sq., 5 feet sq., 7 feet sq., 11 feet

5q., 13 feet sq., 15 feet sq.), leaving between each square an interval of 3

feet. Squares are to be made of 16 inch thick asphalt paving—S8 inches

above ground and 8 inches below ground.

UNTITLED (AIR TERMINAL—WINDOWS)  (1967)

The best artists today are those that are challenging the diseased “details” of
mmpressiomsm. The exact installations of art shows makes one conscious of the
actual walls rather than any “portable walls” smeared with gas-like color. The
actual walls establish a regular limit that makes the art objects in the site highly
distinctive. Through a precision of installation the art objects all but vanish.
The inherent appearance of the site discloses 1ts “phenomenon” as an infinite
set. This experience does not imitate any architectural detail like “windows™ or
“walls,” but instead makes clear mental and material structures. One 1s then
aware of “primary-data,” and can describe it 1n all 1ts “transparence.” It 1s not
the art object we apprehend, but the entire site. Language at this point has the
same weight as material. Categories with hypertrophic meanings are avoided,
and new categories develop as a direct result of the site. The linguistic meaning
of a “wall” or “window” is replaced by surfaces and lines. The more the site ex-

ists as such, the less it needs the proof of the old categories of art.
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This means that we do not want “windows™ or “walls™ in the air terminal.

The window like the painting 15 a diseased detail that has a rational enigin. The
wall is an oversized version of both. We must see only surfaces and hines. Any
actual window 15 much better to look at—muanly because most of them are
simple grid systems that hold surfaces of rransparent glass. So that, even a win-
dow really isn't & window. A wall is in effect an opagque window. Thinking
about windows evokes an infimite array of window meamngs. The framework
of a painting becomes a window without glass, Any painted surface {three di-
mensional or two dimensional) 15 to some degree malignant. Perhaps, thars

what Tony Smith means when he says his works are “prabably malignant.” At

any rite, a certain malevolence 15 inherent in all painted surfaces,

SEE THE MONUMENTS OF PASSAIC NEW JERSEY (1967)

What can you find in Passaic that you can
not find 1 Paris, London or Rome? Find
out for yourself. Discover (if you dare)

the breathtaking Passaic Faver and the
eternal monuments on 1t enchanted banks.
Ride in Reent-a-Car comifort to the land
that time forgot. (Only minutes from N Y.C,
Robert Stmathson wall guide you through
this fabled series of sites and don’t

|ifrgl’.‘1 :n.-i“]]' CATTIET L, EI]"lL"li'l...ll |||:|E"'h COENe
with each tour. For more information visit
DWAN GALLERY, 29 West §7th Street.

THE MONUMENT: OUTLINE FOR A FILM (1967)

1. Apariment Interior
A group of artists, and others talking about landscapimg, carthworks, sites,
and monuments in Virginia Dhwan'’s apartment. They make plans to visit

the Pine Barrens in New Jersey i order to find a site to work with

Station Wagon Interio

Four Artists, Two Women, Gallery Director, conversation about art critics,
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10.

movies, rock and roll on the radio, and art shows—shots of the industrial

landscape, turnpike, toll gates, etc., as seen from car.

Turnpike Restaurant Interior

Description of “The Pineys” of the Pine Barrens by one of the artists.

Aerial Shots of the Station Wagon Going Doun the Turnpike
With bits of conversation and rock and roll science-fiction type sound.
The station wagon becomes a dot. New flying saucer report over radio.

Conversation continues.

Return to Station Wagon Interior

Color monochrome “stills” of historical “ghost towns” in south Jersey. An
artist is seen reading from Forgotten Towns of Southern New Jersey by Henry
Charlton Beck.

Arrival in the Pine Barren Plains
The site of landscape project for New York gallery is discovered—wan-
dering shots down white sand roads and paths—collecting sand for gallery

project—aerial shots—map of site. Departure.

Visit Flying Saucer Convention at Atlantic City or Asbury Park
Miss U.EO. Contest, interviews with saucer-bufts. Still photos of Flying

Saucers—(New Jersey Association on Aerial Phenomena)—NJAAP.

Nighttime—>Motel Section

Shots of motel interiors—dream—captured by a flying saucer—teenagers
Are Slltll.\til' creatures ()f_ .mut]'wr \\'Ul'!d.' “FL\L'L“OU[ 48 sun comes UP over

the ocean—shot of waves and foam.

Return to New York.

Holland Tunnel under violet filter.

Shots of Artist Working on the Project

Secenes in loft and metal shop. Making models etc.

Gallery Opening
Shots of works of art. The movement of the viewers should be frozen at

intervals.

1“r1'r.r}J

Conversations turn into a series of fableaux vivants—rapid zoom shots
onto faces, hands. Should give the effect of statues breaking and crum-
bling. Remarks about the earth project overheard, fragmented but clear.
Sentences could be echoed. Dancing—slow motion, “Vanilla Fudge” play

rock and roll.
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ROBERT SMITHSON, Pointless Vanishing Point, 1969. Flat white paint, fiberglass, 40 x 99 x 40"

POINTLESS VANISHING POINTS (1967)

One of the most fugitive concepts 1n art is perspective—its stupefying dimen-
sions have evaded the “modern”™ artist ever since Rembrandt spoiled the
straight line. With the rise of “naturalism™ and “realism” in the arts the artifi-
cial factors of perspective were lost in thick brown stews of chiaroscuro. The
linear artifices of Euclid were smothered by seas of impasto and replaced with
non-Euclidian atomic muddles (Impressionism to mixed media). And in our
own times, perspective is swamped by “stains” and puddles of paint. The idea of
the universe as a relative pudding is an idea to avoid.

The dual globes that constitute our eyes are the generators of our sense of
the third dimension. Each eyeball contains a retina that functions like a photo-
graphic plate inside a spheroid camera. Rays of light penetrate the transparent
cornea, the pupil, the crystalline lens and the vitreous body until they reach
the retina, This process was thought to be reversed mn Euchd’s Alexandria
(300 B.C.), 1n so far as it was supposed that the rays of hght issued directly from
the eyes along straight lines until they touched the object they were looking
at. The philosopher Hipparchus (160-126 B.c.) compared those visual rays
with feeling hands touching the objects. This centrifugal theory of vision
seems to have returned to modern times in the guise of “kinaesthetic space™ or
what 15 sometimes called “surveyor’s space.” The eyes do not see this kind of
space, but rather they perceive through a mental artifice of directions without
determined distances, which in turn gives the illusion of mfinite spaces. Nat-

ural visual space 1s not infinite. The surveyor imposes his artificial spaces on the



landscape he 1s surveying, and in effect produces perspective projections along
the elevations he is mapping. In a very non-illusionistic sense he is construct-
g an illusion around himself because he is dealing directly with literal sense
perceptions and turning them into mental conceptions. The binocular focus of
our eyes converges on a single object and gives the illusion of oneness, so that
we tend to forget the actual stereoscopic structure of our two eyes or what [
will call “enantiomorphic vision”—that 1s seeing double.

An awareness of perspective comes into one’s mind when one begins to
deal directly with the physiological factors of sight as “a thing-in-itself.” In
other words, all of one’s attention must be focused on the camera obscura of per-
ception as a physical thing or object, and then translated into a three dimensional
illusion, so that one 1s left with a non-thing or a non-object. My first physiological
awareness of perspective took place when [ built the Enantiomorphic Chambers.
In this work, the vamishing point is spht, or the center of convergence is ex-
cluded, and the two chambers face each other at oblique angles, which in turn
causes a set of three reflections in each of the two obliquely placed mirrors. A
symietrical division into two equal parts is what makes it enantiomorphic;
thl'i ll|\"].’it(\ﬂ ill.'i(‘ exists 1n certain L.'l_}"Sr'J] structures.

Out of this division ot central perspective comes what could be called enan-
tiomorphic perspective. The only treatise on central perspective was written by
Piero della Francesca (1420-1492). Although many artists of that period were
interested in perspective he is the only one to have written a complete de-
scription of the methods of central perspective based on Euclid’s Xth proposi-
tion concerning the intersection of “visual rays” on the picture plane. Enan-
tiomorphic perspective differs from central perspective in so far as it is mainly
three dimensional and dualistic in conception, whereas the latter 1s two di-
mensional and unitary. Yet, Paolo Uccello (1397-1475) did do a two dimen-
sional dualistic perspective grid drawing. There is a controversy over whether
or not Uccello’s left and right converging perspectives are related to binocular
or stereoscopic vision. If one were to build a three dimensional structure from
behind the two dimensional Uccello drawing, one would end up with some-
thing that would resemble a reversed stereoscopic viewer. One would be physi-
ologically transported behind the “fused image” of the picture plane, to where
the vision diverges. The two separate “pictures” that are usually placed in a
stereoscope have been replaced by two separate mirrors in my Enantiomorphic
Chambers—thus excluding any fused image. This negates any central vanishing
point, and takes one physically to the other side of the double mirrors. It is as
though one were being imprisoned by the actual structure of two alien eyes. It
15 an tllusion without an illusion. Consider “Wheatstone’s mirror-stereoscope”
with A, B, and A,B, pictures replaced with mirrors and you will get a partial
idea of how the Enantiomorphic Chambers abolish the central fused image (See
Physiological Optics by James P. C. Southall). The double prison of the eyes be-

comes a fact.
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A SMALLTEST FOR JO BAER (1968)

10.

Why are you not a logical positivist?

What is your critical standard?

Does nature exist for you?

Discuss the principles of your esthetic logic.
Provide a concrete example of negation.
Are you a formalist?

Are your paintings absolute?

What does color mean to you?

Does one have to know anything about your paintings before one looks
at them?

[s your art particular or universal?

OUTLINE FORYALE SYMPOSIUM (1968)

AGAINST ABSOLUTE CATEGORIES

b
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Category—a class division in a scheme of classification.
the visual ones

Modern criticism conceives of art in terms of categories
being painting, sculpture, architecture, and films.
Modern criticism has brought about the division of esthetics into those
categories,

Art as an esthetic whole exists apart from Modern criticism.

There 15 a conflict between criticism and esthetics.

Criticism 1s self-centered and forces value onto the art or takes 1t away.
Criticism must explain art in order to exist,

Esthetics that tend toward the abstract need no explanation.

Any art that refers back to the “selt” even mn terms of space 15 not abstract
but pathetic (existentialism, psychoanalysis, and humamism all depend on
pathos).

The umiverse can no longer be considered man-centered.

The “selt” projected 1nto an object is prevented by getting rid of the pa-
thetic.

There 1s nothing abstract about any kind of painting—it all represents
space.

Any line, color, or shape on a surface 1s representational.

Abstraction originates in the mind and not in the eye.




15.
16,

b
]
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Any kind of expressionism involves the pathetic remains of the self.

The delusion of “flatness” in painting leads to the illusion of space.
(Noland and Stella.)

Where ever the eye sees space there 1s no abstraction. Space is apart from
the abstract which 1s all mental.

Clement Greenberg’s “history of taste™ s an imaginary history that is used
against imaginary styles. (Recent example 1s Darby Bannard’s article in the
December Artforum.)

The notion of the “art of the recent past,” as it relates to Modernism 1s
based on a reduction of the self-centered Renaissance attitude.

What Clement Greenberg calls 3-dimensional pictorial space in the Re-
naissance Tradition 1s in the Modernist Tradition 2-dimensional flat space.
Both kinds of space are representational and illusionistic.

The condition of art is unknowable.

Abstraction is a mental, not a visual property.

The physical eyes see nothing, without the artifice of the mind or what
others call the bran.

Art is always incredible. Credibility has to do with “nature” and “the selt™
and other lesser realities.

The self is a fiction which many imagine to be real.

There 15 at present a new esthetic emerging that does not have its origin
in history or in the self-centered notions.

This esthetic 1s non-critical, in that it avoids categorical imperatives such as
“painting and sculpture.” It tends more toward an abstract phenomenology.
Phenomenology would view art as unknowable and avoid formal expla-
nations. (Anti-rational, anti-existential, and anti-psychoanalysis.)
Linguistically, categories such as “painting and sculpture™ are limited to
meanings that have to do with manual dexterity or working with one’s
hands. That art 15 hand-made belongs to the self-centered value system of
outmoded criticism.

The new esthetics sees no value in labored sculpture or hand-painted
paintings.

“Picture-making” or “clay molding” no longer is a problem.

. The problem 1s, that there 1s no problem.
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SITES AND SETTINGS {1968)

A.  Setlinges
r. A thing in or upon which something is set
2. Time and place environment, background, or surroundings,
3. Actual physical surroundings or scenery whether real as a garden,

or artificial,

B.  Empty or Abstract Seitings, ie. the opposite of a “happening”
L. Landscapes without the look of history
2, Buldings (suburban factones, rectilinear interiors and exteniors) hard,
impenetrable surfaces.
3. Ordinary places that seem to be of a future time
4. Industrial parks wathout industry, new galleries and museums without
pamnting and sculpture, lots without cars, shopping centers without

commaodites, office buildings without business activities

UNTITLED (SITE DATA) (1968)

The followiang “site-data™ 1s an attempt to locate “structural” meanngs by ob-
serving building sites within a kind of abstract anthropology, Fach site should
stand entirely as “the critical object at zero degree, a site empty but eternally
open to significanon.” (Roland Barthes—On Racine.) How cach site pertams
to art shall be described according to its physical limits, The defininons are ap

parent rather than actual, or you might say “reconstructed appearances.”

RECENT SITE DEVELOPMENTS

1. The urban apartment
2. The artist’s studio or loft

The suburban house

b

4. The art gallery (since the late s0s)
5. The art museum (modern)
. The urban office building
7. The industrial site
a. Dams and spillways

b. Power plants
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0.

¢. Flood control and irrigation works
d. Tunnels, bridges, roads, and parking lots

e. Air terminals

. The wrban apartment. The room configuration is random and largely deter-
mined by pictures and windows. As a dwelling place it has 1ts origin in the
rg9th century. Within this dwelling the occupant attempts to “live” accord-
g to the myth of individualism. He decorates it with memory traces of
the 19th-century notion of “nature’ and “reason.” For him “painting” 1s not
a linguistic category but something personal, intimate, and private. “Paint-

ing”" is his false window that looks back to “impressionism.”

The artist’s studio or loft. It 1s a mutation of the urban apartment. The word
“studio” imphes some kind of handicraft (a place where brushes, paints, and
canvas are used). The loft has less rational meaning than the studio. The best
artists of the late ’60s find the myth of rr;l&ﬁm;mﬁ]lip not worth maintain-
ing. Making “paintings” for intimate reasons no longer motivates these

artists. The artist is tending to a more public or corporate outlook.

The suburban house. Feeble notions of impressionism at best, or at worst bru-
tal notions of “scenery.” Grass lawns surround rustic, pastoral, or barn-like

dwellings. Unimaginative gardens.

The art gallery. (since the late sos) Conforms to the archetypal site of tragic
theatre in most cases. The Inner Chamber = Salesroom. Antechamber =

Secretary’s Office. Exterior space = Exhibition Space. Unconscious hierar-

chical room configuration.

The art museum (modern). Tourist attraction. Some curators do public stunts
and promote art through mass-media. Improves the nmund of the many,
ruins the mind of the few. Oversized paintings and oversized sculptures
cause interesting dislocations in scale, thus changing the interior meaning

of the museum. The museum replaces the church.

The urban office building. Art 1s sometimes put in the lobbies of office build-
ings. Art s used as a “spot of color” or to “give relief.” The linguistic myths
have to do mainly with “business”—"brass tacks™ are often invoked. Sol

LeWitt enjoys ziggurat office exteriors, They give the appearance of being

“inert” and “earthbound.” Everybody loves the Seagram Building and hates
the Pan-Am Building.




A PROVISIONAL THEORY OF NON-SITES (1968)

By drawing a diagram, a ground plan of a house, a street plan to the locanon of
a site, or a4 topographic map, one draws a “logical cwo dimensional picture.” A
“logical picture” differs from a natural or realistic picture in that it rarely looks
like the thing it stands for. It is a two dimensional analegy or metaphor—A 15 2.

The Non-Site (an indoor earthworkf® 15 a three dimensional logical picture
that 15 abstract, yet it represents an actual site in NLJ. (The Pine Barrens Plains). [t
is by this three dimensional metaphor that one site can represent another site
which does not resemble it—thus The Non-Site. To understand this language
of sites is to appreciate the metaphor berween the syntactical construct and the
complex of ideas, letting the former function as a three dimensional picture
which doesn't look like a picture. "Expressive art” avoids the problem of logic;
therefore it 1s not truly abstract. A logical intuition can develop in an enarely
“new sense of metaphor” free of natural or realistic expressive content. Be-
tween the actual site in the Pine Barrens and The Non-Site itself exasts a space of
metaphoric significance. It could be that “travel” in this space 15 a vast meta-
phor. Everyvthing between the two sites could become physical metaphorical
material devoid of natural meanings and realistic assumptions. Let us say that
one goes on a fictitious trip if one decides to go to the site of the Non-Site. The
“trip” becomes invented, devised, artificial; therefore, one mught call it a non-
trip to a site from a Non-site, Once one arrves at the “airfield.” one discovers
that it 15 man-made in the shape of a hexagon, and that T mapped this site in
terms of esthetic boundaries rather than pulitlc.nl or cconomic boundaries (31
sub-divisions—see map}.

This little theory is tentative and could be abandoned at any ime. Theories
like things are also abandoned. That theories are eternal 15 doubtful. Vanished
theories compose the strata of many forgotten books,

*Non-Site #1. Smithson changed the nte of this rexe whach was imnally “Sonve MNotes on
Mon-5Sites.” [t has been partally excerpted by Lawrence Alloway in “Introduction,” Dhiree-
tians 12 Ohptions, Milwaukee Art Center, 1979, p. &,
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NON-SITE NUMBER 2 (1968)

(based on Weehawken Quadrangle Map New Jersey-New York 7.5 Minute

Series—topographic)

1. 12 Map Divisions of triangular platforms

2. 12 Central Minor Divisions surround “a swamp” between Moonachie
Creek and Bashes Creek. I call it—The Entropic Pole—where all 12 points

CONVCIge.

3. The Degrees of Entropy

1. The Division of Languor between 90° and 60°
2. The Division of Comatose between 60° and 30°
3. The Division of Listlessness between 30° and o°
4. The Division of Apathy between 0° and 30°
5. The Division of Torpor between 30° and 60°
6. The Division of Stupor between 60° and 90°
The Division of Lethargy between 9o° and 120°
8. The Division of Fatigue between 120° and 150°
9. The Division of Tedium between 150° and 180°
10. The Division of Lassitude between 180° and 150°
11. The Division of Forgetfulness between 150° and 120°
12. The Division of ldleness between 120° and ¢o°

365




HIDDEN TRAILS IN ART (1969)

If you read this square magazine long enough, you will soon find a circularity
that spreads into a map devoid of destinations, but with land masses of print
(called criticism) and little oceans with right angles (called photographs). Its
binding is an axis, and its covers paper hemispheres. Turn to any page between
these hemispheres and you, like Gulliver and Ulysses, will be transported into a
world of traps and marvels. The axis splits into a chasm in your hands, thus you
begin your travels by being immediately lost. In this magazine 1s a series of pages
that open into double terrains, because “we always see two pages at once”
(Michel Butor). Writing drifts into stratas, and becomes a buried language.

Look at any black and white photograph on these pages separated from its
title or caption and it becomes a map with tangled longitudes and dislocated
latitudes. Oceanic depths in these maps submerge the continents of prose.
Equators spill onto shores of misplaced thought. Where do these maps start?
No place. Distances are measured in degrees of disorder. East, North, West, and
South are out of joint in the muddled regions of top, bottom, right, and left.
Columns of type sink into the whiteness of paper. Arctic zones surround iso-
lated clumps of meaning. The edge of any paragraph is menaced by the mar-
gins of another ice age. Snow white spaces cut glaciers into layers of words.
Here maps have no direction because they are scattered from cover to cover,
Maps within maps are seen where no maps are supposed to be.

The deposits of writing affect the topographical features of photographs.
Continental critical drift merges and sinks into difterent photographic seas.
Swamps of “1sms” develop around reproductions of art, coral reefs of “form”
build up around Cézanne’s mountains, dunes of words are blown over the pic-
tures of the Hudson River School, a current of concepts sweeps across a
nameless reproduction of sculpture, details of paintings stick out of intellectual
lava flows. The topography of art in a magazine is faulted and rifted under the
pressure of miles of reason, examination, and study. In the valleys of inquiry
traces of art appear and disappear in sandstorms of controversy. Esthetic fatigue
overcomes one in the critical desert. The asymmetrical distribution of “art
movements” is apt to break up into floating 1slands on bottomless oceans. Pre-

cise mirages lead one to the end of color, line, and shape.
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CAN MAN SURVIVE? (1969)

An exhibition in the Museum of Natural History called Can Man Survive has
been built out of the leftover technology of a McLuhan-inspired company
called Dimensional Communication. A large dark structure is lifted off the
floor by black pipe-like stilts in a vast room with ponderous columns. Through
the forest of stilts one can see murals depicting imperial pageantry and a poem
by Theodore Roosevelt called Nature—"There are no words that can tell the
hidden spirit of the Wilderness, that can reveal its mystery to melancholy and
its charm.” One enters the overhead structure by walking up a ramp past what
appears to be a discarded example of “minimal art,” a black cube cracking
apart with the words Can Man Survive painted on it. A mood of foreboding
combines with an all over gloom. Inside a room covered with funereal web-
bing, a film 1s being projected in the manner of Andy Warhol on a split screen.
Close-up shots of animals and scenery illustrate the “balance of nature”™—a
praying mantis eating the back out of a cockroach, windswept plains, water-
falls, birds, etc. Just when this film of balances appears to be within one’s grasp,
it eludes one only to melt into a formless naturalism, and between the formed
and the formless there seems no transition, no balance at all. The film dislo-
cates the various views of nature, the same way Warhol dislocates people. Ul-
traviolet light causes a typical diagram of “evolution” from ape to man to glow
in a dark hallway. A film is projected on the inside of a plastic bubble, so that
the image becomes convex. Blurred views of farming are seen, and a voice tells
about man’s first attempts to control the earth. On the opposite wall is another
ultraviolet painting done in a trivial “op art” style. Imitation Louise Nevelsons
decorate a wall. Above a black sphere and pyramid 1s a film even more fore-
boding than the split-screen affair. An urge to bring forth the fantastic shapes
of a malevolent technology 1s at work here, impressions of wild machines,
spectral compositions, fiendish bulldozers dissolve mnto a stew of superstition
and unrest. The viewer 1s being conditioned for some unknown Millennium.
A condition of fear inclining toward religiosity is evolved through boundless
agitation, uncontrolled representations of man’s inventions. The storm spirits
are with us again in the shapes of grinding motors. Magic and demonic dread
are instilled 1n the viewer. Out of the failures of Western religion a weird faith
1s being born. The irrational, the unaccountable is the essence of this exhibi-
tion and its belief in ecology and the internal agents of pollution. Herein these
dim walls lies the peculiar horror of this domain of belief and delusion, and
herein also lies the unstable vacillation of the forms. For some unknown rea-
son, over a plastic blowup of some orthodox Jewish children, who are sticking
out their tongues, 1s a red neon sign saying, “You never had it so good.” Be-
yond that 1s the apocalypse of ecology, looking like a beleaguered “mixed

media.” Uncertain, nebulous, and contused images and information are gener-
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ated through the courtesy of the enemy: General Electric, General Motors,
[.B.M., Bell Systems, etc.
Guilt grows more pronounced and finally leads to a “Twilight of Nature,”

to a downfall of “Progress” and the “Population Explosion.” The intention of
this exhibition is to make people want to restore natures harmony, but
nowhere does it give evidence of any harmony or alternative to pollution; in-
stead one is given esthetized images of smog and oil slicks. The shoddy de-
lights of the discotheque are transformed into a Doomsday light show with a
second-rate rock and roll band. A cheap exploitation of art styles turns art into
simulated pollution: Anti~form made in Japan, E.A.T. finally does something,
Pop Art gone stale. The major part of the exhibit resembles the stage set from
The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. On fractured walls are printed information, films,
and slides. A film on pollution is running near one on population: piles of birth
control devices rotting in India and piles of dead fish rotting in the sun. Pollu-
tion and birth are often presented together as a general image of cosmic waste.
Ecology arises from a need for deliverance and exhibits a deep distrust of sci-
ence. A need to return to Paradise or the Garden of Eden 1s obstructed by “the
green slime” and carbon monoxide. Orderliness and harmony are not what
the exhibit tends toward, but rather it feeds on a convulsive yearning, a super-
serious rapture before the environmental criss.

The feeling of relative distraction overwhelms any appeal to classical order.
Reest and clear vision are denied, the exhibition’s resource is to increase a rest-
lessness and confusion to the pitch of stupefaction. Old values are mocked by
smug-sounding voices: “I'll do what I want.” “Let them work for a living.”
“This 15 a free country,” etc. The people who built this exhibit contrived an ar-
tifice that ends in chaos. What they want to cause people to get rid of excites
them the most—the clear-cut, rational cosmos is so old-fashioned—who wants
to go back to that! Behind the waste, garbage, and sewage 1s a transcendental
state of matter, that is uncanny, grotesque, and terribly attractive. There is no
display of practical renovation or utopian plans, but the constant rush of pretty
filth and elegant destruction.

At the end of the exhibit a gay-sounding voice suggests in an ironical tone
to throw away a candy wrapper, as one looks into a mirror with Can Man Sur-
vive printed on it.

CAN ART SURVIVE?

The enclosed society that makes abstract art has become an esthetic slave to its
own fear of nature. Today the artist can uphold the failure of Modernism with
its pretense of closed, immobile hierarchical values by being a slave to all its
compromises or he can choose to be a terrorist. Savage forces make isolation

doubtful.
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LETTERTO GYORGY KEPES (1969)

700 Greenwich Street
MNew York, New York tooig
July 3, 196g

Mr. Gyorgy Kepes

MIT Center for Advanced Visual Studies
40 Massachusers Avenue

(Cambridge

Massachusetts 02139

Dear Mr. Gyorgy Kepes,

[ have reconsidered the context of the exhibtion® and feel that miy art will
not fit. To celebrate the power of technology through art strikes me as a sad
parody of NASA. [ do not share the confidence of the astronauts. The ratio-
nalism and logic of the enginecr 15 too self-assured. Art aping science turns
into a cultural malase. The righteousness of “team spirit™ is no solution for art,
lechnology promises a new kind of art, yet its very program excludes the artise
from has own art. The optimusm of technical progress results in political de-
spair. To many artists of Brazil technology and politics reflect each other, All
the “fancy junk” of science cannot hide the voad. 1 am sick of "hehting can
dles” I want to know what the “darkness” is, [ don't “curse™ it or praise it, but |
know it 15 there. As rockets go to the moon the darkness around the Earth
grows deeper and darker. The “ream spirit” of the exhibition could be seen as
endorsement of NASA'S Mission Operatons Control Fooom wirh all its crew-
cut teamwork, Some Branihans see the "advances” of technology as a mlitary
byproduce. [ am withdrawing from the show because it prommses nothing but a
distraction amid the general navsea. If technology is to have any chance ac all,
it must become more self=critical, If one wants teamwork he should join the

army. A panel called "What's Wrong with Technological Art” might help.

Best Wishes,

*The Unmted States section of the X Sio Paulo Bienale, September through
Diecember 1o6g, presented by the International Art Program of the National
Collection of Fine Arts in collaboration with the Center for Advanced Visual
Studies of the Massachusetts [nstitute of Technology. A group composed of
Fellows of the Center was responsible for the development of the exhibition,

under the direction of the Center’s director, Gyvorgy Kepes.
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LOOK (1970)

The unseen hurricane of carnage finds its way 1nto the media morgue. Ghostly
photographic remains haunt the pages of Look, July 28, 1970. Buried between
advertisements and fashion stories are the victims of a commercial 1dealism.
For so¢ one can see “The Amazing Martha Mitchell” laughing under a hair
dryer on page 22; and on page 52 one can see a mutilated soldier with his scalp
stitched onto his head. On page 1 “Ford. . . . has a better idea (we histen bet-
ter).” Murray H. Helfant, Major (Resigned) writes on page 49 and 5o, " This
young fellow has a typical wound. What he's lost are his maxallary sinus, both
eyes, and both frontal parts of the brain.” Between pages marked M: “Pretty
gutsy. That’s what our dealers told us when they heard about the first and only
money-back guarantee in the film processing industry.” Page 51, a black and
white photograph 3% x2%" shows a man on an operating table, his leg has
been amputated up to his hip. The stump resembles a black thumb print in
size—it is 74" across. Back to the M pages: a color photograph 54 13" shows
a toy cannon with the barrel made out of a can of Sunoco Special long mileage
Motor Oil, below that is printed “THE BIG GUN IN MILEAGE.” On page
17, Gerald Astor writes, “They masquerade as women, ministers, workmen and
hippies. In a year cop ‘victims’ collared over §,000 individuals in the act of
commutting street crimes.” A full page color ad faces this article, two people
walking on railroad tracks, “IT’S THE REAL THING COKE. Real life calls

for real taste.” A black and white photograph on page 52, 24 374" a body

face down on a bed. The back 1s cut right through the spine. “That’s why us
Tareyton smokers would rather fight than switch!” says the full color advertise-

ment on page 20.

ART AND DIALECTICS  (1971)

Language is the first and last structure of madness.
Michel Foucault

Late modernist art criticism has for some time placed all 1ts emphasis on art as
an order of particular things, objects that exist by themselves removed from
what surrounds them. Art as a distinct thing 1s not supposed to be aftected by
anything other than itself. Critical boundaries tend to 1solate the art object into
a metaphysical void, independent from external relationships such as land, labor,

and class. For instance, a painting may be said to have the quality of “openness,”



when in fact 1t is only representing openness. One might as well tell a prisoner
facing a hife sentence that he is free. The freedom 1s metaphysical, or in art criti-
cal terms “esthetic.”” A shrewd esthete can turn a prison into a palace with the
aid of words—one has only to read a Jean Genet novel to see that.

Dialectical language offers no such esthetic meanings, nothing is isolated

from the whole—the prison is still a prison in the physical world. No particu-
lar meaning can remain absolute or ideal for very long. Dialectics is not only
the ideational formula of thesis—antithesis—synthesis forever sealed in the
mind, but an on-going development. Natural forces, like human nature, never fit
into our ideas, philosophies, religions, etc. In the Marxian sense of dialectics, all
thought 1s subject to nature. Nature is not subject to our systems. The old no-
tion of “man conquering nature” has in effect boomeranged. As it turns out the
object or thing or word “man” could be swept away like an isolated sea shell on
a beach, then the ocean would make itself known. Dialectics could be viewed as
the relationship between the shell and the ocean. Art critics and artists have for a

long time considered the shell without the context of the ocean.

This short essay was written for Louis M. Goodman’s book, Interconnect, which was commis-

sioned by Praeger but never published,

ART THROUGH THE CAMERA’S EYE (c. 1971)

There 1s something abominable about cameras, because they possess the power
to invent many worlds. As an artist who has been lost in this wilderness of me-
chanical reproduction for many years, I do not know which world to start
with. [ have seen fellow artists driven to the point of frenzy by photography.
Visits to the cults of Underground filmmakers offer no relief. In the dark
chamber of the Film Archives, my eyes have searched in vain for the perfect
film. I have disputed arcane and esoteric uses of the camera in murky bars, and
listened to vindications of the Structural Film, the Uncontrolled Film, the
Hollywood Film, the Political Film, the Auteur Film, the Cosmic Film, the
Happy Film, the Sad Film, and the Ordinary Film. I have even made a film.
But the wilderness of Cameraland thickens.

Artists suffering from a sense of unreality suspect the camera’s eye. “There
are enough shadows in my life,” declares Carl Andre in a discussion on photog-
raphy. “I have looked at so many photographs, [ cannot see them anymore,”

says Michael Heizer. [ would like to make an abstract film,” says Andy Warhol.

As long as cameras are around no artist will be free from bewilderment. Mel




Bochner'’s “Theory of Photography” 1s called Misunderstandings. Once at the

Chateau Marmont on Sunset Boulevard, I talked to Claes Oldenberg about his
Photo Death. He said it concerned “shooting” pretty fashion models on atomic
bomb testing grounds.

Physical things are transported by heliotypy into a two-dimensional condi-
tion. Under red lights in a dark room worlds apart from our own emerge from
chemicals and negative. What we believed to be most solid and tangible be-
comes in the process slides and prints. Artists still involved in handicraft (some
painters and some sculptors) can not escape the perilous eye of the camera.
Consider the thousands of 8 x 10" glossies piling up in the galleries, waiting to
be reproduced in some newspaper or magazine. To be sure, there remain those
half-crazed artists that try to find hideouts for their work. Yet, the totems of art
and the taboos of the camera continue to haunt them.

Some artists are insane enough to imagine they can tame this wilderness
created by the camera. One way is to transfer the urge to abstraction to pho-
tography and film. A camera is wild in just anybody’s hands, therefore one must
set limits. But cameras have a life of their own. Cameras care nothing about
cults or 1sms. They are indifferent mechanical eyes, ready to devour anything in
sight. They are lenses of the unlimited reproduction. Like mirrors they may be
scorned for their power to duplicate our individual experiences. It is not hard
to consider an Infinite Camera without an ego.

Somewhere between the still and movie camera, I postulate the Infimte
Camera (no truth value should be attached to this postulation, it should be re-
garded as something to write about).

I am looking through a magazine called 35 MM Photography, Spring 1971—
“A Complete Guide,” and on the nside of its cover 1s a marvelous advertise-
ment. It is a photograph of a still camera half submerged in polar waters. I do
not know which pole. Of course, the camera 1s made in Japan—it is a Yashica.
In the background of the advertisement 1s an iceberg. “Like the iceberg, the
greatest part of Yashica’s TL Electro-X 1s hidden beneath the surface”” Now
who could ask for a more Infinite Camera than that? The camera “eliminates
troublesome needles, coils, springs, galvanometers—all moving parts.” With
this in mind, one can imagine thousands of tourists wandering on one of the
ice caps taking countless snapshots of snow drifts. Such shides could be made
into a motion picture. But as one goes deeper into this magazine, the camera
wilderness grows denser. We see the “quick change artist,” the Capro FL-7, the
Ricoh (“You'd have to buy two cameras to get these features”), the Leicoflex
SL (*“You can hear the precision”), and so it goes. Who knows the right camera
to choose? Actually, when [ walk into a camera store, I am overcome by ener-
vation. The sight of rows of equipment fills me with lassitude and longing,
Lenses, light meters, filters, screens, boxes of film, projectors, tripods, and all the
rest of it makes me feel faint. A camera store seems a perfect setting for a hor-

ror movie. A working title might be, Invasion of the Camera Robots; it would be
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based on the Cyclops myth, with the camera clerk as Ulysses. A camera’s eye
alludes to many abysses. Each chick would expose the clerk and his store to
partial anmhilanon. I leave the ending for readers to figure out.

Mevertheless, those abysmal speculations do not keep me away from my
own Kodak Tnstamatic reflex camera. Surrounding the aperture is a lens-
opening scale made for determiming hight conditions—it carries the symbaols
of “cloud” and “sun" The more | consider them, the more they become hiero-
glyphics—a secret code, There are times when light readings are governed by
the cloud. Natural forces combine with automatic functions to create a reglon
of overcast grayness, an area of inarticulaton, dullness, and ambiguicy, All and
all, light 15 dimimished, On the right side of the cloud 15 the symbol of the sun.
The camera thus reminds vs of that most brilliant object the sun—no it 1 not
an object, but rather an undifferentiated conditon from which there is no es-
cape. Photographs are the results of a diminunon of selar energy, and the cam-
era 15 an entropic machine for recording gradual loss of light. No matter how
dazzling the sun, there 15 always something to hide it, therefore to cause it to
be desired. One tends to forget this, when firing flashbulbs in the shadows. As
Paul Valéry pointed our, the sun is a “brilliant error” And 1 should like o add,
that the camera records the results of that “error™

Above the symbaols of cloud and sun on the focusing index 15 the symbol of
“mfinity” Once | had somebody take 400 snapshots of horizons in Seattle, the
recording of such stigmatic vistas and unreachable limits resulted in a collec-
non of banished bits of space. Taking such photos puts the human eve in exile
and brings on a cosmic punishment. The measurable lengths of objects give
comfort and certanty in the face of the infimte. Length tells us how long a
thing 15, 1t 15 a measurement of anything from end to end. This unit leaves out
width and breadth and is opposed to “shoriness” Art yearns to be long not

short

The comparisen of narrative structure to architecture s right,
insofar as both a story and a building make an arrangement ot
an enclosed place for hving, a field of presence for the mind, by
which everything outside of it can be dismissed from concern. It
functions like the frame of a picture, to isolate what goes on inside
it for complete attention and realization,
Quoted i Dopald Sutherland,
Gertrude Stein: A Biography of Her Work

Richard Serra’s film Frame exposes the contradictions of the measured unit.
['he problem thar once attended pantng, namely locating the “framing edge”
is parodied in this film. Measurable lengths are reduced to a joke, and towards
the end of the film Serra himself 15 caught in an illusion. It has also been
brought to my attennon thar this film would not fir on the carefully con

structed screen at the Film Archive
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Michael Snow’s film Wavelength could be seen as a documentary of a single

still photograph of the ocean: the length of the wave is in the slow zoom shot,
that advances through a series of pulsations and color disturbances. The inex-
haustible ocean flux 1s absorbed by the mfinity of the camera flux. Both wave
and length are alienated from time and space. No distances remain to be mea-
sured, no points are to be connected—the ocean dries up into a photograph. It
1s interesting to see Snow now moving into the actual landscape with a deliri-
ous camera of his own invention.

The Land Art films shot by Gerry Schum of the Fernsehgalerie in Berlin
leave something to be desired; nevertheless they do indicate an attempt to deal
with art in the landscape. Television has the power to dilate the “great outdoors”
into sordid frontiers full of grayness and electrical static. Vast geographies are
contracted into dim borders and incalculable sites. Schum’s “Television gal-
lery” proliferates the results of Long, Flanagan, Oppenheim, Beuys, Dibbets,
De Maria, Heizer, and myself over unknown channels which bifurcate into
dissolving terrains.

Yet, within the range of public television as 1t exists in terms of contraction
and diffusion, each artist retains his individual perception of order. An artist may
operate 1n a “closed landscape.” His point of view 1s then based on deliberate
restrictions, he intends to define or plot a self-sustaining autonomous limit
within a containing framework. Thus, the landscape plays the role of an “ob-
Jject” or “unit” that excludes breaks or interruptions. One order or view 1s car-
ried to its logical conclusion. On the other hand there 1s the “open landscape”
which embodies multiple views, some of which are contradictory, whose pur-
pose 1s to reveal a clash of angles and orders within a sense of simultaneity; this
shatters any predictable frame of reference. Intentional “concepts” are sub-
verted. If the closed landscape is a matter of faith and certainty, the open land-
scape 15 a matter of skepticism and uncertainty. Many artists involved with the
landscape have developed out of abstraction which 1s based, for the most part,
on interior enclosures of sculpture parks. The studio and gallery are taken for
granted. Abstraction emerges from a psychological fear of nature, and a distrust
of the organic. Cities are abstract complexes of grids and geometries in flight
from natural forces. The primitive dread of nature that Wilhelm Worringer put
forth as the root of abstraction has devolved into what David Antin calls “afflu-
ent spirituality.” Rather than turn their backs on nature, certain artists are now
confronting it with the medium of the camera, as well as working directly
with it.

It appears that abstraction and nature are merging in art, and that the syn-
thesizer 1s the camera. As soon as one mentions abstraction or nature, many ab-
stractions and natures come to mind. The degrees of abstraction diminish as
one goes from the “city” with its squares and structures to the “country” with
its plowed fields and farm yards, until it vanishes into the “wilderness” with its

unf. . . | frontiers. The patterns of [abstraction] order things [in] the world
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[into] countless frameworks that counter nature’s encroachments. We live in
frameworks and are surrounded by frames of reference, yet nature dismantles
them and returns them to a state where they no longer have integrity.

Today's artist 15 beginning to perceive this process of disintegrating frame-
works as a highly developed condition. Claude Lévi-Strauss has suggested we
develop a new discipline called “Entropology.” The artist and the critic should
develop something similar. The buried cities of the Yucatan are enormous and
heterogeneous time capsules, full of lost abstractions, and broken frameworks.
There the wilderness and the city intermingle, nature spills into the abstract
frames, the containing narrative of an entire civilization breaks apart to form
another kind of order. A film 15 capable of picking up the pieces.

Lets face it, the “human” eye is clumsy, sloppy, and unintelligible when
compared to the camera’s eye. It's no wonder we've had so many demented
and conflicting views of nature. As 1t turns out, ecology is the latest notion of
humanized nature, or what used to be called “naturalism.” Confidence in
“human nature” has gone sour, the unproblematic sense of being human in
the midst of a naive anthropomorphic pantheism leaves mother nature wading
through polluted rivers. But how human 1s a flood or a hurricane? Surely, they
are just as menacing as machines used wrongly. Just when the Positivist thought
he had it made, the Cartesian Spectre comes back to haunt us. Michel Fou-
cault has gone so far as to say that “man” like “God” will disappear as an object
of our knowledge. Hopefully“objects™ themselves will disappear, “specific” or
otherwise. Abstraction like nature is in no way reassuring. Things-in-them-
selves are merely illusions.

A few weeks ago, I read in the New York Times that Alain Reesnais 1s working
on a film that deals with a frustrated mowvie producer, who turns to fighting
pollution. The relationship between pollution and filmmaking strikes me as a
worthwhile area of investigation. Resnais’s landscapes and sites have always re-
vealed a degree of horror and entrapment. In Night and Fog, R esnais contrasts a
pastoral site (shot in technicolor) of a concentration camp overgrown with
grass and flowers, with black and white photographs of horrors from its past.
This suggests that each landscape, no matter how calm and lovely, conceals a
substrata of disaster—a narrative that discloses “no story, no buoyancy, no
plot” (Jean Cayrol: Lazare parmi nous). Deeper than the ruins of concentration
camps, are worlds more frightening, worlds more meaningless. The hells of
geology remain to be discovered. If art history is a nightmare, then what is nat-

ural history?




UNTITLED (1971)

ACROSSTHE COUNTRY THERE AR E MANY MINING AR EAS, DIS
USED QUARRIES, AND POLLUTED LAKES AND RIVERS. ONE
PRACTICAL SOLUTION FOR THE UTILIZATION OF SUCH DEV-
ASTATED PLACES WOULD BE LAND ANDWATER RECYCLING IN
TERMS QOF"EARTH ART. RECENTLY, WHEN ['WAS IIN HOLLAND,
I'WORKED IN A SAND QUARRY THAT WAS SLATED FOR. REDE
VELOPMENT. THE DUTCH ARE ESPECIALLY AWARE OF THE
PHYSICAL LANDSCAPE, A DIALECTIC BETWEEN LAND RECLA-
MATION AND MINING USAGE MUST BE ESTABLISHED. THE
ARTIST AND THE MINER. MUST BECOME CONSCIOUS OF THEM
SELVES AS NATURAL AGENTS. IN EFFECT, THIS EXTENDS TO ALL
KINDS OF MINING AND BUILDING, WHEN THE MINER OR
BUILDER LOSES SIGHT OF WHAT HE IS DOING THROUGH THE
ABSTRACTIONS OF TECHNOLOGY HE CANNOT PRACTICALLY
COPE WITH NECESSITY THE WORLD NEEDS COAL AND HIGH-
WAYS, BUT WE DO NOT NEED THE RESULTS OF STRIP-MINING
OR HIGHWAY TRUSTS. ECONOMICS, WHEN ABSTRACTED FROM
THE WORLIY, IS BLIND TO NATURAL PROCESSES. ART CAN BE-
COME A RESOURCE, THAT MEDIATES BETWEEN THE ECOLO
GIST AND THE INDUSTRIALIST. ECOLOGY AND INDUSTRY ARE
NOT ONE-WAY STREETS, RATHER. THEY SHOULD BE CROSS-
ROADS, ART CAN HELP TO PROVIDE THE NEEDED DIALECTIK
BETWEEN THEM. A LESSON CAN BE LEARNED FROM THE IN
DIAN CLIFF DWELLINGS AND EARTHWORKS MOUNDS. HERE
WE SEE NATURE AND NECESSITY [N CONSORT
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LETTERTO JOHN DIXON  (1972)

799 Greenwich Street
New York, New York 10014
March 13, 1972

Mr. John Dixon

Progressive Architecture

Reinhold Publishing Corporation
600 Summer Street

Stamford

Connecticut 06904

Dear Mr. Dixon:
Here is a list of topics for the discussion at the Boston Museum on April 4:
1. The recycling of disused land masses such as strip mines and quarries in

terms of earth art.

ta

. Decentralized Museum exhibitions—works not confined by galleries or
parks.

. Art works as ongoing developments rather than finished products.

. Art and ecology viewed in terms of social rather than esthetic problems.

. The relationship between farming and earth art.

h o B W

. Alternative to the “Culture Center”—non-transportable art built for

non-neutral sites,

~1

. Changing views of nature. Nature as a physical dialectic rather than a

representational condition. The end of landscape painting and the limits

of idealism.

[ am sure 1n the course of the discussion other things will come up. I am
looking forward to meeting you. I will bring some slides of my Dutch project.
See Arts, November, 1971.

Sincerely,




PRODUCTION FOR PRODUCTION’S SAKE (1972)

Gallery development starting in the late sos and early 60s has given rise to a
cultural economics that feeds on objects and 1deas through a random market.
The “market place of 1deas” removes ideas from any physical reality. Because
galleries and museums have been victims of “cut-backs,” they need a cheaper
product—objects are thus reduced to “ideas,” and as a result we get “Concep-
tual Art.” Compared to isolated objects, isolated ideas in the metaphysical con-
text of a gallery offer the random art audience an esthetic bargain. Painting
and sculpture as 1solated things in themselves are still carriers of class mystifica-
tions such as “quality.” Over-production takes a different form when it comes
to modernist values. A group show of the followers of Anthony Caro only
serves to reinforce the “quality” of Caro’s sculpture. Critical mystification then
reinforces that “influence” by representing or misrepresenting the idea of qual-
ity. The “object of art” becomes more a condition of a confused leisure class,
and as a result the artist is separated from his own work. The patron of an An-
thony Caro 1s thus conditioned by critical representations of reinforced “qual-
ity.” Qualities are used to mask the value of the object, so that it is not merely
an “object” among objects.

Production for production’s sake, art for art’s sake, sex for sex’s sake are in-
terwoven into an economic fabric that gives rise to that curious consumer
called an “art lover.” If you can produce art objects, idea objects, you can also
produce sex objects. Andy Warhol simply produces all three at once, leaving
the problems of quality for quality’s sake to the more class conscious esthetes.
By turning himself into a “Producer,” Warhol transforms Capitalism itself into
a Myth. Anything that you can “think” of can be turned into an object. In a fit
of production hysteria, Paul Morrissey (Village Voice, March 2, 1972) has taken
his cues from Hollywood and seized on violence for violence’s sake. “We want
to appeal to a mass audience, so we're using lots of violence.” The many-are-
called-few-are-chosen school of Michael Fried opposes such mass values. Yet,
on another level the Fried school performs the same function with privileged
values. Fried becomes Caro’s Morrissey, whereas Morrissey becomes Warhol's
Fried. Both Fried and Morrissey condition their audiences in the same way;
their words may be different, “quality” and “violence,” but they are both repre-
senting production for production’s sake. It’s not hard to imagine a film pro-
duction called Quality Violence—opening scene: Holly Woodlawn impales An-
thony Caro, played by Brigid Polk, on one of his sculptures after a violent
argument over quality. The double headed hydra of mass and privileged values

would come full circle.
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UNTITLED (1972)

A dialectic between mming and land reclamation must be developed. Such
devastated places as strip mines could be recycled in terms of earth art. The
arnst and the mmer must become conscious of themselves as natural
agents. When the muner loses consciousness of what he 15 doing through the
abstractions of techneology he cannot cope with his own inherent narure or
external nature. Arc can become a physical resource that mediates bevween the
ecologist and the industrialist. The Peabody Coal, Atlante Raichfield, Garland
Coal and Mining, Pacific Power and Light, and Consolidated Coal com-
pames must become aware of art and nature, or else they will leave pollu-

tion and ruin in their wake,

PROPOSAL  (1971)

for the reclamation of a stnp mine site in terms of Ez

th Art and
~ L

ts refation to the Ohio State University Conference on Art Education

A tooo acre tract in the EgyptValley in southeastern Ohio in the strip mining
region has been slated for a recreation arca by the Hanna Coal Company. The
area as 1t exasts today 15 1n the begimning stages of reclamatnon—grading and
planting, | have made a direct proposal in writing to the President of Hanna
Coal, Mr. Ralph Hatch, advocanng the commussion of an “earth sculprure” as
part of the reclamation program, Such a work would exist as 4 concrete exam-
ple of how art can enter the social and educational process at the same time.
Ot State University 15 planning an international conference on new ap

proaches to art education on April 2-8, 1973, Our ecological awareness indi-
cates that industrial production can no longer remain blind to the visual land-
scape. The arnst, ecologst, and mdustrialise must develop in relation to each
other, rather than continue to work and to produce in iselation. The visual
vilues of the landscape have been tradinonally the domain of those concerned
with the arts. Yet, art, ecology, and industry as they exist today are for the most
part abstracted from the physical realities of specific landscapes or sites. How
we view the world has been in the past conditioned by pamting and writing,
loday, mowvies, photography, and television condition our perceptions and so-
cial behavior. The ecologist tends to see the landscape in terms of the past,
while most industrialists don't see anything at all. The artist must come out of
the tsolation of galleries and museums and provide a concrete consciousness

for the present as it really exists, and not simply present abstractions or utopias.
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The artist must accept and enter into all of the real problems that confront the

ecologist and industrialise. It 15 my hope that the Egypr Valley project will he
realized before the internanonal conference on art educanon, so thar students
and critics can learn from a concrete situation. Art should not be considered a5
merely a huxury, but should work within the processes of actual production
and reclamanon. We should begin to develop an art educanon based on rela

tionships to specific sites. How we see things and places is not a secondary con-
cern, but primary

I have already demonstrated thae it 15 possible to combine reclimation and
art in two completed projects—the Broken Circle in s sand quarry in Holland
which was slated for reclamation, and the Spiral Jerry 1n the Grear Sale Lake,
Utah near an old o1l mining region.

Art on this scale should be supported directly by industry, not only private
art sponsorship. Art would then become a necessary resource, and not an 1so-
lated luxury, The artist must overcome the inequities that come 1n the wake of
blind progress, Such things will be brought to consciousness during the educa-
tional conference. Those in economic power should not thwart such necessary
enterprises. [ am therefore requesting that you endorse my proposal. Arnses
should not be cheated out of doing their work, or forced to exist in the sola-
tion of “art worlds” There should be arnst-consultants 1n every major mdustry

10 America.

Robert Smithson, Bingham Copper Mining Pit, Utah Reclamation Project, 1973
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GLOSSARY OF NAMES

The following brief identifications include people who interviewed Smithson,
who figure prominently in the writings and interviews, or who wrote pieces

that are included in them.

CARL ANDRE (b. 1935), American sculptor, a major and influential figure within the mim-
malist movement. His important site-specific piece, Lever, consisting of 137 bricks lad

side by side on the floor, was included in the “Primary Structures” exhibition in 1066,

JO BAER (b. 1929), American pamnter who has also written art criticism and technical articles.

GREGORY BATTCOCK (b. 1941—1980), American art critic and lecturer who wrote about
contemporary art and edited a number of widely-used anthologies, including Minimal

Art (1968) and Idea Art (1973).

L1ZA BEAR (b. 1942), British writer and filmmaker based in New York. At the time of the

mterview she was the co-founder and editor of Avalanche.

MEL BOCHNER (b. 1940), American artist. At the time of his collaboration with Smithson
he was just beginning to write about art; afterward, he published books on art and the-
ory, including Background Is Not the Margin and Art in Process in 1969. Continues to
work as a writer and conceptual artist.

ANTHONY CARO (b. 1924), English sculptor, closely associated with Clement Greenberg
when Smithson wrote about him. His constructed metal sculprures continue the high
modernist tradition of David Smith.

ROGER CORMAN (b. 1926), American film director and producer. An especially prolific di-
rector, he has worked in a wide range of genres, including westerns, science fiction,
horror, gangster, rock, and hot rod films.

PAUL CUMMINGS, American art historian, curator, and chronicler. At the time of the Smith-
son interview, he was director of the oral histories program of the Archives of Ameri-
can Art.

WALTER DE MARIA (b. 1935), American environmental artist who has sited several of his
works in southwestern American deserts,

JOHN DIXON (b. 1930), American art and architectural historian and designer; was editor
of Progressive Architecture magazine.

VIRGINIA DWAN, owner of the Dwan Gallery, where Smithson had one-person exhibi-
tons n 1966, 1968, 1969, and 1970 and where the groundbreaking “Earthworks” exin-
bition took place 1n 1968

DAN FLAVIN (b. 1933), American artist. A minimalist sculptor who has worked with fluo-
rescent tubes since 1963, he participated in the “Primary Structures” exhibition at the
Jewish Museum in 1966 and in Documenta IV in 1968,

MICHAEL FRIED (b. 1939), American critic and art historian. During the 1960s, he was closely
associated with Clement Greenberg and formalist criticism.

DAN GRAHAM (b. 1942), American performance and conceptual artist who also writes
about art.

CLEMENT GREENBERG (1909-1004), American art critic, Arguably the most influential
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critic of the postwar peniod, he emphasized formal purity and fidelity to the inherent

qualities of the medium, a viewpoint in direct opposition to Smithson’s thinking

HANS HAACKE (b. 1936), German-born artist based in the United States. A pioneening

conceptual artist, he has been deeply engaged in critiques of capitalise socieoyv.

MICHAEL HEIZER (b 1044), American arcst. A ploneering practifioner of site-specitic
earth art, especially well-known for Double Nepative (1965=70), a 24o,000-ton dis-

plicement in the MNevada desert

NANCY HOLT (b. 1038), American artist. A pioneer in site-specific public sculprare, she
alse makes films, videotapes, and installations, She and Smithson were married from
163 until his death

PETER HUTCHINSON (b 1932), British-born artist based 1n the United States. A concep-
tual and emvironmental artist, in 1968 he published three notable articles, “Earth in
Upheaval" in Arts; “Science Fiction: An Aesthetic for Science.” in Art Infernational, and
“Is There Life on Earth? in Ant in America

NEIL JENNY (b 1043}, American artst whose works developed an increasingly disect envi-
ronmental message

DONALD JUDD (1928=1004), American artist. A proneering nummalist sculptor who em-
ploved modular units and drew attention to the concrete, literal presence of sculptural
works. Also wrote crinicism and essays on are,

ALLAN EAPROW (b, 1927), Amernican artist, widely known for staging and writng about
Happenings. Has subsequently taught at various universities and art schools

GYORGY KEPES (b rgot), Hungarian-born arost based i the Umeed Stares, Worked as a
painter and teacher and edired volumes of Braziller’s Vision and Value series

BRUCE KURTZ (b tg43), American art historian and curator, At the tine of his mterview
with Snuthson, he taught art hastary ae Hlartwick College,

PHILIF LEIDER (b, 1920}, American editor and art historian, As edivor of Anforum from 1064
to 1971, he encouraged Southson in s writing and published several of his arncles,

SOL LEWITT (b 1028), American artist. Known mainly as 2 mmnimal and conceptual artase,
placing emphasis on systemic logic and generative procedures,

WILLIAM ©. LIFKE (b 1936), American art histonan, Dunng the 19608, he taught art his-
tory at Cornell Umiversity. He 15 presently professor of art hastory at the Unoversity of
Vermont,

RICHARD LONG (b, 1945), Enghsh environmental artist who makes art out of long walks
throughout the countryaide and creates internor installatons with materals such as

rocks and mud,

ROBERT MORRIS (b 1931), Amencan arust who helped proneer nummahst, conceptual,
and earth art as well as the “pew dance™ associated with the Judson Church.

GREGOIRE MULLER (b, 1947). American arnst. A painter and installation artist, he was the

editor of Arls magazine from 1970 to 1972

KENNETH NOLAND (b 1924}, American color field painter who was closely asociated
with Clement Greenberg

PATSY NORVELL (b, 1942), American artist, now domng public sculprure. At the tme she in-

terviewed Smithson she was a practicing artist working on a master’s thesis

BRIAN O'DOHEETY (b 1914), Insh-born writer and sculptor {under the name Patnick Ire-
land) based in the United States. He was director of the Visual Arts Program of the
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National Endowment for the Arts from 1060 to 1976 and has been director of the

Media Arts Program simce 1976.

JULES OLITSKI (b. 1922), Russian-born American artist. A painterly abstractionist closely

associated with Clement Greenberg,

DENNIS OPPENHEIM (b. 1938), American sculptor who works in various materials and
forms. As an earth artist, he participated in the 1969 “Earthworks” exhibition at Cornell.

GIANNI PETTENA (b. 1940), Italian architectural theorist. At the time of the Smithson inter-
view, he was visiting architect at the University of Utah Graduate School of Architec-

ture. Now teaches at the University of Florence,

AD REINHARDT (1913—1967), American abstract painter known for his “black” paintings.
His famous cartoon,“"How to Look at Modern Art in America,” was first published in

PM magazine in 1946.

ANTHONY ROBBIN (b. 1943), American artist, A painter at the nme that he did the Smith-

son mterview, he now makes public sculprure.

MOIRA ROTH (b. 1933), American art historian. Her interview with Smuthson was part of a
series of mnterviews she did with artists and crities while working on her dissertation
on Duchamp’s role in contemporary American art. She now teaches art history at
Mills College.

IRVING SANDLER (b. 1925), American critic and art historian. Published the earliest notice
of Smithson's work, a review of his first one-man show (which ran from October 17 to
November 5, 1959, at the Artists Gallery, New York) in the October 1959 issue of Art
News. He is known especially for his history of Abstract Expressionism, The Triumph of
American Painting (1970).

WILLOUGHBY SHARP (b, 1930), American writer, curator, and gallery owner. He was co-

founder and publisher of Avalanche.

EVA SCHMIDT (b. 1057), German art historian. Did her doctoral dissertation on Smithson’s
work; now director of the Gesellschaft flir Aktuelle Kunst . V., Bremen.

ALISON SKY (b. 1940), American artist. Involved in public art, language, and sculpture, she
was a co-founder of SITE, created to fuse art, architecture, sculpture, language, and pub-
lic spaces. Her nterview with Smithson, which took place about two months before
his death, was done as part of the On Site on Energy series.

TONY SMITH (1912—1981), American artist. A pioneer in exploring the idea of the holistic
unage in large-scale sculptures that deeply impressed the younger minimalists.

PAUL TONER (b. 1948), interviewed Smithson for an art history course he was taking with
Lawrence Alloway. He worked at both the Dwan Gallery and the John Weber Gallery
in the early 1970s.

GUNTHER UECKER (b. 1930), German artist who makes sculpture in a variety of forms and
materials

JOHN WEBER (b. 1932), American art dealer. Owner of the John Weber Gallery, New York,
where Smithson showed from 1971 until his death. The gallery has represented the
Smithson Estate since 1973.

DENNIS WHEELER (1946—1977), Canadian art historian and filmmaker.




BIBLIOGRAPHY OF WRITINGS BY ROBERT SMITHSON

Entries give first publication and are arranged chronolegically within each
SeChon

ARTICLES, STATEMENTS, FPOEMS

“From the Walls of Dis.” 1g59—61. In Robert Smithson Unearthed: Dvageings, Collages, Writings,
ed. Eugenie Tsu. MNew York: Columbias University Press, 1991, pp. 54—55.

“Tor the Flayed Angels, 195061 In Tsai, pp. s6—54,

"From the City”" 195961 In Tsai, pp. so—60.

“The lconography of Desolation.” c. to6iz2. In Tsa, pp. 61=68

“The Elinunator” 1g6g4, In The Writings of Robert Smitison, ed. Manoy Hole. New York: New
York University Press, 1979, p. 207.

“Quirk Millions.” 1965, In Brian O'Doherty, Arr "85 Lesser Knoww and Unkunown Painsers, Young
Senlprers, American Express Pavilion Catalogue, New York World's Fair, pp. 6—fg

“Donald Tudd" 1965, In 7 Selpiors. Philadelphia Institete of Contemporary Art Catalogue
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Since the 1979 publication of The Whitings of Robert Smithson, Robert
Smithson's significance as a spokesman for a generation of artists has
been widely acknowledged and the importance of his thinking to
contemporary artists and art critics continues to grow. This copiously
illustrated, revised and expanded edition includes a new introduction
by Jack Flam, hard-to-find articles, and previously unpublished essays,
interviews, and poems. Together these reveal Robert Smithson's
unique way of writing and speaking and vividly convey his highly
original, wide-ranging thoughts on art and culture.

“Smithson read widely and used that reading to create a style of

criticism that is unique and deeply personal. ‘One must remember,” he

says, ‘that writing on art replaces presence by absence by substituting

the abstraction of language for the real thing." His own vivid and very

beautiful prose often provides some equivalent for that presence.”
—David Carrier, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism

“An argument could be made that Robert Smithson is at least as
important as a thinker and critic as he is as an artist, and in the art
history of the 70s, his words are certain to be returned to and
returned to. He is one of those figures whose thought at once defines
and transcends his own time."”
—~Arthur C. Danto, author of Playing with the Edge: The
Photographic Achievement of Robert Mapplethorpe

“Smithson's writings transcend immediate occasions and achieve
significance as the products of an original, gifted, startling mind.”
~Stuart Morgan, Art Journal

ROBERT SMITHSON (1938-1973), one of the most important artists
of his generation, produced sculpture, drawings, photographs, films,
and paintings in addition to the writings collected here.

JACK FLAM is Distinguished Professor of Art History at Brooklyn
College and the Graduate Center of the City University of New York
and author of Matisse on Art.

Cover: Robert Smithson on the Spiral Jetty.

1970. Photo by Gianfranco Gorgoni.
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