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Robert Smithson: An
Esthetic Prospector
in the Mining Industry

(PART 1: the 1960s)

Ron Graziani

Fainting, sculpture and architecture are finished, but the art habit
continues.
Robert Smithson, 1966

Like Eliot said, “I'll show you fear in a handful of dust” ... The
eternalizing aspect is permeated with a kind of terrible mortality.
Robert Smithson, 1969°

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 without even trying.

Robert Smithson, 1970°

Consistently, Robert Smithson’s earth art came from places marked
either by heavy industry or its sibling, modern urbanization. Smithson
framed the encounter between environment and industry within an
esthetics of confinement, one that relied on — as he often described it —
a kind of shoreline, a place of demarcation, an edge where differences
met. Often, that mediating edge was waste itself, spoil from an
abandoned site. Those remains archived an industrialized life style and its
view of nature as rich in mineral resources. Not unexpectedly, as part of
the growing ecological debates of the late 1960s, Smithson and his art of
demarcation were already contributors among many.

By the second half of the 1960s, the kind of discarded sites Smithson
chose had also captured the public’s interest, and cleaning them up was
becoming something of a public mandate. In the ensuing confrontations,
Smithson chose to side with those who were economically tied to the
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minerals the earth’s crust could supply, a position that would necessarily
pit him against those who were fueling the growing politics of ecology.
The interests of both mining and political climates were key factors in the
structural logic of Smithson’s esthetics. A history of each will play a
significant role in salvaging what has been discarded by subsequent
historical accounts of his art. Despite the changes that have occurred in
the discipline of art history over the last twenty years, including a social
investigation of the discipline itself, the issue of patronage in the
production and reception of art continues to play an insignificant role in
the critical analysis of contemporary art. Accounts of Smithson’s
productions are no exception, ranging from Smithson: the “formalist ...
fascinated only by the look and scale of waste,”*or Smithson the
postmodern allegorist deconstructing classical forms of representation
with “fragmentary, inconclusive, digressive types of storytelling.”

Elsewhere, I have dealt with how Smithson’s estheticized s(p)oil was a
historically conscious (de)tour through the semiotics of the picturesque-
sublime.’ I argued that within the success of Smithson’s art, a significant
esthetic convention was inevitably communicated; in the art by
Smithson, that convention took the form of the picturesque-sublime.
While the significance of any art will be tied to some esthetic con-
ventionality — the horizon within which successful art is circumscribed
— esthetic traditions, likewise, are no less attached to other disciplinary
traditions. And that includes the political and economic habits of those
whose commitment to art help to establish the significance of particular
artistic practices. The present essay pursues this connection in terms of
how Smithson understood an esthetics of the land from the econocentric
perspectives of the natural sciences. My intent is not to reveal the earliest
moment Smithson began to develop his use of industrial waste so as to
prove his originality, but to view the success of Smithson’s innovative art
within the emerging conservationist politics of the 1960s.

The anamorphic angle of this essay is in part determined by the current
state of affairs which has seen the environmental movement spawn a huge
bureaucracy of resource legal eagles. Opting for liberal reform policies
rather than fundamental change in the postindustrial politics of profit,
litigation currently revolves around establishing environmentally safe
tolerances within an economic goal of “sustainable development”.” As a
support mechanism, a wide array of revisionist ecological paradigms have
also taken philosophical root since the 1960s, from the anthropocentric
“new conservationist” movement to the more radical tactics of eco-
warriors. The biocentric philosophies of deep ecology, the deconstructive
framework of the ecofeminists as well as the various proposals of
stewardship put forth by social ecologists have all helped to give shape to
the recent eco-philosophical debates.
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Concomitantly, the culture industry has also expanded its ecological
base; for example, in 1992, the College Art Association devoted its
summer issue of Art Journal exclusively to the theme of art and ecology.
This journal presented a wide variety of ecologically based esthetic
activities, inscribed within a range of ecological paradigms and anchored
with the historical precedents set by European artist Joseph Beuys and the
bio-esthetics of Americans Helen and Newton Harrison. Conspicuously
missing was the art by Robert Smithson. This omission seemed somewhat
peculiar, considering that the theme of this summer issue was a critique
of the anthropocentric thrust of modern materialism and its detrimental
impact on North American bio-regions. Not only did Smithson’s chosen
terrain, the Garden State of “New” Jersey, identify the culprit of this
detrimental activity as a European transplant, but he also used the Jersey
techno-gardens as (de)tours into the scionic esthetics of an American
picturesque-sublime.

Omitting Smithson from the publication was, by itself, not disturbing,
for art historical accounts necessitate calculated omissions. But coupled
with the issue’s subtheme, marginalizing Smithson takes on greater
ramifications. Despite a spirit of pluralism, the publication’s range of art
centered either around developing interdisciplinary proposals that
advocated the need for restoring a sense of balance to our global
ecosystem, or esthetic displays of the ecological havoc industrialized
communities have generated. Lacking were any artistic practices that go
below the synthetic nature of these blueprints before they take hold of our
psychic perceptions, a practice this essay will argue preoccupied
Smithson. His ecological position embraced many of the parameters used
in the summer issue — Smithson and the artists discussed in the summer
issue avoided the idealistic denials of their respective decade and both
believed in collaborative or participatory positions. While also opting for
a paradigmatic shift, Smithson nonetheless refused to present a
fundamental or partial solution to the environmental crisis. Whereas the
summer issue of Art Journal presented a range of eco-gestalts geared
toward damage control, be they environmental or psychic, Smithson’s
geological narrations used a variety of “enlightened” disciplinary
practices to tell a different story.

By the late 1960s, Smithson would insist that he had “mapped [his
chosen] sites in terms of esthetic boundaries rather than political or
economic boundaries.”® Notwithstanding, contemporaries complained that
Smithson’s art — for example his 1967-69 series of Non-sites, or more
specifically the bins of debris in those Non-sites — recalled “the areas of
those vast terraced depressions created by copper mining excavations.”’
Taken together, these two quotes may suggest a naive artist who still
believed in the autonomy of art while unwittingly estheticizing the
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industrial methods of mining. But Smithson, who understood the intimate
relationship between industry and art in anything but naive terms, argued:
“Technological ideology has no sense of time other than its immediate
‘supply and demand’ and its laboratories function as blinders to the rest of
the world. Like the refined ‘paints’ of the studio, the refined ‘metals’ of its
laboratory exist within an ‘ideal system’.”!

Smithson’s esthetics assumed not only that many of the traditional
anticipations from industrial progress were no longer appropriate in the
current situation, but also how that realization was creating, on a societal
level, an ambivalence viscous in its circularity. As part of the instabilities
of the late 1960s — when a shifting of power relations had yet to be
determined — Smithson’s esthetic s(p)oil came to play a useful role. But
like it or not, history is, in part, what the present makes of it. As a
participant in the post-conservative politics of 1992, Smithson’s
ecological position must have seemed inappropriate for the editors of Art
Journal. What has yet to be decided, however, is how Smithson’s esthetic
dosage of confinement recalled the ecological realities of an
industrialized life style. This essay will pursue that topic through
Smithson’s relationship with the mining industry and how he relied on the
various disciplinary practices of the physical sciences to define his
esthetic position.

In 1965, in response to the growing controversy over the environmental
impact of mining, Congress enacted the Appalachian Regional Devel-
opment Act directing the Secretary of the Interior to make a survey and
study of strip-mining operations." The subject of how to handle mining
sites was not new; it had a long legislative history. Between 1949 and
1964 alone, spanning the 81st through the 88th Congress, close to 40 bills
related to regulating the mining industry “were introduced. Although none
of these efforts resulted in any significant legislative action.”'> But the
1960s would witness an acceleration in the mining industry’s environ-
mental recklessness. Equipped with technological improvements and an
inevitable concern for cost effectiveness (profit), the mining industry was
in the midst of redirecting its operations; from 1961 to 1971, the surface
mining of coal, for example, (the cheapest but also most devastating type
of mining in environmental terms) doubled in output in comparison to the
more expensive deep mining of coal which dropped by 50 percent.

Countering the continued Congressional gridlock and the mining
industry’s increased devastating impact on the land, an environmental
awareness movement took root and turned to the general public for
support in its call for more strident regulatory guidelines concerning strip
mining. By the end of the 1960s widespread concern for the environment
saw the once obscure science of ecology become a household word.
Membership in environmental groups — from the long-established Sierra
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Club or Friends of the Earth to back-to-nature counter-culture youth
movements — skyrocketed. A somewhat misguided grass root abolitionist
lobbying campaign to stop strip mining altogether had even surfaced in
Congress. In January of 1970, the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) became law, and the National Resource Defense Council quickly
began bringing suit after suit to enforce regulatory details on
environmental issues. On April 22, 1970, the first Earth Day was
celebrated. The numerous teach-ins held across the country that day were
seen by many as consciousness-raising opportunities to reflect on the
ecological consequences of our modern life style.” That year, Smithson
would cryptically speak of “seeing the handwriting on the wall,”
suggesting, “all these sins, and here 2000 coming so near, sin
everywhere, the dead river, with its black oil slime, the crucified river
instead of the crucified man, when do you think they’ll start burning
polluters at the stake?”™*

Typically, Smithson came to see this historic moment in entropic
terms: “On one side you have the idealistic ecologist and on the other
side you have the profit-desiring miner ... you have this stalemate ... Two
irreconcilable situations hopelessly going over the same waterfall. It
seems that one would have to recognize this entropic condition rather
than try to reverse it.”"> As an artist, recognizing this entropic condition
meant framing this unresolved ambivalent situation — the tension
between an ever-consuming mining industry and the various manic forms
of re-managing its accumulating debris — in esthetic terms. As Smithson
argued, when there was “talk about preserving the environment or
conserving energy or recycling, one inevitably got to the question of
waste.”'® But his use of our industrial wasteland differed from T.S. Eliot’s
romantic version. Smithson’s position was to “accept the entropic
situation and more or less learn how to re-incorporate the things that seem
ugly” He saw “the nostalgia for the pre- [read, a return to some pre-
industrialized natural environment] ... as a kind of rinky-dink idea of
nature ... a kind of Humpty [Dump]ty way of doing things,” a form of
nostalgia that held for Smithson a “kind of picture book sentimentality, a
very trite romanticism of what the balance of nature is” about. Smithson’s
use of industrial waste avoided “going upward into the ideal”"” nor did he
resort to the one-dimentional picturesque images used to screen over what
Smithson felt were “the really frightening problems” attendant to the
collapse of nature.”® Participating in the tradition of the picturesque-
sublime, Smithson reiterated, “the people of my generation have grown
up in the industrial blight, and it’s no rustic woodside that we
remember.’”” Made in early 1970, this statement attests to how Smithson
conceptualized the conventions of the picturesque-sublime in his Partially
Buried Woodshed at Kent State, completed in January of that year.?



Early in his career, ruins had become Smithson’s terrain, but the ruins
he chose were a different sort than the type deployed through the category
of the picturesque-sublime. During the second half of the 1960s, the
Garden State of New Jersey provided Smithson with all sorts of modern
day versions of machine-in-the-garden situations, for example, his 1967
article, “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey,”and
subsequent “tourist” excursions to the site. Intentionally echoing
promotional tours that have traditionally used the esthetics of the
picturesque to stimulate commercial interest, Smithson chose the
construction site for a new highway along the Passaic River — just one of
many highways that were under construction in New Jersey.

The construction ruins he chose in Passaic were in turn analogized
with nature’s own entropic geological processes. The notion of entropy
was a prolific metaphor in the 1960s and the term had a broad range of
meanings. The source Smithson used extensively came from the physical
sciences, specifically geomorphology — the science that deals with the
description of nature and mineral phenomena and the history of
geological change through the interpretation of the earth’s topographic
features.” In geomorphological terms, geological flows (or alluvial fans)
refer to slow-moving masses that widen or fan out as they proceed —
which necessarily includes a slowing down or thermodynamic loss of
energy to propel them. Smithson not only chose to equate industrial
expansion to this reading of entropy, he also chose his sites accordingly;
for example, the specific vicinities of New Jersey which Smithson used
for his series of Non-sites were within a terminal moraine — a wall of
accumulated debris or broken rock deposited by a glacier — a mass of
moving crystals (ice) flowing under its own weight. Geological massings
in the form of terminal moraines, volcanic flows or alluvial fans would be
the chosen terrain for Smithson’s esthetics including his subsequent land
reclamation projects of the 1970s.

In the Passaic travelogue, Smithson equated the technologized process
of urban sprawl to the various types of flows that have shaped the earth’s
crust. Fossilized as monuments of alluvial debris, the ruins of Passaic
located the future-in-reverse, reattaching to the picturesque travelogue
and its ideology of manifest destiny the sublime reality of its entropic
inevitability. Smithson’s reconceptualization of the sublime ingredient as
a slow, drawn out, low-energy form of entropic inevitability — instead of
the traditional pictorial image of debris from an awe-inspiring powerful
force — locates this “suburban odyssey” as neither romantic nor cynical,
neither nostalgic nor condemning. In short, Smithson had no intention of
transcending his archaeological narrative of modern society’s entropic
confinement.

Smithson’s Pours of 1968-69 were another way he analogized industrial
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expansion with geological similarities. For Asphalt Rundown, Concrete
Pour and Glue Pour, Smithson used fabricated (industrially produced)
materials and “naturally” re-sited them as geological alluvial massings.
These Pours take their forms from the condition of the site, doubling the
process of an alluvial wash. Smithson didn’t film these Pours in action,
arguing that he wasn’t “interested in process itself” but in the image of an
alluvial “process absorbed.”” For Asphalt Rundown in Italy (1969) the
Roman ruin was the erosion that had occurred at an abandoned quarry
site, a process known as creep — a type of downward movement of soil
and rock that occurs on the steep walls of abandoned quarry sites. The
creep acted like a mold that the poured asphalt filled on its path down the
wall of the quarry slope.

But Asphalt Rundown was more than merely a fictionalized fill, an
inverted reenactment of the way the surface of the earth behaves. The
asphalt Pour brought together the issues of mining, transportation and the
picturesque that preoccupied Smithson throughout his career. Smithson
not only trucked the manufactured asphalt to the site but he had to build
the road to the top of the promontory overlooking a section of Rome’s
Cava di Selce — the quarry site chosen for the Pour — re-enacting the
general mining procedure of first having to gouge out roads before mining
a desired site. A photograph of this road used on the invitation card for a
1969 show of Smithson’s at Dwan Gallery, attests to the road’s
construction as an integral part of the Pour.

For Smithson, Asphalt Rundown in Rome also recalled the falls of
Paterson, New Jersey and “all the associations you could have from the
falls of Paterson”? — Smithson’s childhood backyard. Paterson, New
Jersey, situated on a dormant volcano, is recorded as our nation’s first
planned industrial city. Late in the eighteenth century, the Great Falls of
Paterson and the waterways of the Passaic River were harnessed to power
the city’s factories. Ironically, Paterson soon became a manufacturing
center for locomotives, the preeminent machine in many a 19th-century
frontier landscape disciplined under the desires of Manifest Destiny.”
With reference to Smithson’s own delight in science fiction and B-rated
movies, one could even say Paterson, New Jersey was for Smithson an
urbanized place for the sublime where Volcanic Nature Met the Furnace
of Industry.

By 1966, Smithson had had first-hand experience in the engineering
practices of mapping geological terrain while he served as artist
consultant for a Dallas/Fort Worth air terminal project. Although never
proceeding beyond the drawing stage, crystalline structures determined
how Smithson was to tackle the aspects of the terrain he was assigned.
Although the project was never realized, it did stimulate Smithson to
write a 1967 essay “Toward the Development of an Air Terminal Site.” In
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that essay, Smithson argued for a type of futuristic air transportation, one
based on abstract prefabricated crystal systems of pyramidal or tetragonal
units. Time travel itself was understood as a crystalline structure, with the
aircraft inhabiting that space given names like “Tetragonal Terror” — a
kind of mapped sublime or, again, the picturesque-sublime.* Smithson
ultimately chose to relocate the doomed air terminal project into an
imaginary park; equating the length of the would-have-been Texas runway
with the length of Central Park. He conveniently closed the essay with a
mention of the Pine Barrens of New Jersey (the site of Smithson’s soon-
to-be first Non-site) as another possible site-to-be organized in a similar
way by art.

The air terminal-as-a-park essay targeted a regional audience actively
engaged in deciding what to do with the New Jersey Pine Barrens. That
same year, New Yorker magazine published an extensive two-part
picturesque travelogue into the Pine Barrens, which the author described
as a “glaciated farm”—again, the sublime tamed.* Treating this large
section of New Jersey as an endangered species, the author, who
referenced two competing proposals for transforming sectors of the Pine
Barrens — into a huge international jetport or a national recreation park
area — felt that “the state had about five years to act,” dolefully
concluding that the picturesqueness of the Pine Barrens was slowly
heading toward extinction.® Wedging into the current discourse, Smithson
proposed an air terminal-in-a-park development for the Pine Barrens — an
“entirely new way to order the terrain,” a way that would bring “into view
a vast garden.””

This was 1967, and the efforts of a few groups were finally beginning
to make headway into the public exposure of the devastating reality of
mining practices.”® Congress had also just responded with its own
revisionist ecological blueprint for the mining community — a colorfully
illustrated report titled Surface Mining and our Environment, a report two
years in the making. Together with dramatic photos and a variety of charts
tables and diagrams, the 1967 report told of how the industrial mining
process had scarred, ripped and polluted the environment. The report’s
conclusion called for “elementary principles of resource management, to
put a stop to unnecessary damage from future mining, and begin an
orderly program to repair the damage from past mining.’?

Outlined in this report was a “new conservationism” one that no longer
grounded its rhetoric in the poetics of the 19th-century transcendentalists
— those who had helped steer the conservationist movement into the 20th
century. The Congressional ‘newer’ version of conservationism was now
based on the cost-benefit analysis of the modern-day resource manager,
drawing on the voice of Gifford Pinchot (founder and Director of the U.S.
Forest Services) to substantiate its statistics. The report also displaced
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the “back to approximate original contour” doctrine that had been part of
the Congressional reclamation debates since the late 1940s. The doctrine
would have required mining companies to return a disturbed site back to
the way it had been before it had been mined. The eco-logic was (and
still is), if technology could mine the site, technology could also restore
the disturbed site to an image of virgin or untouched nature, as if it had
never been touched by the mining industry. Despite a persistent lobbying
campaign by environmental groups for a “back to approximate original
contour” doctrine, the basic Congressional parameter defining
reclamation would change. With the 1967 report, “back to a useful
condition” became the regulating guideline. As the then-Secretary of the
Interior plainly stated before a Congressional committee: “Let me make
the record clear about our use of the word reclamation. In the context of
surface mining we do not consider reclamation to mean restoration of the
land to its original condition.”* The report received much attention in
Congress, and by 1968, both the House and the Senate had held hearings
on strip-mining activities. The guidelines stipulated in the 1967 report
helped to direct the course of the debates and subsequent bills that came
out of those hearings. But despite this flurry of activity, 1968 saw no
detailed standards develop, and with strong opposition from the mining
industry, the proposed bills stalled in Congress.

On the heels of the ecological debates in Congress, the culture
industry was not far behind in developing an esthetics for earth art, with
Dwan Gallery as a primary promoter and backer during the early years.
Smithson’s 1966 Tar Pool and Gravel Pit, with its inner configuration of
(hot) tar center and outer blue (cool) framing bin — rectangulating an
entropic cooling down massing — was an early earth art shown at Dwan
Gallery. For Smithson, Virginia Dwan — a Minnesota mining and
manufacturing heiress — played the classic role of patron, supporting him
throughout the second half of the 1960s. Meeting in 1966, their
relationship stabilized Smithson’s professional career.’» While on a
stipend, Smithson was accompanied by Virginia Dwan on many
excursions that he later developed into Non-sites including Pine Barrens;
Bangus, Pennsylvania; and his Yucatan Incidences.

Conceptualizing the habits of mining, Virginia Dwan later recalled
how Smithson would “squander almost nightly” a barrage of peculiar
syntax, quoting such phrases as “the refuse between mind and matter was
a mine of information.” Dwan promoted Smithson’s art as a form of
reclamation, salvaging the accumulating s(p)oil of industrial progress.
Estheticizing the growing ecological demands for reclaiming post-mining
sites, she argued Smithson’s art as sites where “the ruins of an industrial
age ... were enhanced, [places] where taboos of negatives and nihilism
were tossed aside. From these places sprang new energy and productivity
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... the dreadful and the banal were made mythic and romantic.”* In
addition, when describing her relationship with Smithson, Dwan glorified
it in the language of Manifest Destiny, finding their excursions together
and “the idea of virgin land ... very exciting in this context ... [adding]
we had a terrifically pioneering feeling.”** Considering Smithson’s
predilection for abandoned sites, what she described must have been their
excitement at applying the latest esthetic practice to a landscape,
revealing the latter to have been underdeveloped all along. In many ways
Virginia Dwan voiced the general (and growing) societal ambivalence of
what to do with both the anticipated thrills of industrial profit and its
accumulating destructiveness. In 1968, Dwan Gallery launched
“Earthworks” with a group show. Included was Smithson’s Franklin, New
Jersey Non-site, the first of his Non-sites that dealt specifically with an
abandoned mining site.

For his part, Smithson continued to pursue a growing commitment to
abandoned quarries and his long-standing interests in crystallography and
map-making in general. Smithson had spent the second half of 1967
unsuccessfully trying to buy (through Dwan Gallery) specific parcels of
land in the Pine Barrens. He intended to construct a system of outdoor
pavements at the sites. His ultimate failure to procure such tracts resulted
in Smithson’s first Non-site, his Pine Barrens which referenced a run-down
airstrip. This first of a series of Non-sites had a well-developed
infrasystem that included a topographic map, a verbal description and
wooden bins, in this case containing sand.

For the next three years, Smithson would develop a series of Non-sites
that dealt with sites that had either been overused by industry to the point
of discard — no longer of any commercial value — or abandoned sites
ready for an environmental face lift. Smithson argued his art in terms of
how it left unresolved the ambivalence that has been operative in
Manifest Destiny since the 19th century, a compulsive reenactment Dwan
(and the subsequent reception Smithson’s art has generated) conveniently
displaced with her synthetic version of Smithson’s art. Similar to the
(de)tours he would take through the conventions of the picturesque,
Smithson’s Non-sites (dis)played the disciplines of crystallography and
cartography. His esthetic practice staged the arbitrariness and contingent
nature of crystallography, cartography or, for that matter, any type of con-
tainment or narrative.* In theoretical parlance that meant destabilizing
the closure that had occurred within the humanistic discourse of the
Enlightenment. Replacing the leaf — the Enlightenment’s symbol of pro-
gressive growth and thought — Smithson used the crystal, or more acc-
urately, the discipline of crystallography to structure his esthetics of con-
finement.* More to the point, the structure of Smithson’s art emphasized
that crystalline systems, as forms of classifications, are arbitrary grids —
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imaginary axes or lines of references — used to differentiate the various
types of crystals. In other words, Smithson was well aware that an arb-
itrary (even to the point of being a fictional) narrative structured the sci-
ence of crystallography. Using the practice of crystallography — in
which, at best, the lines of reference used to describe the difference in
crystalline planes are imaginary planes of demarcation — Smithson also
took the disciplinary premises of map-making into its own necessarily fic-
tional space, commenting in 1969: “You lay a grid on the globe the same
way that you lay a grid on the crystal ... even though both are rooted in
the material.”*

Smithson designed maps whose systems of referencing prospected sites
were constructed in order to emphasize mapping’s arbitrariness, deploying
a wide range of configurations. For example, he had used a negative
photostat roadmap of the region along the Passaic River in “A Tour of the
Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey” — the configuration of which was a
pictorial expanded sequence of one of Smithson’s sculptures. The map
images the region of the Passaic River, but as a negative photostat it also
references — in true picturesque fashion — not the external site but
another prior map as the source of its design of the Passaic River region.
Smithson expanded on the mapping equation in his series of Non-sites,
superimposing various types of grid systems, often crystalline in shape.
For the Pine Barrens, Smithson re-fabricated a topographic map in the
shape of a hexagon; for Franklin Furnace, he used an aerial map shaped
as a single axis of a hexagonal crystalline structure; in Line of Wreckage,
he shaped the stratigraphic map in terms of what was referenced in the
map, a line; in Palisades, the fictionality of the science of mapping shows
itself by simply being an outdated 1874 map; and in Mono Lake, the map
itself is imaged as a frame.

In an unpublished essay titled “A Provisional: The Theory of Non-
sites” Smithson defined the Non-site as a “metaphorical representation of
an actual site even though the Non-site did not resemble the site. [It was
a] three dimensional picture which didn’t look like a picture ... The little
theory [of Non-sites] is tentative and could be abandoned at any time,
like the earth structure.”” Smithson’s initial Pine Barrens Non-site set up a
series of crystallographic-like grids — an abstract infrasystem consisting
of hexagonal map and corresponding bin configuration — in referencing
the Pine Barrens airstrip site. Arguing the relationship between the site
and non-site as similar to the disciplinary systemization of crystals,
Smithson stated “the quartz crystal has six sides in its raw state but that
they are irregular, it was only when you locate this crystalline lattice in
the abstract that it becomes based on a hexagonal lattice”*® The maps
and bins of Pine Barrens map out and stabilize an otherwise somewhat
scattered arrangement at the site. Using a 1967 topographic map to locate
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the region surrounding the air field, Smithson superimposed a hexagonal
infrasystem locating (in red dots) the places from which the sand in the
bins had been taken. He re-configured the central hexagonal bin as an X
on the map. The X that marked the center of the mapped hexagonal
system defined, for Smithson, how “the map had six vanishing points that
lose themselves in a pre-existent earth mound.”® In an unpublished
section of a 1966 article that Smithson wrote for Harper’s Bazaar titled
“The X Factor in Art,” he defined the X factor as the infinity ingredient in
all systems of containment.” All of Smithson’s Non-sites were, as he
suggested, “jeopardized forms of map-making.”*

A similar conceptual ambivalence appeared that same year in what
Smithson called his Non-site #2, Line of Wreckage, Bayonne New Jersey.
Here, Smithson again ties urban development directly to the geological
phenomenon of an entropic alluvial process. As he suggested in his 1966
article “Entropy and the New Monuments,” once the “cloying effect of
urban values wears off, one perceives the facts of the outer edge ... that
infinitesimal condition known as entropy.”* Smithson described the Line
of Wreckage as the “entropic spin-off from New York City.”” New York City
became “the point of a crystalline pyramidal structure” with sprawling
“Bayonne being the runoff,” the bottom of the slow alluvial flow of urban
sprawl — what Smithson called the “forbidden cold zone” of
urbanization. The Non-site was an image of an “obliterated linearity,” or
as Smithson called it, an image of a continual “buildup of breakdown” or
“the wrecked line”*

If the actual Bayonne site disrupted the whole notion of any kind of
linearity, the Non-site’s infra-systems nonetheless re-stabilized the “linear
emerging from the wreckage.” The purple bin containing recycled clean
fill (broken concrete/asphalt from a disused road, used to shore up the
shoreline coast of Smithson’s chosen site), the snapshot photos (what
Smithson called a kind of low-level scanning of the sunken bay site), and
a map (a photographic blow-up whose linear configuration doubled the
line of wreckage located as “the Foul area,” all do their part in that re-
containment.” The five-foot vertical aluminum bin — a cage-like box
surfaced with ever-widening “aluminum bands and lines of rock”—
reenacts the piling-up process of stratification, its sedimentary buildup.
The whole Non-site becomes a “cross-section of the site,” but being
merely frontal (the bins’ consecutive bands of aluminum and rock don’t
continue around the sides of the bin), the Nonsite was “a stratified mental
experience of the site””*

Continuing this type of compulsive ambivalence, Smithson’s next Non-
site, his 1967 Franklin, New Jersey (Smithson called it his #3 Non-site),
dealt specifically with an abandoned mine quarry. Both the aluminum
bins and map of the site were “contained within two 70° perspective lines
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without a center point”™® — in a sense, one segment of a hexagonal con-
figuration. But both map and bins lacked what would have been the tri-
angular closure of their shape. The rocks used were of a homogeneous
group of minerals whose physical properties all belonged to the hexagonal
crystalline structure. Smithson described the site as resting on two prehis-
toric rock beds: a Paleozoic bed of “Camptonite dikes, Kittatiny lime-
stone and Hardyston quartzite” and a Pre-Cambrian bed consisting of
“Pegmatite, Franklin limestone, and Gneiss,” insisting that this Non-site
#3 contained the site both topographically and stratigraphically. Smithson
also chronicled going to a museum at the site, visiting a mine replica and
what was called the Fluorescent Display Room — all ways of containing
the scattering at the Franklin site. Nonetheless the piled rocks empha-
sized, in their irregularity, the arbitrariness of laying a grid on a terrain —
here that means the hexagonal configuration of the bins and photos used
to contain the site. Posting a notice regarding “an unexhibited aerial
photo of the missing focal point”— claimed to be an aerial photo of a
dead-end street” — and a key making it available deposited somewhere
in a bank-vault” attest to the economics of mining, but they also suggest
the type of heavy protection needed to safeguard any system of contain-
ment which, sooner or later, would find its form of discipline in jeopardy.

For his 1968 Palisades, Edgewater New Jersey Non-site, Smithson used
a literary reference of the site. Smithson based his site-selection on
Christopher J. Schuberth’s book The Geology of New York City and
Environs (1961). Specifically quoting page 232 of Schuberth’s book,
Smithson’s posting read as follows: “An old Trolly [sic] system connected
the Palisades Amusement Park with the Edgewater-125th St. Ferry. The
trolly [sic] was abolished on August 5, 1938. What was once a straight
track has become a path of rocky crags — the site has lost its system ...
The amusement park rests on a rock strata known as the ‘chilled zone.”
In these few sentences, Smithson not only mentions a system of
transportation, its derelict condition, the entropic (“chilled zone”) reality
of the site as well as a direct relationship between waste and enjoyment
in terms of the amusement park. The inclusion of the date 1938, the year
the trolley was abolished and the year of Smithson’s birth, seems more
than merely fortuitous.

Smithson’s Non-sites consistently denied a sense of closure, while
insisting on their forms of containment. Within this conceptual framework
the prospected site mattered to Smithson. He saw the environment as
substance, what it was made of, how long it had been there, how it was
being used. Along with other theorists and artists, who in the 1960s began
developing a heavy interest in phenomenological issues, Smithson
channeled his relationship with the earth’s strata through the
contingencies of that philosophical forum. Later, when the theoretical
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concerns for the esthetics of the phenomenological expanded to notions
such as site-specificity or the semiotics of structure, Smithson again
participated. But he also defined his relationship to the phenomenological
in a different light, the way in which a mining foreman would have.

Instead of working as a “laboratory scientist who has- the control of
laboratory experiments ... a type of security that ... is very similar to the
security that comes from working in a studio,” Smithson preferred to see
himself as a prospector or “field scientist who was working, in a sense,
with uncontrollable aspects.”* Arguing for the structure of his Non-sites,
Smithson claimed, “It was just a matter of going to where the ore was.
There was no preconceived idea of where the ore was ... you are going
toward a particular material that you have decided that you need, the
resources, yet how you get to it is not based on any preconceived taut-
ological logic, otherwise what you’d have is the perfect mountain ...
which is a conceptual fallacy.’*® Mining ore required a phenomenological
frame of mind but also one equipped with infra-systems to contain the ore.
It is a business whose process or forms of extraction are directed by the
conditions of the preferred site. Smithson’s rock-hounding excursions and
subsequent Non-sites gave esthetic shape to the conditional reality of
mining for ore.

Similarly, Smithson’s cognitive understanding of what ‘nature’ meant
was contingent and ever-changing. It was an ecological attitude that
avoided a nostalgia for virgin nature — referred to as a Humpty Dumpty
way of treating nature — that necessarily challenged the logic of those
lobbying for a reclamation program based on the expensive “back to the
approximate original contour” doctrine. In a way similar to the “new
conservationist” movement, Smithson replaced the poetics of wilderness
with his use of the physical sciences. Nonetheless, while avoiding the
call for a return to some pre-industrial state of nature, he also played
havoc with the scientifically based resource management theories of the
“new conservationists.” He saw the various programs of “preservationism
or recycling as a symptomatic reaction to urban development.” These
programs were seen as “‘a public relations cover or compensation” for a
society accustomed to and not wanting to give up on an ever-consuming
life style. Both environmental positions were what Smithson called an
“evangelical popularization of ecology”’* Smithson saw the then-current
ecological programs for containing the entropic reality of industrialized
society as ambivalent at best — a condition his Non-sites re-enacted. The
infrasystems of his Non-sites were filled with scientific forms of
containment but destabilized in ways that staged their contingency factor.
As Smithson argued, “to give something seemingly chaotic a certain kind
of coherence to me is intriguing ... It’s dealing with something that is
going to pieces but at the same time arresting that or stabilizing that
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breakdown.”*

Smithson consistently looked for “homogeneous material that covered
a general vicinity”” The specific site was determined by the “availability
of great amounts of homogeneous matter. The site was only bounded
[mapped out] after [he] found the material.”*' Smithson went in search of
a resource as a mining engineer would. Preferring abandoned sites (and
their entropic condition), Smithson traveled over a prospect region, and
only after scanning a vicinity — which included the initial step of relying
on descriptive maps of the vicinity — did he map an esthetic grid system
onto the prospected site.

Smithson developed a variety of sophisticated Non-site versions.
Double Non-site of 1968 consisted of an inner square bin surrounded by
four trapezoidal bins. Displayed on the wall was a double map of similar
configuration consisting of two stratigraphic maps with a photo negative
as the central element. The outer trapezoidal bins held volcanic cinder
cones, pumice gathered “in the vicinity of the Maul Mountains about 10
to 15 miles east of Baker, California”—while the inner square bin of
volcanic obsidian lava — a homogeneous amorphous volcanic glass rock
whose lack of crystalline form is due to its extremely rapid cooling —

-came from the “vicinity of Truman Springs, Nevada.”*

The inner-outer relationship for Smithson’s Double Non-site has
consistently been understood as a double negative dialectical
conceptualization® — an estheticization of what one encounters in a
gallery. But Double Non-site has a geological rational for its
configuration. Double was the result of an ore-hounding trip which
Smithson took with artists Nancy Holt and Michael Heizer to an area
separating California and Nevada.* The vicinity he chose was a “burned-
out volcanic” environment, a once-active site now fossilized as a low-
level energy site. After scanning the “ore” at the site, Smithson arranged
the inner/outer configuration for Double Non-site to mirror the volcanic
process itself, how the chosen minerals scatter during a volcanic eruption.
As Smithson scanned the vicinity, it became apparent that the obsidian,
which has a greater heat breakdown point due to its density, remained
close to the center of the eruption, while the lighter pumice moved to the
outer perimeter of the volcanic site. The Double Non-site in-effect,
doubles this reality in the configuration of its bins and maps, setting up a
geologue (instead of a dialogue) between “the dispersed lava and the
concentrated obsidian or volcanic glass.”*

Conformation of this configuration (as in all of Smithson’s Non-sites)
directs the viewer to visit the location where the rock hounding took
place, but once out there, one will find it extremely difficult to locate the
actual site where the volcanic minerals were gathered. This dislocating
experience has subsequently been attached to various post-modern
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versions of the sublime — be it Lyotard’s love of the incommensurable or
a Barthesian jouissance (pleasure of the text), the former a conceptual,
the latter a psychic journey that can somehow break from its disciplining
background.® Contrary to these excursions, Smithson always argued in
terms of what the geological site had to offer, even if “the information
from the site one has to draw from is at such a low level that it doesn’t
allow one to focus on any particular spot.”*

The fact that Smithson only used sites with deposits of homogeneous
materials — or near undifferentiated material — effectively enhanced the
low-level effect and one’s inability to focus the vicinity into specific sites.
The prospected location for the Non-site does evade one “all the while
the Non-site is directing you to it.”” Continuing, Smithson insisted, “the
containments [his abstract grid systems] are there to get under control”
the scattered material, but they were only “abstractions ... that don’t
really find anything”” The connections and relationships developed in the
Non-sites are “held in suspension,” but the entropic course of that
experience differs from the versions of the post-modern sublime that have
subsequently emphasized the ficticity over the geological substance of
Smithson’s art. The geological location plays an integral part in the Non-
sites. More to the point, the more one believes that Smithson’s
infrasystem of maps, photos and bins of mineral would lead one to locate
the prospected site, the more manic one’s ambivalence becomes. If a
viewer makes an effort to go out to one of Smithson’s prospected sites,
s/he is left with “all background with no fixed points for the site.”* Con-
ceptualizing what literally took place in his 1969 Hypothetical Continent
— a configuration of stones that slowly sank into quicksand — Smithson
insisted, “Background will always ultimately determine foreground —
there are no fixed points only background.”* What remained of the
physicality of collecting rocks at the site was contained by the Non-site,
as Smithson suggested, “The existence of the non-existent site is invaded
with raw material [that is, the piles of rock contained in the Non-site]
which in a sense solidifies the hypothetical.”® Nonetheless, the physical
and psychological experience of treking out to the location was an
included aspect of Smithson’s esthetics of confinement.

In Smithson’s 1968 Six Stops on a Section Non-site, the low-level
infrasystem consisted of a set of three snapshots of six locations; a blown-
up sector of a 1874 “stratigraphic subsurface map” that delineated a “line
from New York City to Dingman’s Ferry on the Delaware River in
Pennsylvania;”® and six rectangular aluminum bins placed on the floor
containing the minerals gathered at each photographed site. The piece
also included a 30-inch-by-30-inch blow-up photo titled Dog Tracks
captioned with a description of what was depicted. Each site contained its
own distinctive scattering of homogeneous mineral outcroppings (alluvial
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wash deposits), and all of a commercially profitable mineral type.
Reading from right to left, the first stop was a bin filed with gravel from
Bergen Hill (an ancient rock edge in the New Jersey Meadows visible
from the New Jersey Turnpike). The second bin, Second Mountain,
contained sandstone and the third bin, the Morris Plains bin of stones and
sand was followed by a bin of rocks and stones from Mount Hope. The
last two bins were the Lafayette bin of gravel and a bin of slate from
Dingman’s Ferry. Cut out of each bin’s aluminum cover are the horizon
lines charted in the corresponding stratigraphic map displayed above each
bin. By filling the lower half of each templated cover with the raw
minerals collected in the bins, Smithson “rooted” the abstract silhouetted
grids (or horizon lines) “in the material,” where as the irregularity of the
collected rocks simultaneously emphasized the arbitrariness of “laying a
grid on a terrain.”

Smithson was making a specific point with the addition of the large
Dog Tracks photo and its posted description as well as another later
project titled Gravel Mirror with Cracks and Dust (the raw material for
which came from an abandoned hospital foundation at the first stop site of
Bergen Hill). These pieces illustrate that one can “keep drawing
perceptual information out of”’® each site — that is, Six Stops could
continually be re-mined for other information. Re-mining tapped resources
has had a long history in the mining industry itself, which often returns to
abandoned mining sites to re-mine what was once thought to be useless
spoil. Smithson made this issue an even more integral part of his Non-site
(Ruhr-District) Germany commissioned by Konrad Fischer for his
Dusseldorf Gallery.

Accepting an invitation in 1968 from Konrad Fischer, Smithson wrote
to suggest that Fischer search out possible locations for the Non-site.
When Smithson arrived in Germany, Fischer had arranged that
photographers Bernd and Hilla Becher drive Smithson around the Ruhr
district. The site Smithson chose was the steelworks in Sterkrade
(Oberhausen), Gute Hoonung’s Hutte, which Fischer’s great grandfather
co-founded. The “Bechers themselves were working on a project on the
Oberhausen steelworks and foundries at the time.”® Smithson’s
subsequent Non-site consisted of low-level snapshots, a blown-up
photostat of a topographical map of the district and five white bins
containing slag. Graduated in height and width, the bins decrease in
height away from the wall while increasing in width, imaging a
geological (sprawling) alluvial process.* In an additional part of the
installation, Smithson placed a lump of asphalt from the site on the floor
of the Fischer Gallery.

More germane to the discussion here, was the slag collected in the
bins. The deposits of slag found at the mining site, although once thought
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to be useless waste, had become a useful fertilizer that was revitalizing
previously abandoned industrial mines throughout the Ruhr district.
Whereas Smithson’s Dog Tracks staged as an addition to his Six Stops on a
Section Non-site, gave conceptual shape to this mining practice, the bins
of slag at Dusseldorf contained the very material that was currently being
re-mined in the Ruhr district of Germany.*

Another aspect of mining, submerge-ness, was more fully played out at
Smithson’s 1969 Cayuga Salt Mine Project, the most complex of the Non-
sites. The Cayuga Salt Mine Project consisted of a site-nonsite and a
subsite-subnon-site. As part of the first museum exhibition of earth art
held in 1969 at Cornell University’s Andrew Dickson White Gallery, the
Cayuga project dealt with one of the richest — in terms of minerals —
areas in the Finger Lakes Region of New York. The site chosen was
actually located down in the mines of the Cayuga Rock Salt Company.
There, Smithson randomly placed twelve one-foot square mirrors in the
mine shafts. The subsite was located above ground at the Cayuga Crushed
Rock Salt Company quarry known as “fossil quarry” — located inland
between Myers Point and Portland Point. In addition, eight mirror
(dis)placements formed a trail between the site the subsite and the Non-
site/subnon-site at the Museum (the nonsite in Room 2 on the main floor,
the subnon-site in the basement of the museum). A topographical map of
the overall vicinity pinpointing the mirror placements was part of the
Non-site.

While Smithson went underground at the Cayuga mines, the scientific
community was reaching for its new future in space. Planned for the
middle of that year, NASA would attempt the first U.S. walk on the moon.
On July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong successfully accomplished what
Smithson would describe as “a very expensive Non-site.”* Performing the
future-in-reverse, Smithson planted a series of mirrors (at various location
of the project) and snapshots (on a mound of rock salt), that pre-enacted,
the planting of mirrors and flags that would take place on the Sea of
Tranquility in a few months. As early as 1967, Smithson had argued that
the drive to reach the moon, was “a preoccupation with desolate
nothingness.” Nonetheless, Smithson found intriguing, “The whole idea of
gathering remnants ... going all that way to bring back particles from up
there ... and then trying to make sense of them.”® But he would also add,
the “moon landing perhaps was one of the most demoralizing events in
history, revealing the earth to be a limited closed system ... not unlike
the island in the Lord of the Flies.”® Smithson meant to keep our
industrialized life style and its entropic inevitability confined to the
planet Earth.

Using Levi Strauss’s structuralist writings, Smithson discussed the
mines of Cayuga in terms of our most primitive emotions. He argued the
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Cayuga Salt Mines project as a very primitive, totemic situation, a
“taboo territory” of awareness one that “produced all kinds of weird
masks and things.” He had been told while in the mines that “women
were not allowed in mines” and the reason given “was some vague
notion” which Smithson took as a “very strong taboo ... a revival of very
archaic sentiments,” a type of hysteric reasoning of the earth as Mother
Earth and the “mine as a vagina.”®

The seemingly haphazard arrangement of mirrors in the mining shafts
also estheticized the random course of the mine shafts themselves.
Similar to how mining for ore lacked an ordered or preconceived
direction, Smithson’s casual placement of mirrors doubled the chaotic
arrangement of the mine’s own infra-system (its mining shafts) developing
out of the way the ore was found scattered at the site. But the mirrors
allowed for more than that. They continued to act as a containment of low
level information, as the photo had in previous Nonsites. But the mirrors
also acted as a low-level form of scattering — something a snapshot
could not do. By the early 1970s, water would come to replace the mirror
as Smithson’s means for simultaneously containing and scattering low-
level information. That is, as Smithson’s “containers” moved from photo
to mirror to water, the more he was able to “consolidate the scattering
while heightening the loss of focus”in a single act.

The piles of ore at the Non-site/subnon-site also continued their role of
“solidifying the hypothetical’—referencing the existence of the pros-
pected sites — that is rooting Smithson’s forms of laying a grid on a ter-
rain, in the material. But by playing the additional role of literally sup-
porting or containing the five mirror configurations, the loose piles of min-
eral ore both filled Smithson’s infrasystems of mirrors while simul-
taneously recontaining the mirrors’ configurations as precarious at best.

When defining how one might want to read his Non-sites, Smithson
psychologized how “the artist ... physically engulfed tries to give
evidence of an experience through a limited revision of the original
unbound state””" Throughout his series of Non-sites, Smithson developed
a geocentric framework that included man (not the other way around).
Equating the activities of industrialization with geological alluvial
activities, Smithson argued against the “modern day ecologists — with a
metaphysical turn of mind — who still insisted on seeing the operations
of industry as Satan’s work.”’” For Smithson “the entropic devil [read,
mining] was more Manichaean in that you really couldn’t tell the good
from the bad. There was no clear-cut distinction.”” Nonetheless Smithson
came to see the ecological crisis as symptomatic of a modernized life
style. As long as industrialized communities refused to give up a life style
of ever increasing development, as long as there was profit in
accumulation, entropic inevitability awaited even the most manic forms
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of recontainment. Smithson’s esthetics of confinement equated
technological activities to those of the earth’s crust, an analogy often
used by those justifying the practices of the mining industry. Yet his art
never hinted that an industrial surrogate could ever come to completely
replace natural cycles, and thus resolve the depletion of the earth’s
ecosystem. Smithson felt the programs for managing the ever-consuming
mining of the planet — such as the recycling of waste — conveniently
misrecognized the economics of industry. Ecological programs such as
recycling were, for Smithson, not a resolution but a public relations tool
that would only displace the problem (in an entropic, alluvial way) onto
the next generation. Confining this relationship to the geological
parameters of our globe (even if that materiality was in ruin), was a
necessary aspect of Smithson’s earth art.

With the growing strength of the environmental movement, Smithson
made a fateful decision in the early 1970s. He would take his
estheticizing of waste directly into the social fabric. Smithson had been
well aware that when there was “talk about preserving the environment or
conserving energy or recycling, one inevitably got to the question of
waste.” But he had also become more conscious of how “waste and
enjoyment” were being coupled — an “equation between the enjoyment
of life and waste”™ was being used to help resolve the ecological effects
of mining the globe. With the explosion of new National Parks created to
preserve the depletion of so called ‘wilderness’ regions, Smithson turned
to designing Industrial Parks, parks which would keep both waste and
enjoyment as integral components of their designs.

Many of the previous locations chosen by Smithson for his Non-sites
had inadvertently been enveloped by the parameters of waste and
enjoyment; his Pine Barrens Non-site, the Palisades, Edgewater Non-site,
even his Mono Lake Non-site. A promotional brochure, at the time,
described Mono Lake — known as the dead sea of America — as “no
longer a gateway to mines ... [referencing the post-1850 Gold Rush that
had helped stimulate the areas growth not to mention the mining for
obsidian that the Paiute Indians pursued prior to being run off their land
because of the available minerals] but had become a tourist attraction of
importance.”” Smithson was not “a formalist distanced from the world
fascinated only by the look and scale of waste and pollution ... neither
lamenting industrial waste nor supporting sound ecology-minded
programs,”’*but a participant circumscribed within societal habits.

Nonetheless, Smithson came to view his narratives of the 1960s as
necessarily displaced from any effective engagement in the ecological
course being pursued, an artistic activity that only continued the myth of
artistic independence. In a 1972 interview, Smithson spoke of how artists
“were not in control of their value. [How] the artists sits in his solitude
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knocks out his paintings, assembles them, then waits for someone to
confer the value” He gave an image of the “artist estranged from his own
production ... and with the museum as the instrument of political
control.”” Other artists were already, by the early 1970s, targeting the
ideological functions of the institutional framework of the museum space.
Smithson, on the other hand, chose to move away from this forum and
participate more directly within the societal recreational fabric. Society
had for some time been turning disturbed lands into places of recreational
enjoyment and Smithson’s subsequent land reclamation projects were
also the means to that end. It was a move that would tie his estheticized
s(p)oil more directly to the politics of vacationing.

In the aforementioned 1967 report Surface Mining and Our
Environment, the issue of reusing abandoned mining sites for recreational
purposes had become one of the primary means for redefining the
Congressional parameters of reclamation. After discussing how our lands
had been ravished, slashed, stripped and scarred, the report nonetheless
asked for some “tolerance for past (and even present) mining
procedures,” which necessarily “mine as cheaply as possible, [mining]
the deposits that were the most accessible, and provided the greatest
profit to the producer,”and all with only “short-term gains” in mind. The
report then suggested that without such an approach, the United States
“probably would not have reached its present economic level.””®
Nonetheless the report stated the call was now for better management of
our resources. The whole report was a pedagogical outline — called a
“new conservation” — of what was needed to regulate the mining
industry and the planet’s resources. And framing the initial two-page
general outline, were two full-page color photographs — one of a wheat
field, the other a recreational facility — both of reclaimed surface-mined
areas, both photos provided by the National Coal Association.

The plan defined reclamation as a compromise between the en-
vironment and industry or, as stated in the foreword to the report: “There
is a necessity not only to maintain the precarious balance between the re-
quirements of our population and a shrinking natural resource base, but to
meet those requirements and, at the same time, avoid destroying the na-
tural environment that sustains all life on this planet.”” The report sug-
gested two separate categories for how to reclaim disturbed land. The
“basic reclamation” plan called for the “minimum treatment undertaken
to return land to an acceptable condition. A more recreation-based plan
stated that “mines near or within relatively easy driving distance of heav-
ily populated areas would lend themselves to more sophisticated treat-
ment for the development of recreational areas.”® This more specialized
“rehabilitation” category — ideal for “parks or recreational sites —
would require more extensive treatment, and would require some re-
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shaping of the land.”® The report ended its “Impact on the Environment”
chapter arguing that “surface mining has created many opportunities to
develop [picturesque] recreational areas where none existed before,”
suggesting “small ponds, or lakes and the spoil piles themselves
frequently provide a pleasant topographic change in areas of virtually flat
land” — mentioning Illinois and Ohio as two examples. By the early
1970s, Smithson began to pursue this category and the above locations.

Participating in the social climate of the early 1970s, when many still
saw radical participation as a means to shift power relations, Smithson
claimed, “There is no point in trying to transcend ... industry,
commercialism, and the bourgeoisie. This whole notion of trying to form a
cult that transcends all this strikes me as a kind of religion in drag”®
Smithson refused to buy into the concept of autonomy as a path to
freedom. He did not subscribe to a deus ex machina in the form of eros
(jouissance) free in the garden of social constraint. By the early 1970s,
Smithson’s esthetics meant participating within the bureaucratic
parameters that dealt with the issues of industrial pollution and waste.
Turning his esthetics of confinement away from the somewhat displaced
museum space, he began designing prototypes for industrial parks.
Smithson’s subsequent land reclamation projects were only and always a
tentative esthetics that incorporated both the economic desires of the
mining industry and the changing ecological demands of those who — the
very same who indirectly benefited from industrial profits — were finding
it harder and harder to avoid the adverse affects of that activity. The
course of Smithson’s involvement within that political reality depended
upon how he saw the environmental issue unraveling before him.

Prior to this shift, Smithson’s art had been intentionally manic in its
ambivalent forms of containment. His esthetics simultaneously oscillated
between an image of entropic breakdown and forms of disciplinary
containments. But his position was (and I’m taking Smithson at his word
here) “one of sinking into an awareness of global squalor and futility.” By
the early 1970s, Smithson would complain “the rat of politics always
gnaws at the cheese of art” But perhaps hinting at the euphoria of the
early 1970s, he added, “The trap is set.”® Smithson would subsequently
develop a portfolio for the the mining industry, that attempted to use the
swelling environmental movement to leverage his eco-esthetics as good
for public relations. Today, a quarter century later, mainstream
environmental agencies continue to assume likewise, that when dealing
with the mining industry, using the more radical tactics of the eco-
warriors of today to leverage their ecological demands as a voice of
reason is an effective policy for change. But what happened in the early
1970s when Smithson used this tactic and made his esthetics of
confinement a more integral part of the sociality of mining the earth is a
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telling lesson for the current situation.*

The hearings considered creating federal standards for all federally
owned lands as well as for all federally owned mineral rights on private
lands. Additionally, the hearings considered creating requirements for
state enforcement on non-federal lands. Suggested standards included
measures to control the impact of surface mining on water pollution, soil
erosion, health hazards and preservation and restoration of natural beauty.
To help implement these standards, Congress suggested the issuance of a
mining permit to be contingent upon the petitioning company’s
submission of a reclamation proposal of the desired site.

With Non-site (Uncertain) the external site evades one in a different
way. This Non-site consists of seven progressively smaller L-shaped bins
sequentially arranged into a near square, lacking only a culminating
square bin to complete the configuration. No map is used to help contain
the low-level information of the site, which was located somewhere in
Southern Ohio, the only place Smithson claimed cannel coal could be
found. He defined the site as “belonging to the Carboniferous Period, no
longer existing, the site being completely buried. [As such] there is no
topographical reference, only a submerged reference.”®
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Two Views of de Kooning

Dan Seidell

Man acts as though he were the shaper and master of language, while in
fact language remains the master of man.
Martin Heidegger, “Poetically Man Dwells”

More difficult to do a thing than to talk about it? Not at all. That is a gross
popular error. It is very much more difficult to talk about a thing than to do it.
Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist”

The art criticism of Harold Rosenberg and Thomas Hess has for too
long been regarded as either “rhetoric that does the work of analysis™ or
“poeticized gossip.”? It is commonly thought that their critical writing is
too personal to make a truly lasting contribution to modern art criticism.
(In other words, they cannot be imitated because their methods cannot be
codified into law.) Their position is tenuous because art critics and
historians have followed the positivistic model of criticism spawned by
Clement Greenberg, for all their railing against it. The following essays
intend to show that Rosenberg and Hess offer a viable alternative to the
obsessions with the “formal facts” of art and language, which blinded
Greenberg to their larger significance. Because of this lack of interest in
Rosenberg’s and Hess’s writing, the critical reception of Willem de
Kooning’s work has suffered as well. Both critics supposedly bestow
“centrality” on de Kooning by mystifying his creative process.?
Consequently, the same unreflective epithets that are used to sum up their
critical methods in one broad stroke are used to categorize de Kooning’s
work. (Many art critics and historians in effect regard de Kooning as a
Frankenstein created by Rosenberg and Hess in their effort to give “life”
to their romantic fantasies about art.)

Above all, I want to suggest that, in contrast to Greenberg’s writing,
theirs shows a sensitivity to the limitations of language in the critical
experience of the visual arts that leads them to a “poetic” approach
which at once underscores and transcends the problem. To experience the
depth of de Kooning’s art, Hess and Rosenberg seem to suggest that one
must run the risk of falling into the abyss of meaning created by language.
Only by verging on the complete dissolution of language — the poetic —
can de Kooning’s own dissolution of the language of visual art—the idea
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that it is at bottom language — be understood. The poignancy of his art
follows from its attempt to navigate the abyss of formlessness while still
remaining art. This is what Hess’s and Rosenberg’s “poetic” criticism
points to and correlates with. And I hope to show that a “poetic” art
criticism ultimately discloses more about an art than a positivist
approach, which denies the problematic nature of language — whether it
be verbal or visual — in its quest for the clarity of aesthetic experience.

Harold Rosenberg

It is Harold Rosenberg’s unfortunate fate to be remembered primarily
for his invention of the term “action painting” to describe the new art in
New York during the forties and fifties.* There is, however, much more to
Rosenberg’s critical method than merely his vision of “the artist taking to
the canvas like Ishmael took to the sea.” Detached from his more broadly-
based theoretical essays out of which it flows and from which it is
supported, Rosenberg’s concept of action painting is easily reduced to the
shallow buzzword of “cultureburg” that Tom Wolfe poked fun at in The
Painted Word (1975). Even in the hands of a seasoned critic like
Lawrence Alloway, Rosenberg’s concept of action is seen only as an
attempt to bestow “centrality” upon de Kooning.’

All of Rosenberg’s art writing must be read in relation to his cultural
essays because for him art is always a product of the artist’s transaction
withculture. In contrast to Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried,
Rosenberg does not suffer from these critic’s insecurities concerning the
social relevance of making art. For him the modern artist, in his act of
creation, actually clarifies his relationship to society.

Rosenberg’s most insightful cultural essays were published in
Discovering the Present: Three Decades in Art, Culture, and Politics
(1973). Although they post-date his essay on action painting, these essays
must be the starting point for a reevaluation of his method in relation to
his critical encounter with de Kooning. For Rosenberg, the artist’s social
identity is not established simply by the expressive act of creation ex
nihilo. The artistic process, according to Rosenberg, preserves the
integrity of the individual self in modern society. In “Art and Work”
(1965), Rosenberg argues that

To many of the critics of contemporary civilization the practice
of the crafts is the activity by which the human creature is
defined. Man is a maker, homo faber, an artist. Put this
proposition in reverse — when man ceases to be a maker he is
no longer man — and our present crisis is explained. The fall
began not in Eden, when man was condemned to labor, but in
the nineteenth century, when the machine first threatened him
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with leisure ... man the maker commenced to lose his skills,
through which he also gave shape to himself, and with them
his dignity and independence.’

For Rosenberg, the arts and crafts are indistinguishable from one
another in their reaction “against machine-produced copies of things” that
function “as a workshop for fashioning handmade ornaments and pushing
forward possibilities of design.”” Elsewhere, in “Hypothesis for Criticism”
(1969), Rosenberg states that “creation needs to limit the role of the
head, and in painting and sculpture the hand would seem to be best fitted
to provide this limit.”® The essential handiwork of art, the necessity for
the artist and craftsman to use their own hands to fashion individual and
unique objects, is a way for him to resist the impersonal mechanization of
society in the twentieth century by personalizing his environment by
“using” it as much as it “uses” him.

There is, however, another element of artistic work that resists the
authoritarian demands on individuality: “free work.”’He argues that

whether in the studio, the workshop, the laboratory or the
industrial plant, [free work] is done because the worker wants
to do it, when he wants to do it, how he wants to do it. It is
done not in obedience to external need but as a necessity of
the worker’s personality. It is work for the sake of the worker,
his means of appropriating nature and the heritage of other
men’s ideas and skill—thus his means of developing himself.’

According to Rosenberg, “work” defines the artist as a human being,
not an artistic genius. It is a way of preserving his individuality — his
ability to develop consciousness of his own condition. For Rosenberg,
“free work” leaves the question of aesthetics behind by restoring unity to
the estranged relationship — a “dissociation of sensibility” — between
labor and the individual.

The importance, or even the necessity, of “free work” for the arts is
not, according to Rosenberg, a universal constant.

Art as craft and, to a lesser degree, art as experiment, can
function under any social system. Art as action, [free work]
however, is the offspring of this revolutionary epoch and can
flourish only so long as individuals are determined to be
responsible for their own development and to interpret the past
in relation to this aim."

What is implied is that art’s reliance on ‘“action,” or free work, is a
necessity of specific historical circumstances and not a discovery of a
universal constant in the making of art. For Rosenberg, the shifting
emphases in art are not due to any quality inherent in the medium, as
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Greenberg posited, but were embedded within the changing relationship
between the individual and society.

In “Tenth Street: A Geography of Modern Art” (1964), Rosenberg
compares the communities of Greenwich Village and Tenth Street and
ascribes to its inhabitants fundamental ontological differences. The
Greenwich Village artists, Rosenberg maintains, with its gangsters and
artists operating as gangsters (Edward Hopper’s and Reginald Marsh’s
social commentaries are seen by Rosenberg as a kind of mafioso art) had
only “the law” against them. Their deviancy was socially and culturally
administered and accepted. In other words, their activities were
legitimized within an institutional context. In contrast, at Tenth Street the
artists are compared to bums:

The criminal has only the law against him; the bum struggles
with space. The instant he stops moving, his very right to be on
the earth becomes problematical. One might say the criminal
is a mere social outlaw, the bum a metaphysical one."

Rosenberg’s concept of action must be seen in relation to this
comparison. For just as the bum has no institutional context out of which
his existence or activity can be given meaning, the Tenth Street artist
must function outside the institutional context of “Art.” The Tenth Street
artist, like the bum, must achieve his context. For Rosenberg, all
authentic art of this period is related to action, activity, and motion. In
other words, the need to keep moving. In this unique situation, even
“nothingness” can be an active process. In “On Space” (1949),
Rosenberg declares that the artist begins with nothingness. “That is the
only thing he copies. The rest he invents.” Thus part of what is invented is
the context that gives the work its meaning. Rosenberg goes on to claim
that “the nothing the painter begins with is known as Space. Space is
simple: it is merely the canvas before it has been painted. Space is very
complex: it is nothing wrapped around every object in the world, soothing
and strangling it.”'> Unlike Greenberg and Fried, for whom a “tacked up
canvas” could conceivably be read as a painting, Rosenberg’s blank
canvas shutters with possibility — not as an example of an object that
could be aesthetically reified and regarded as art, but a surface in a state
of becoming — a world waiting to be released by the first attack of the
artist’s brush. It functions in effect as the “potential space,” as D.W.
Winnicott calls it, which serves as “the place where cultural experience
is located””® The canvas then becomes the “arena” in which the artist
transacts his environment. In “Critic Within the Act” (1960), Rosenberg
argues that

Perhaps you cannot hang an event on the wall, only a picture.
But this is a problem for the picture more than it is for the
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events. For a wall implies a space in which to stand next to it.
This space is now lacking. The Bolshevik Revolution may have
turned into a picture on the wall, but it was a picture that
pulled the entire globe into it, and even outer space. No room
was left for the spectator who merely looks, as there was in the
days when the earth had empty spots and the heavens were
full. *

For Rosenberg, space is not a perspective — a means to observe
something from a safe distance in order to control it. Space is dynamic; it
is in a constant state of flux. Like the artist and the bum, the relevance of
space is called into question when it ceases to be active. An objective
(i.e. safe) point of view is thus denied them. Art thus becomes the artifact
of the life situation that brought it into being, rather than the object
expressly made for aesthetic contemplation.

According to Rosenberg, the work of art is not only a means for the
artist to find a unified sense of self in society, it is a vehicle for
communication. It does this, however, not through the expression of
common experience but common situations. In “The Herd of Independent
Minds” (1948), Rosenberg argues that “to penetrate through common
experience to the actual situation from which all suffer requires a creative
act — that is to say, an act that directly grasps the life of people during,
say, a war, that grasps the war from the inside, so to speak, as a situation
with a human being in it.”"

What the authentic work of art does, therefore, is to suggest the
difficulty of generalizing experience. In encountering authentic art,
Rosenberg states that “along this rocky road to the actual it is only
possible to go Indian file, one at a time, so that ‘art’ means ‘breaking up
the crowd” — not ‘reflecting’ its experience.”'® The result of forcing the
individual to go “Indian file” reveals that

art communicate[s] itself as an experience to others, not
because one man’s experience is the same as other men’s, but
because each of those others, like the author, is unique to
himself and can therefore recognize in his own experience the
matchless experience of another human being and even
perhaps the presence of some common situation and the
operation of some hidden human principle.”

It is the individuality of the artist, who, in expressing himself,
communicates to others by allowing the viewer to experience his own
personal transaction of the life world. Like Oscar Wilde, who claimed
that “to understand others you must intensify your own individualism,”'®
Rosenberg states that “by way of his [the artist’s] own humanity he moves
spontaneously toward the humanity of others.”"
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Seen within this broad framework of art and social criticism,
Rosenberg regards action painting to be the only way the modern artist
can “break up the crowd” and see experience “from the inside.”

For Rosenberg, the concept of action

is also a means of probing, or going from stage to stage of
discovery. If someone asks me a question, my answer will
come from the surface of my mind. But it I start to write the
answer, or to paint it, or to act it out, the answer changes ...
The materials I use — words, paint, gesture — become the
means for reaching new depths, for unveiling the unexpected.”

Action, in Rosenberg’s articulation of it, is not simply a means for self-
expression, but a tool to critically plumb the depths of experience. It is a
way for the artist to retain his individuality — his critical consciousness
— in the face of societal forces that continually exert pressure upon the
self and attempt to hide raw experience under the veneer of a collective
one. Action painting is Rosenberg’s way of showing that art goes beyond
the aesthetic — leaves it behind in its wake, as it were. Attention to art is
not a parlor game for him, but an activity that forces an encounter with
experiential chaos. He seems to suggest this entanglement when he states
that “one might say that an action painting begins by being complete and
develops toward being a fragment.”?' By taking a seemingly unified,
unquestioned view of the world, the action painter, through his probing,
arrives at a deconstructive point where, in Wilde’s words, “no position is
final.” And it is the purpose of action painting’s “critical spirit” to see
things from the myriad of angles and perspectives that comprise the world
of raw experience. When he claims that “art is an act of the mind in
which the body has its part,” Rosenberg is regarding the act of painting as
a critical act, not merely of mind but of body as well.”> Not a critical
activity in the same sense as Fried, in which artists are seen as being
critical with other art objects in the hermetic confines of modernist
poetics, but as an activity that functions in the life-world. For Rosenberg,
the action painter’s power to criticize is not relegated to the realm of the
aesthetic, but is entangled with the totality of his being-in-the-world.
Moreover, his whole existence as a human being — not just his “career”
as an artist — is predicated on his ability to act freely and critically in
order to uncover the ramifications of his own existence. For Rosenberg, it
is all about space — psychic as well as physical. This is underscored in
“Tenth Street: A Geography of Modern Art,” when he writes “the topic of
largest interest is real-estate ... This concern with self location often
dismays visiting friends of art who expect discourses on the ‘philosophy
behind the new art’.”* Physical property — space — thus becomes the
new art’s philosophy. It concerns itself with being-in-the-world rather than

34 Art Criticism



aesthetics. And it is precisely the self’s physical space that is threatened
in the twentieth century. The artist can, by being critical through
“action,” restore his individuality — his authenticity and autonomy — in
the face of an oppressively impersonal society.

From the perspective of Rosenberg’s more general essays on culture
and society, his critical reception of de Kooning takes on a complexity
and depth that has been, for the most part, ignored. Rosenberg’s
theoretical notions of art as work; the artist and the bum as the
ontological outsiders of post-World War II America; his notion of the
dynamism of space; and his perception of action painting as an act of
social criticism, are crystallized in his encounter with de Kooning’s art.

The comparison of art to work as a process that identifies the human
being as an individual is underscored in de Kooning’s work by Rosenberg
in “Art of Bad Conscience” (1969), which argues that “in his paintings
and drawings of the 1960s, he has continued his experiments, begun in
the thirties, in expanding spontaneity in the act of creation.”* For
Rosenberg, spontaneity is more than self-expression, it is a gesture of
intentionality on the part of the artist in order to preserve his freedom, his
individuality — in short, his capacity to make choices independent of a
society that is becoming more and more resistant to the autonomy of the
self. De Kooning’s desire to spend his entire life on one picture
underscores this notion of art as a liberating activity, not as a process
geared towards the creation of a reified object.” For de Kooning, the work
of art consists of a multitude of critical decisions only he could be in the
position to make. Thus the picture becomes the field upon which de
Kooning’s being is emphasized and affirmed through the exertion of his
free will in the process of pictorial decision-making. De Kooning thus
creates everything — the context as well as the picture. Rosenberg’s
notion of art being without a beginning or an end reiterates the necessity
of decision-making in art* Rosenberg writes that de Kooning’s Woman
series seem to be “broken off at an unpredictable point.”’” Again, the
“unpredictable point” emphasizes the existential freedom expressed in de
Kooning’s aesthetic choices. In other words, de Kooning’s resistance to
the institutional artistic values of “Art.”

Rosenberg’s comparison of the Tenth Street artist to the bum centers
on the necessity of both to keep moving or risk problematizing their
existence. De Kooning himself expresses as much:

Some painters, including myself, do not care what chair they
are sitting on. It does not even have to be a comfortable one.
They are too nervous to find out where they ought to sit. They
do not want to ‘sit in style.’ Rather, they have found that
painting — any kind of painting, any style of painting — to be
painting at all, in fact — is a way of living today, a style of

vol. 10, no. 1 35



living so to speak. That is where the form of it lies. It is exactly
in its uselessness that it is free. Those artists do not want to
conform. They only want to be inspired.*

Thus for de Kooning as well as for Rosenberg, painting is a way to
keep moving — to stay in the game of life. The composer Morton Feld-
man, in “The Anxiety of Art” (1965), echoes this same feeling, claiming
that “for years I said if I could only find a comfortable chair I would rival
Mozart”’® Feldman, as well as de Kooning and Rosenberg, signal art’s
changing nature through the ages, from work unhinged from the problem
of existence — e.g., Mozart’s classical court pieces — to work that
actually uncovers existence. Or, more consequential for art, from a work
which is created within and for a context (Mozart) to works that must
achieve their own context in the process of creation (Tenth Street artists).

For Rosenberg, the energy and tension that define the artist’s creative
activity make themselves strongly felt in the art. His notion of the
dynamic quality of space is echoed time and time again in his inter-
pretation of de Kooning’s pictures. Responding to similarities between de
Kooning’s art and those of so-called classical pictures, Rosenberg
explains that “without abolishing its elements of disorder, each of de
Kooning’s paintings achieves unity anew as an organization of energies. It
is this that lends to them the effect of Classical composition.”* For
Rosenberg, classicism is not defined by its “noble simplicity”or “quiet
grandeur” 4 la Winckleman, but by the way it harnesses energy. No art for
Rosenberg is fixed or static and it is one of his primary projects to suggest
this through the timbre of his critical voice. In one of de Kooning’s most
well-known works, Rosenberg argues that “for all the protracted agitation
that produced it, Excavation (1952) was a classical painting — majestic
and distant, like a formula wrung out of testing explosives.”*" Here, the
classical attributes of “distance” and “majesty” are juxtaposed with the
notion of explosive power in order to focus attention on de Kooning’s
dynamic — even violent — way of ordering experience.

The most important element of Rosenberg’s method, his concept of
action painting, is articulated most poignantly in the art of de Kooning.
De Kooning’s art reveals that action painting is not a romantic flight from
society (which only codifies the false dichotomy between the individual
and society), but a deeper engagement with it. For Rosenberg, de
Kooning’s entire oeuvre is a critical undertaking, for it attempts to cut
through the sludge of common experience in order to confront the maw of
undigested experience. In summing up his art, Rosenberg states that it “is
a refusal to be either recruited or pushed aside”* Rosenberg sees his art,
in this manner, as being critical because of its refusal to be loyal to
anything but the self-conscious process of decision-making and what that
reveals to him on the canvas. De Kooning’s ambiguity — often regarded
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as merely a stylistic mannerism, returns with a vengeance to its original
context as the aesthetic residue of a deeper engagement with raw
experience. Rosenberg argues that “testing whether it will satisfy his
needs, he converts each existing solution into a hive of problems.”** De
Kooning’s “hive of problems” are, for Rosenberg, the products of his
ability to sees things “from the inside” In other words, Rosenberg sees
meaning as disseminative — it flows unceasingly and cannot be grasped
in its totality, for however much society seems to think it has a handle on
it. De Kooning’s art, by exposing a myriad of viewpoints and perspectives,
emphasizes the complex — even fragmented and inconsistent — nature
of experience as well as the need to penetrate existence on an individual
basis through an independent act of transaction. His art thus reveals the
relevance of all possibilities but bestows centrality upon none, which, in
the last analysis, is to be both poetic and critical.

Thomas B. Hess

In his essay “The Critique-Poésie of Thomas Hess” (1979), David
Craven asserts that Hess’s critical writings suggest a close affinity with
modernist poetry and prose.** Craven argues that Hess creatively
constructed an “objective correlative” — much the same way that Eliot,
Pound, and Joyce did — that could concretely express his encounter with
the work of art. Craven goes on to say that “Hess’s poetic criticism is
modernist because its poetry is a substance rather than an attribute, a sui
generis component that carries its own nature within itself”* Craven’s
argument, however, neglects several points that are tantamount to fully
understanding Hess’s critical task. And it is in his encounter with de
Kooning, that these points are made most explicit.

The first point to be questioned is Hess’s supposed modernism. Craven
sees Hess as a modernist because

his word usage ... was inextricably part of his cognitive
process for approaching the art. These words concretely
disclose Hess’s view of the art; they are not, as in classical
writing, the decorative transcription of a possible prose.

Modernism has been explained by Donald Kuspit as “the point of view
which sees art as the mastery of purity.”” The result, Kuspit argues, is
presentness, which is “self-defeating” and “consumes all openness,”
allowing it to exist “only as a Utopian aura to material presence.”*® The
notion that form contains, in its entirety, the full expression of feeling —
that somehow the words actually are the feeling — results not in the
open, complex free-play of ideas Craven sees happening in Hess’s
criticism, but rather, the intensification of purity, as Kuspit hints, that
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ultimately robs expression through the exclusive focus upon form.
Craven’s approach to modernism is not only highly problematical but
even contradictory to what Hess suggests. To buttress his argument,
Craven quotes Roland Barthes’s comparison of modernist and classical
poetry. In Writing Degree Zero (1953), Barthes states that *

henceforth, poets give to their speech the status of a closed
Nature, which covers both the function and the structure of
language. Poetry is then no longer a Prose either ornamental or
shorn of liberties. It is a quality sui generis and without
antecedents. It is no longer an attribute but a substance, and
therefore it can very well renounce signs, since it carries its
own nature within itself, and does not need to signal its
identity outwardly.”

This “closed Nature,” implying the hermetically sealed-off character
of language for the poet, gives birth to “thought”

installed little by little by the contingency of words. This
verbal luck, which will bring down the ripe fruit of meaning,
presupposes therefore a poetic time which is no longer that of a
‘fabrication,” but that of a possible adventure, the meeting-
point of a sign and an intention.*

Barthes underscores the modernist belief that in poetry there is no
thought or feeling without language to express it. For Barthes, and evi-
dently for Craven, classical poetry “described” or “translated” pre-
existing thought or feeling while modernist poetry creates it with
language — hence its “closed Nature” and its ultimate “renunciation of
signs.” Ultimately, Barthes truncates language from experience by sug-
gesting that language doesn’t signify or refer to anything outside of itself.

Applied to Hess’s critical method, especially in his writing on de
Kooning, Craven’s Barthesian thesis strips Hess of his most provocative
critical insights. His characterization of Hess as a modernist poet/critic,
who creates concrete experience through words, blurs Hess’s distinction
between the visual and verbal in the experience of art. Rather, his
criticism signals art’s complexity — its open nature — as well as
criticism’s ultimate inability — because of its reliance on language — to
fully articulate that experience. Hess’s poetic language is thus wound
loosely but firmly around his visual experience of art.

I therefore suggest that Hess’s writing expresses a decidingly anti-
modern approach to the critical experience of art. Seeing Hess’s method
in this way re-focuses attention on his attempt to signify — through
language — the texture of his visual experience with works of art.
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For Craven, Hess’s modernism is demonstrated through his frequent use
of oxymorons, paradoxical phrases, and other rhetorical devices. However,
it would be more accurate to see these tropes not as attempts to play with
style for its own sake — to create verbal music, as it were — but as ways
to evoke the infinite complexity of the work of art. In other words, its
refusal to be fully cornered by language. In his “On the Aesthetic Attitude
of Romanesque Art” (1947), Meyer Schapiro uses the provocative prose
of St. Bernard of Clairvaux to suggest the opaque — even impure —
quality of aesthetic response:

The saint has perused these capitals no less attentively than
have the monks whom he reproaches for meditating on the
sculptures instead of the Bible or the Fathers. Only a mind
deeply drawn to such things could recall them so fully; and
only a mind with some affinity to their forms could apply to
these carvings the paradoxical phrase: ‘that marvellous
deformed beauty, that beautiful deformity.*!

Schapiro’s interest in Bernard’s response to the works is bound by the
saint’s attempt to communicate his complex experience before them —
one filled with both fascination and repulsion. Likewise Hess’s response to
art. In contrast to Craven’s reading of Hess, which sees him as generating
poetry from his visual experience of art, Hess’s paradoxical language
asserts that it is inextricably bound to experience and that its “poetic”
use is due to its entropic relationship to experience. And unlike Craven,
who sees poetic language as fully constituting, and even surpassing,
visual experience, Hess suggests that far from being pure, it is always
contaminated by experience and thus the best it can offer is a gesture
toward art’s mystery while trying to solve it. Far from being a modernist
who searches for purity, unity, and concrete expression — the so-called
“ripe-fruit of meaning,” according to Barthes — Hess’s writing brings to
mind a major characteristic of Wilde’s “highest kind” of criticism: that
which acknowledges the tenuousness of every unified meaning or system,
as well as the intensely personal nature of critical response. It is in his
writing on de Kooning that Hess’s criticality and his anti-modern bent
shines most brightly.

Hess’s Abstract Painting: Background and American Phase (1951)
provides a general introduction to the way he looks at art. Early on, Hess
argues that

as soon as a painting is approached, interpretation begins —
observation becomes translation ... So it is quite natural that
the various problems presented by abstract painting have been
discussed in an atmosphere filled with multiple-meanings,
secret value judgments, and quite apparent contradictions.*
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It is Hess’s aim to communicate his observation — his experience in
front of the work rather than to articulate artistic intentions or universal
meanings. For Hess, it is abstract art that makes this explicit as well as
showing its implicit character in traditional painting. Instability and
contradiction thus emerge from abstract painting. Writing about Chaim
Soutine, Hess suggests that

like van Gogh, Soutine must produce failures, and must run the
risk of boring or too quickly satiating some cultivated tastes.
Being honest to his search for the sensation of the object, he
must recognize that a bad picture can sometimes come off in
these terms as well as a good one. But he is a persuasive
reminder to artists of his generation and to the following one
(he would be only in his late fifties if he were living today)
that with the help of fury and dedication one can seal
mysteries of nature within the mysteries of paint, and that the
human subject can enter a painting through many different
doors.*

The creative “risks” that are communicated through Soutine’s surfaces
are what really interest Hess. Elsewhere, Hess praises Matisse’s
paintings, not for their effortless grace and, but for the tremendous
emotion they harness.

The line from Impressionism is not only revitalized with new
strength and justification but with a philosophy of bold and
joyous action projects it into the future. The courage of Matisse
is not in the heavy sweep of a brush or in ecstatically bringing
of the twist of form that corresponds so perfectly with a twist of
the spirit. There is a continual action of hesitancy in his
painting — the final shape is left on the canvas after a settling
down of approximations, after small strokes are ordered into
agreement.*

It is the “courage” of Matisse’s art that appeals to Hess and spurs
Matisse’s creativity — the “bold and joyous action” that emerge from his
“continual action of hesitancy.”

Through Hess’s critical method, de Kooning’s art becomes an apoth-
eosis of the critical spirit in all its poetry — anti-systemic, fragmentary,
and simultaneously constructive and destructive. Through his writing, de
Kooning’s creative process forms the basis for Hess’s approach to art. His
poetic account of de Kooning’s creative process becomes in effect a
metaphoric way to describe his process of critically experiencing art.

Hess underscores de Kooning’s critical spirit when he states that “de
Kooning’s paintings are based on contradictions kept contradictory in
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order to reveal the clarity of ambiguities, the concrete reality of
unanswered questions, the unity of simultaneity and multiplicity.’* Hess
thus focuses attention on de Kooning’s resistance to fixed or pre-existing
systems of thought and feeling, and his desire to create and criticize as
his spirit moves him. Subsequently, Hess’s “poetic” language attempts to
reflect the resistance of de Kooning’s art to a univocal reading.

The fragmented nature of many images in de Kooning’s art also strikes
Hess as significantly critical. His notion of “intimate proportions” that
suggests a “no-environment of the body” is for Hess a critical act.*
Unlike Greenberg’s interpretation of “homelessness” in “After Abstract
Expressionism” (1962), Hess’s is a willed homelessness that allows de
Kooning to perceive images that have not been filtered through
generalized point of view. Hess explains “intimate proportions” to be, for
example, when de Kooning “draw[s] a knee as a knee might draw itself,
then as if it were seen for the first time, and then (here ambiguity re-
enters) as seen by an eye sophisticated to the whole history of art.”* (It is
not insignificant that Hess’s notion of “homelessness” is in many ways
similar to Rosenberg’s comparison of the Tenth Street artists to bums. In
both critics’ interpretations, there seems to be a recognition of a loss of
institutional context out of which art is given meaning.)

Hess senses that this poetic criticality is emphasized through the
technical means de Kooning employs. Commenting on his use of
newspaper overlays, Hess suggests that “the method permits the artist to
study possibilities of change before taking irrevocable steps. It also keeps
a continuous if fragmentary record of where the picture has been.”** Hess’s
writing reveals that de Kooning’s pictures are critical because the very
techniques he uses retain — self-consciously — a record of his editing
and interpretation. The free — anti-systemic — criticality of his art is
also emphasized when he suggests that de Kooning follows a
“programless program.”* Often, Hess intimates that de Kooning retains
his process through destruction: “much of the pressure of the final image
derives from this impetuous of continuity [of] destructions.”*® Destruction
in de Kooning’s hands is a way to preserve the finished work in the
context of its entire creative voyage — a way of resisting the aesthetic
hypostatization of the finished object by leaving evidence of his editing,
deleting, and adjusting. In short, the record of his total experience of
creation and the work that went into it, with all its complexity and
contradiction.

This destructive process in de Kooning’s work is signaled by Hess
through the comparison of his works to palimpsests. With its connotations
of memory, historical process, and the erasure of meaning, the palimpsest
underscores the notion of de Kooning’s surfaces as being a repository —
not a purifying filter — for his creative development.
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But if you paint on the same canvas over and over again,
ghosts of old pictures begin to haunt it, the anguish of
destruction remains evident even when the strokes are debonair
enough to make a fencer tip his hat.”

Like his interpretation of Matisse’s work, Hess sees de Kooning’s
flowing line as the result of a grueling process. Hess’s use of the
palimpsest metaphor stresses the creative function of de Kooning’s
destructive method. Like the palimpsest, de Kooning’s surfaces leave only
traces of once-prominent messages. Hess suggests that “de Kooning’s
whole enterprise aims at fusions, at stowing more and more into the unity
of his art”*? This unity, however, is a taut one and is difficult to sustain
because it is wrested from fragments. The palimpsest metaphor allows the
associative and interpretative powers of the imagination to emerge.

Each invented shape changes in a new context but it never
sloughs off any of its old significations. Suggestions become
more and more dense, more and more textured by the variety
of the concepts and contexts with them.”

Hess’s emphasis upon de Kooning’s irony also highlights his critical
approach to modernism. Hess argues that in de Kooning’s Women series
“the smile is the passport, the silly bit of paper which you must have with
you at all times to continue the journey.”** And it is the cut-out or painted
smile, with its “detached semi-human way to meet the world” that poss-
esses “a touching irony and humanity.’*Hess implies that de Kooning,
like the postmodern artist that author John Barth has in mind, “has the
first half of our century under his belt, but not on his back.”’*Hess’s crit-
ical encounter with de Kooning, therefore, articulates the fragments of the
ironic, the paradoxical, and the witty in his art rather than searching for a
totalizing, or so-called “logocentric” notions of modernism.

Hess’s critical reception of de Kooning’s art exposes two more
elements that not only demonstrate a highly critical viewpoint of
modernist expression, but even anticipates post-structuralist readings of
art. First, Hess suggests art’s ability to disseminate interpretations.
Second, he suggests the work’s tenuous relationship to the artist. With
regard to interpretation, Hess argues that “his creative process of
prolonged addition of meaning and interpretation can be compared with
James Joyce’s writing of Finnegan's Wake. At no point will the image
finally come to rest.”¥ The refusal of the work to rest keeps it open for
interpretative discourse rather than being corralled by a single meaning.
This emphasis allows Hess to perceive de Kooning’s art as “cumulative,”
“mnemonic,” and “all of a piece — a continually growing edifice of
memory and invention.”*® Elsewhere he argues that
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the image of the paintings themselves may not completely
expose the philosophical premises, just as the writings of
Kierkegaard or Coleridge never exhausted their insights. This
openness attracts other artists, and, in time, may create
schools and conventions.”

Hess’s perceived “openness” is similar to Umberto Eco’s notion of art
as “a machine for generating interpretations.”® It is not modernism’s
utopian endeavors of social revolution and aesthetic purity that Hess finds
in de Kooning’s art. Rather, he discovers and is drawn to his ability to
create problems and to ask questions — to seize upon and expose the
problematic language of the visual arts. Hess’s writing, therefore, is an
attempt to reproduce de Kooning’s goal of revealing ambiguity rather than
articulating clarity.

In his Postscript to The Name of the Rose (1984) Eco argues that:

When a work is finished, a dialogue is established between the
text and its readers (the author is excluded). While a work is in
progress, the dialogue is double: there is the dialogue between
that text and all other previously written texts (books are made
only from other books and around other books).*!

For Hess the relationship between the work and the viewer can be fully
experienced only after acknowledging the creative process that produced
the finished work. In his 1959 monograph (the first book published on de
Kooning), Hess claims that “when the artist is finished, the picture begins
its own life”” Hess perceives the work of art in much the same way Eco
and other semiotic critics and theoreticians do: as texts that emphasize
the dialogue between the work and the reader or viewer rather than seeing
the work as merely a record of the artist’s monologue. Hess’s most
provocative statement on this relationship between the artist and his work
occurs in the same 1959 monograph:

The artist feels he must keep off-balance in front of his work.
The picture is a bet kept riding on rolls of the dice. It can be
lost at any throw. When it can no longer be lost, the picture is
finished. The artist is outside. And to keep his bet on the table,
the most dangerous methods must be used.®

The artist, Hess is suggesting, paints himself out of the picture. Eco, in
The Limits of Interpretation (1990), views critical interpretation as a
dialectic between the work and the reader.® Hess’s criticism of de
Kooning focuses upon the same dialectical relationship between the work
and the viewer. However, Hess’s articulation of de Kooning’s artistic
“journey”’suggested in the picture is not a reconstruction of artistic
intention — the intentio auctoris — but a metaphor that articulates Hess’s
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own process of experiencing the art.”” Hess’s belief that the artist in effect
separates himself from the finished work, underscores the point that it is
the work of art’s “impressionistic” power — its ability to evoke
experience within the viewer — that critical interpretation is ultimately
concerned with. And it also raises the important issue that the finished
work may no hold meaning for the artist — that it is only in the process of
creation that it achieves meaning for the artist. After it is finished, it
becomes the viewer’s possession.

Hess’s critical encounter with de Kooning, then, focuses attention upon
the works themselves rather than the personality of their creator. Hess’s
criticism reasserts the primacy of the viewer’s experience in front of the
work, and his ultimate inability “to pluck the ripe-fruit of meaning”
directly through interpretation. Hess’s writing on de Kooning’s art signals
its complexity by attempting to reproduce the texture of its visual
language in onomatopoetic fashion. Thus Hess’s critical reception of de
Kooning’s work demonstrates that his project is neither a Barthesian
program of unhinging language from experience nor a “traditional” desire
to reconstruct artistic intention by wrapping the artist in the flag of genius.
Rather, it is embedded in his understanding that criticism, after doing
battle with the work — experiencing it and being entangled by it — must
lay down its arms in front of it: that ultimately aesthetic experience can
never completely be consumed by language. And it is through Hess’s
encounter with de Kooning’s art that this becomes most clear. Hess’s
writing acknowledges criticism’s greatest problem: the relationship
between word and image.

Therefore, to return to Craven’s claim that Hess’s criticism is poetic, it
can only be regarded as such if poetry is not defined as the experience
itself, but as the result of lived experience. The French literary critic Ives
Bonnefoy provides a sonorous echo to this belief when he suggests that
poetry “attaches itself ... to what cannot be designated by a word of
language.”* It is Hess’s profound understanding of this “lack” imbedded
in language that makes his criticism so compelling.
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A Psychoanalytic Approach
to Charles Burchfield'

Jay Grimm

Charles Burchfield (1893-1967) has been admired since the *30s for his
deep responses to nature and the expressionistic quality of his landscapes.
Art historians note the correlation between Burchfield’s love of nature and
the artist’s desire to recapture his childhood reactions to the landscape.
But what does that mean? Why was childhood so important to
Burchfield? And furthermore, why did the artist move away from his
landscapes to paint American scenes, only to return to nature in his later
life? This paper will argue that art, nature, and religion acted together as
an emotional crutch for Burchfield, who suffered from neurotic anxieties
throughout his life. Using object-relational psychoanalytic theories, I will
make some guesses about why these emotional problems existed.
Burchfield’s paintings and stylistic changes also will be explained in the
psychoanalytic context.

Burchfield’s problems began early in his childhood. Later in his life,
Burchfield always described his boyhood as “lonely.”> He spent much
time wandering about the woods near his small-town Ohio home
accompanied only by his dog. This inability to relate to others plagued
Burchfield throughout his life, and the artist never really overcame his
monumental shyness. Furthermore, when he later attempted to access his
earliest childhood memories (in 1917 and after 1943), they often
consisted of terrifying fantasies about anthropomorphized trees and
houses. These fantasies, too, remained with Burchfield until his death.
Thus, it can be assumed that the hallucinations and guilt in Burchfield’s
life, which will be discussed below, had their roots in the artist’s earliest
experiences.

Yet, despite the deep-rootedness of these troubles, it seems unlikely
that Burchfield’s development was traumatized before the oedipal phase.
Many aspects of Burchfield’s behavior point to his having developed a
“true self” For example, Burchfield had a love of solitude, which (as
mentioned above) turned into loneliness on occasion, especially as an
adolescent.’ This alternating like and dislike of solitude do not hint at a
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problem with the primal scene. According to D.W. Winnicott, the ability
to be alone stems from infancy, where the infant has enough ego-support
from its mother to allow for a narcissistic existence, out of which the
spontaneous gesture occurs. This is to say, there must be an ego (an “I”)
in order for a person to say “I am alone.” In Winnicott’s words, “An
individual’s capacity to be alone depends on his ability to deal with the
feelings aroused by the primal scene ... there would naturally be a
capacity on the part of the individual to identify with each of the
parents.”* That Burchfield could, at times, be alone indicates a high level
of maturity. Yet, because this solitude often became loneliness (in other
words, object need), it can be conjectured that Burchfield had a problem
which stemmed from his oedipal period.

Other aspects of Burchfield’s personality indicate an oedipal, rather
than pre-oedipal disturbance. For example, he was creative. This
demonstrates the existence of a “true self,” the ability to move between
the “me” and “not me.” Also, Burchfield was always experiencing guilt
for his actions — he worried that he had hurt other people. Winnicott
argues that “The ability to be concerned is a matter of health, a capacity
which, once established, presupposes a complex ego-organization which
cannot be thought of in any way but as an achievement in terms of the
internal growth-processes in the baby and child.”’ In other words,
Burchfield’s guilt, which caused him immense pain, demonstrates a high
degree of maturation.

However, this guilt, as well as Burchfield’s chronic depressions (which
as a young adult bordered on a more serious disorder) point to a
developmental problem with the super-ego. It seems that Burchfield never
successfully passed through the oedipal phase. One strong piece of
evidence supporting this hypothesis is that Burchfield’s father died in
1898 when Burchfield was 5% years old. In both a classic and an object-
relational sense, this event could have adversely affected development.
Burchfield, like all young boys, would have fantasized about his father’s
death and been aggressive towards the man while at the same time
feeling guilt and fearing retribution. When his father died in reality,
Burchfield might well have fantasized that he himself had caused this
death. This probably explains why Burchfield repeatedly castigated
himself for his failings throughout his life* The artist probably never really
mourned his father’s death—the event was too traumatic for him to work
through.

Furthermore, in a more purely object-relational point of view,
Burchfield’s loss would have resulted in the creation of an internal object
(i.e. a mental father-figure) which was pathological. According to W.R.D.
Fairbairn,” “It becomes too painful to long for and depend on an object
which is physically or emotionally absent a good deal of the time.
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Therefore, the child establishes internal objects inside himself, which act
as substitutes and solutions for unsatisfying relationships with real
external objects.”® To paraphrase Fairbairn further, individuals with
unnatural internal objects instead of parents will resist giving them up lest
they be left alone again. In this case, relations with other people will be
problematic. The “bad” aspects of the parent will be repeatedly
experienced in lieu of new, more healthy human contacts.’

I feel confident that this was part of the reason Burchfield continued to
feel lonely long after his father died. Indeed, with five other siblings, he
didn’t have to be lonesome; the problem was that he never fully
abandoned his internal object. Burchfield learned a pattern for
relationships that continually undermined his ability to form bonds with
other people.

In a psychoanalytic view, Burchfield’s mothering would be of even
greater importance than his fathering. Again, there seems to have been
some abnormalities in the mother-child relationship. Burchfield was quite
attached to his mother, confiding in his journals that she was a “genius.”’"
When Burchfield left home in 1912 to go to the Cleveland School of Art,
he became unusually homesick. And in 1916, when his engagement to
another art student ended, one account suggests that the woman decided
against marrying Burchfield because he was “hung up on his mother"
These events suggest that the artist might have over-idealized his mother,
a situation which would have interfered with his relationships with others,
especially his wife. Indeed, this strong attachment probably made
expressing himself sexually, even within his marriage, difficult.

Another related factor which must have interfered with Burchfield’s
development was the birth of his brother in 1898, the same year his father
died. Burchfield’s object loss was thus doubly painful, as maternal
affection was withdrawn at that time. Again, this demonstrates that
Burchfield had an unusually difficult oedipal phase, and can explain his
later psychological problems.

Religion also left an indelible mark on the young boy. Burchfield’s
family was Presbyterian, and brought him to Sunday School when he was
quite young. Burchfield later termed this experience “one of the
nightmares of my childhood”"? because of the harshness of the curriculum
and the teachers. “He was taught there that playing cards, dancing and
the theater were all manifestations about Satan, and that there ‘wasn’t a
Catholic living who wouldn’t kill a Protestant if he thought he would go
undetected’.”"” It can be imagined what was taught regarding
masturbation, homosexuality, or even thinking about sex at all.
Undoubtedly, these teachings inhibited Burchfield in his later life and
contributed to the guilt he experienced. Burchfield’s super-ego, already at
risk of being overly harsh, was reinforced in its power by this early
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experience with the church.

Religion seems to have played a deeper role than simply making
Burchfield fear sin. In addition to chastising himself for his moral failings,
the boy began to conflate nature and god, engaging in what Townsend
terms “neoprimitive animism.”"* Nature became a living, independent
life-force for Burchfield, and he began to worship it. On one level, this
stems from the boy’s fear and rejection of organized religion. On another
level, the extent of his feelings and the timing suggest that religion was
transformed into a father surrogate for the young boy. Burchfield projected
his fantasies and feelings upon the trees and bushes; the woods became a
place where God punished Burchfield for becoming an oedipal winner.

The way out seems to have been art. According to Burchfield, he
painted in the woods “before first grade.”” This means that Burchfield felt
comfortable being creative (occupying potential space) in the woods.
Perhaps the boy felt that if he brought nature into his field of play, he
could somehow contain it. In fact, Burchfield was obsessive about
wanting to record the local landscape. As he wrote, “In the spring of my
junior year [of high school] I undertook to making drawings of all the
local wild-flowers and blossoming fruit trees. I was not content to draw
single flowers. I made big bouquets of them and sketched each flower in
the most meticulous detail. This coupled with my school work brought on
a collapse which lasted for several weeks. It was termed ‘brain-fever’ by
the doctor, but I wonder now if it would not simply be called ‘nervous
exhaustion’.”'® Whatever the actual problem was, in psychoanalytic
terms, this was a somatization of a psychological conflict. It would seem
that Burchfield felt overwhelmed by his feelings towards nature and thus
broke. In short, art was not a complete cure. It allowed him an outlet for
— but not an escape from — his unusual and unhealthy linkage between
nature and religion, which was in turn, linked to his father figure.

When Burchfield entered art school in 1912, he was homesick and still
quite shy. The artist would sometimes skip class and wander around the
public parks of Cleveland in search of scenes to sketch. While Burchfield
did make some friends, most notably becoming friendly with a clique
known as “the Family,” it seems that he still kept his distance from
others. As he entered in his journals, “People invariably love the artificial
more than the natural. They respect superficiality more than deeper
feelings ... So I go to Nature when I want sincerity. In nature we find not
only sincerity but also innocence.”'” Furthermore, Burchfield intensified
his pantheistic worship. Another journal entry stated, “If I stopped to
admire or sketch a tree, [which can be seen as a phallic symbol] ... it
[is] ... more of a prayer than meaningless phrases mumbled in a church.”"®
Thus, the artist continued to seek solitude and nature rather than human
contacts for a feeling of community.
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The last two years of art school were difficult for Burchfield. He began
to suffer from a series of depressions and wild mood swings. The artist
was experiencing many conflicts at that time. Among them was a love
interest, a woman he had met in art school named Alice Bailey.
Burchfield’s strict upbringing precluded having sex with her, but it is clear
that he wanted to. This conflict between id and super-ego is seen in the
following journal entry. “While fired with the lofty enthusiasm of a ...
painting, all at once I am overcome with lustful desires. My whole body
seems to cry out for the cool arms of a woman — everything is upside
down.”* This frustration was compounded by the fact that he couldn’t
afford to marry her, and by her own misgivings about the marriage.

The journal entries for the last two years of art school demonstrate
Burchfield’s suffering. Although he later went back and altered these
journals, the original entries can still be read. Burchfield wrote, “Were it
not for Alice, my mother and my art, surely I would kill myself. These
may be enough to encourage me to live, but some can live for themselves
whereas if I should live for myself, what would be my excuse? Living for
these three things, yet I know how unworthy I am of any of them.”’® Then,
five days later, Burchfield entered into his journal, “It is an Elysian Day
— I am feeling boundlessly happy — I can laugh at my suicidal [also
erased] entry of several days ago — yet I feel so inanely joyous that I feel
sure I must pay for it later”* Burchfield also wrote of hallucinations; his
rapid mood shifts continued for about two years.

These symptoms suggest a medical condition, perhaps bi-polarity or
cyclothemia, a less extreme form of bi-polarism. According to the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM III-R),
Burchfield does fit most of the criteria for a diagnosis of cyclothemia.?
Furthermore, the DSM suggests that these mood disorders are hereditary.
This might shed light on the cause of Burchfield’s father’s sudden death. It
seems logical that he committed suicide. Virtually nothing can be
discovered about the event, suggesting a cover-up.? This guess is made
more likely given that one of Burchfield’s daughters committed suicide in
1977. It may well have been that Burchfield had inherited a tendency to
be depressed. But developmental factors must have also played a
significant role in causing these problems with Burchfield’s mental
health.

When Burchfield graduated in 1916, he went back home. While he
continued to be on the verge of a mental breakdown, the suicidal entries
no longer occurred. Instead, he claims to have been quite happy,
harnessing his imaginings and fears as material for his art. Apart from a
brief abortive trip to New York City, where he took a scholarship to the
National Academy (and which aggravated his mental condition),
Burchfield spent 18 months between 1916 and 1918 living contentedly in
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his mother’s house, his facilitating environment.

In fact, Burchfield termed this period his “golden year” as an artist.
During it he executed more than 500 watercolors, about one-quarter of his
entire oeuvre, despite working 52 days a week as an accountant.
Furthermore, it was these pieces which Burchfield returned to again and
again for inspiration; in his late career, he even went so far as to actually
use the older pieces as centers for new, larger works by gluing additional
paper around the original watercolor.

Turning to Burchfield’s art of this period, it seems as if he was trying to
cure himself by regressing back to his childhood, deliberately going back
to the point where his environment failed him. In Cricket Chorus in the
Arbor, for example, Burchfield consciously strove to recreate his
childhood response to nature. On the back, Burchfield wrote the following.
“Sunday Afternoon, August ... the child stands alone. Insects are all his
world, so to his mind all things become saturated with their presence. The
boy looks with fears at the black interior of the arbor, not knowing what
terrible thing might be there.”

In Cricket Chorus in the Arbor, one can see the awe with which
Burchfield viewed the landscape. The dark shadows of the vegetation
seemingly consume the innocent looking fence. A gentle path ends
abruptly at the leafy entrance of the arbor. The calligraphic lines,
representing insect noises, give a sinister personality to the trees. The
childhood memories Burchfield has here represented convey fascination
and fear. The artist exhibits a desire to empathize with the woods, to
unite with his totemic father-figure. But this desire is mixed with a
loathing of what that merger would entail — the ultimate loss of his
desired object, which Burchfield was conditioned to expect.

In many other works of this period, Burchfield can again be seen
reaching back into his childhood and finding a conflict. In The Night
Wind, for example, the artist depicts a child’s view of a windy winter
night. The house bends in the face of the forces of nature, and the
windows are transformed into glaring yellow eyes. The trees in the
background also have eyes and appear to be creeping up on the house.”

Symbols are often employed in these early works. Burchfield
developed his own iconography, inventing pictographs for “fear,”
“dangerous brooding” and “insanity.” Called Conventions for Abstract
Thoughts, these drawings demonstrate the depth of Burchfield’s dark
moods. The feelings of his early years were dredged up, and re-
experienced.

These forays into memory were not done with any sort of detachment
or objectivity. It seems that the nightmares of childhood had been re-
awakened in the artist. Burchfield wrote in his journal in 1917, “One night
last week I lay in bed fearing to go to sleep for fear I would wake up
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insane”” He had, to some extent, lost his ability to test reality.

In short, Burchfield’s “Golden Year” was, from beginning to end,
inextricably tied up with his childhood. Burchfield’s attempts to recover
his boyhood through his art, and re-experience childhood, were, in my
view, a self-cure. As Winnicott wrote, “The breakdown that is feared has
already begun ... The patient’s fear of breakdown has its roots in the ...
need to remember the original breakdown [which] took place at a stage of
dependence.”” And further, “In character disorder there is ... the
individual’s correct perception at a time in early childhood that at first all
was well ... and then that all was not well.”® In other words, Burchfield
continually probed his childhood for the feeling of merger and
completeness that he had once felt. The terror stemmed from the negative
aspects of his childhood, but he kept at it for that was all he had. The
paradox of the “Golden Year” is that it really wasn’t such a happy time.
In a Fairbairnian sense, Burchfield continued to cling to his infantile
objects despite the rather terrifying existence they seemed to afford him.

The “Golden Year” ended in 1918 with Burchfield’s conscription into
the Army. Again, the prospect of leaving home — and dying in a war —
caused mental turmoil. But, the artist was able to swing an easy
assignment to the camouflage division in South Carolina, and within
eight months he was discharged. This experience seemed to have
changed him in a profound manner. As he wrote, “The new life threw my
mind in utter chaos, so that I was like unto a primitive man ... I forget
when the Mind began to rise above the military straight jacket. But one
night ... I heard with amazement the wild, silvery notes of the bugle
winging out over the immense stretches of brilliant white sands ... Then
someone said that the war was over & someone said it wasn’t; but I left
camp one day & became lost in Negro Fairyland ... When I got back [to
Ohio] I found that the flowers could think more than they had in
childhood, & even the hills were not dumb.’?

Returning home did not make Burchfield happy, as had previous
homecomings. Instead, his army days seemed to weigh heavily on the
man, and he was depressed from January to October 1919. Burchfield
never was able to explain this depression, but some inferences can be
made. In his 1919 works, as he later wrote, “I was obsessed with ...
expressing the feelings of birds.”*® Burchfield once attempted to show a
bird, with an egg containing a baby bird visible inside it.*® In another
work, Budding Cottonwoods and Brick Kilns as if the Branches Were
Growing out of the Kilns, Burchfield deliberately denies the separation of
animate and inanimate objects. It seems, from these works and the above
quotation, that Burchfield was becoming more intense in his regression,
projecting his own emotions onto the woods. The Kilns piece
demonstrates what Marion Milner terms the desire for overlap between
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mind and body.* As Milner wrote, this overlap “perhaps can be seen as
the aim of all therapy, the bringing together of both the accepted and the
rejected part of the personality ... to allow the interpenetration of
opposites to form a new whole”®® The artist was now trying with all of his
might to merge with nature, to work through his early environmental
deficiency towards a unified self.

In October, 1919, the mood broke. Burchfield became happy, and his
style — or at least his subject matter — changed. He began to paint
townscapes and people, executing far fewer landscapes. At first these
views were somewhat satirical, but as time went by he began celebrating
the American scene.

This shift can be argued two ways. On the one hand, his mood lifted,
and he broke the repetitive depressions. This seems to evidence a cure;
perhaps he had regressed to the point at which development ceased and
matured, using art and nature. On the other hand, it could be argued that
this shift was a withdrawal of the true self, and that the false self became
a caretaker, an idea to which I will return below.

The middle period can be viewed as a move towards maturity and
health. This view is further supported by Burchfield’s marriage in 1922,
and the subsequent birth of five children. It seems that the artist had
mastered his conflicted self, and had given up his infantile attachments to
his parents and recognized the existence of humanity. Burchfield was now
able to celebrate America, and feel a sense of community with other
humans rather than nature.

Black Iron, 1934, evidences this shift. Now, a man-made object fills
the picture plane, the strong bridge enables the roaring steam engine to
pass over the river-to overcome the forces of nature. The bridge itself,
though rusted, exudes solidity. Gone is the decrepit unsturdyness of
Burchfield’s earlier structures. Perhaps these later buildings were Burch-
field’s attempt to “repair” the damage he had done to his earlier houses
— a definite sign of maturity. In works such as Black Iron, Burchfield
identifies with America, and can thus live without many of the conflicts
that had troubled him as a young adult, and live a relatively normal,
healthy life.

If this is the case, however, it was an incomplete cure, as Burchfield
relapsed into fallow periods and continued to be overly self-critical. He
continued to experience unhappiness and dissatisfaction with his
situation. For example, Burchfield did not become a good father. From
reading his journals of the *20s and ’30s, it becomes clear that he was
ambivalent about being responsible for five children. At one point
Burchfield wrote of “uninteresting problems at home” and also complains
of the endless chores of fatherhood.** Furthermore, the artist was forever
taking day trips alone, feeling happiness only in solitude. Also, the
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portraits he executed of his children are among the most ambiguous
family portraits in art history. In Portrait Study in a Spring Landscape,
1930, for example, Burchfield’s five-year old daughter Mary Alice stares
out at the viewer with an expression that can only be termed stolid. While
the landscape radiates energy, the child slumps on a stump apparently
bored. The artist here betrays his dislike of being a father.

In situations of employment, Burchfield also shied away from being an
authority figure. He instigated his discharge from the army upon being
made a sergeant, and he quit his job at the wallpaper factory when he
was promoted to the head designer position.

Furthermore, Burchfield was more of a son than a husband to his wife.
Sex seems to have played a very small role in their relations. Burchfield
wrote in his journal of relationships, “all. ... creative powers are centered
... in establishing a normal life with a woman [one] can love, respect and
trust. Any perversion of ... sexual life must be reflected in ... the ability
ever to realize the actuality of love.”* Indeed, Burchfield routinely
referred to his wife as “Mother” and lavished attention upon her at
Mother’s Day. His college sweetheart was also a mothering type. As
Townsend notes, “The older, sustaining, maternal woman played an
important role in Charles Burchfield’s life’” In short, Burchfield had
difficulty combining sex and love, indicating that he had not fully
matured into a father figure.

The lack of maturity can be seen in Burchfield’s repeated conflicts in
relation to sex, which he wrote about in his journals. In 1930 he wrote
about a nighttime walk in the woods: “I raise my eyes to the sky, fling
wide my arms and pray to God to forgive my sins, my lusts, my hideous
thoughts ... I fall on my knees — it is not enough — I fall on my face —
press my forehead to the snow — at last the tears come ... I grow cold
and rejoice in being cold—I come away in peace’’* This statement
indicates a fundamental inability to express his sexual urges, even to his
wife.

Undoubtedly, religion interfered with Burchfield’s sex life. The
religious teachings of his childhood, and his wife’s beliefs, may well have
precluded sex for any reason except procreation. Obviously, Burchfield’s
marriage was not evidence of complete maturity. Furthermore, this type
of behavior indicates that God and nature continued to act as emotional
crutches. In fact, he converted to Lutheranism in the mid-30s, only to
quickly renounce his decision, preferring his own brand of pantheism. As
he wrote, “A pine grove recalled to me the truth ... that here only can I
be with God; the spirit coming through these trees is both me, and my
creator, merged.”” In other words, Burchfield was still trying to merge
with the landscape and was unable, at times, to distinguish between the
“me” and the “not me.”
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What all of this indicates is that Burchfield’s artistic self-cure, which
led to an identification with America and a feeling of community with
other people, was only partially successful. In 1943, Burchfield
essentially renounced America in his art, returning to pantheism full-time.
The Coming of Spring, 1917-43, has been seen as the first step in this pro-
cess. In this work, Burchfield actually used an early piece as the center,
which he expanded in “the 1917 manner” Gone are any references to

“humans. The forces of nature are now the only subject matter. The artist
pretends that the seasons are changing in front of his eyes.

On the one hand, this move can be seen as a regression. Burchfield
returned to his infantile objects and no longer sought community with
others, reverting instead to the style which marked his original struggle
with unresolved childhood issues. Works such as these also mark a return
to primary thinking, as time and motion are shown in action. Furthermore,
Burchfield became more and more of a recluse in his late life, shunning
contact with all but his closest family and friends. Indeed, the artist often
became bed-ridden with back pain and the flu, which were, arguably,
somatic regressions to dependence.

Yet, the whole issue of Burchfield’s middle and late period can,
perhaps, be seen in another way. It might have been that the middle
period, with its reliance on rules of perspective and a constructed,
unnatural community, was evidence of Burchfield’s false self. According
to Winnicott, the act of play and spontaneity belong to the true self,
while socialization is a false self mode. In his late period, as in his early
period, Burchfield would execute watercolors in a single day. In his
middle period, however, the artist labored over works for years.
Furthermore, the middle works are indeed socialized — illusions of a
harmonious nation where agriculture and industry peacefully coexist.
Thus, the later switch perhaps was a valiant attempt on Burchfield’s part
to allow his true self to be expressed.

In conclusion, Charles Burchfield lived a life full of pain. He repeat-
edly felt guilt and was lonely. Mostly, Burchfield was happy only when
painting alone in the woods. In my view, this was due to an early child-
hood marred by his father’s death and his religious upbringing. Burch-
field’s paintings, then, can be seen as records of his desire for a sense of
belonging and security. Although it might seem clichéd, Burchfield’s art
was his therapy, and he might have become mad without it.

Notes

1 1 would like to thank Dr. Cordelia T. Grimm and Dr. Brian Asalami for sharing their
knowledge of clinical psychiatry with me.

2 See J. Benjamin Townsend, editor, Charles Burchfield’s Journals (Albany: SUNY Press,
1993), 65. Also John Baur, The Inlander (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1984),
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Scopophilia, Exhibitionism,
and the Art of Sophie Calle

Katie Clifford

After briefly meeting a man in Paris and learning that he was about to
take a trip to Venice, French artist Sophie Calle set out to secretly follow
him. In Venice, she made hundreds of phone calls to locate the hotel in
which he was staying. She even persuaded the owner of the house across
the street to let her use a window from which to watch her subject. When
out on the street, she disguised herself in a blonde wig and dark
sunglasses and kept her distance. She made copious notes of this man’s
activities and photographed him, using a hidden-lens camera. She did this
everyday for two weeks until he returned to Paris. With her findings, she
compiled a running documentary of her pursuit, entitled Suite
Venetienne/Venetian Suite (1980), which was subsequently exhibited in
galleries and later, bound into book form.!

The photographs and text are rather unremarkable. Although the project
was undertaken in secrecy, her subject, who turned out to be a rather dull
fellow, had no secrets to hide. But what of the artist and the great lengths
she took to carry out this venture? What of the tedium she must have
endured, not to mention her apparent disregard for this man’s privacy?

In response to works of this nature, one critic wrote: “Plain and simple,
Calle is not only a voyeur who gets off on compulsive prying and spying,
but an exhibitionist who must show trophies of her exploits, in the forms
of photographs and diaristic texts enlisting us as accessories to her
perverse transgressions.”” Indeed, exhibitionism and voyeurism are strong
components of Calle’s art work. And in Western culture, these traits are
often viewed with suspicion. In extreme cases, exhibitionism and
voyeurism are considered perversions in the field of psychology, and can
be criminal in the eyes of the law.

In more moderate terms, however, voyeurism, also referred to as
scopophilia, and exhibitionism have been considered integral to the
artistic process. Dr. David Allen, who has studied the psychodynamics of
these impulses, states: “Creativity demands free-ranging associational
thinking. The individual becomes creative only if he possesses that
unintimidated, bounding scopophilia that sees beyond the immediate
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focus of learning.”® Furthermore, “bounding scopophilia must be balanced
with an assertive exhibitionism,” in that exhibitionism is the willingness
to show what one has created, seen, and/or learned.* One who has strong
voyeuristic and exhibitionist tendencies is able to channel those energies
into the creative process. Someone who has a limited voyeuristic interest
would be less likely to be markedly creative. Allen states: “hovering
hypercritical rationality and perfectionism are the enemies of creativity.
They are too censorious and inhibit the creative process.”’ Premature
judgment must be suspended for creativity to be unleashed.

In addition to artistic creativity, exhibitionism and voyeurism can
produce sexual energy. The industry of pornography, for example, has
capitalized on the phenomenon of how voyeurism and exhibitionism can
induce sexual excitement in human beings. Take for example the
following scenario: a man masturbates while he looks at erotic pictures of
a naked woman. Not only is he turned on by what he sees but as part of
his sexual fantasy, he imagines the nude woman is in rapture because she
is watching him get off. The man looks for pleasure and gains pleasure
from the notion of being watched. Exhibitionism and voyeurism work
together to create this total sexual experience.

What is unique about this situation is that it is a solitary exercise. For
individuals who fear intimate relations with a partner, this situation is
non-threatening and therefore ideal. When acts of voyeurism and
exhibitionism constitute the sole means by which sexual arousal is
achieved, they are considered symptomatic of mental disorder.

In clinical terms, exhibitionism involves “repetitive acts of exposing
the genitals to an unsuspecting stranger for the purpose of achieving
sexual excitement, with no attempt at further sexual activity with the
stranger.”’® Voyeurism, its counterpart, is characterized by “repetitive look-
ing at unsuspecting people, usually strangers, who are either naked, in the
act of disrobing, or engaging in sexual activity, as a method of achieving
sexual excitement; no sexual activity with the person is sought.”” In these
scenarios, the voyeur or exhibitionist acts out what the socially deemed
“healthy” man entertains in private and in his imagination.

Literature on the psychosexual dimension of voyeurism and
exhibitionism goes back to the work of Freud. In “Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality” (1905), he discusses voyeurism and exhibitionism
as partial impulses of the sexual instinct.® That is, two seemingly opposite
impulses actually complement each other, and operate together to fuel
sexual desire. For example, sadism and masochism are the paired
components of sadomasochism. “The most remarkable feature of this
perversion,” Freud writes, “is that its active and passive forms are
habitually found to occur together in the same individual ... a sadist is
always at the same time a masochist, although the active or the passive
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aspect of the perversion may be the more strongly developed in him and
may represent the predominant sexual activity.”® Similarly, Freud noted,
scopophilia, pleasure in looking, is paired with its active counterpart,
exhibitionism, pleasure in self-display. In that every active perversion is
accompanied by its passive counterpart, someone who is an exhibitionist
is at the same time a voyeur.

Although both voyeurism and exhibitionism can develop into
perversions, in less extreme cases, scopophilic and exhibitionist impulses
are deemed normal and part of one’s psychosexual development,
beginning as early as with infancy.” For example, an infant is prone to
make eye contact with the mother’s face while nursing. It is a way for the
infant to lock on to the nursing experience because it provides pleasure in
the form of food and warmth. That is, to secure that pleasurable feeling,
the infant seeks to internalize the source of that pleasure, to visually
incorporate it into him or herself so s/he will never be without.

In the nursing situation, while sucking the mother’s breast, the infant
strives to incorporate the object orally, but at the same time, in that the
infant also makes eye contact with the mother, the baby also incorporates
the object visually. Therefore, not only the mouth but the eyes develop as
erotogenic zones that serve the sexual drive. Looking and being looked at
is indeed one of the earliest of libidinal experiences.

Separation, or the threat of separation from that pleasure producing
object, the mother, can be experienced as highly traumatic for the infant.
The infant does not yet have a separate sense of self but exists in a
symbiotic relationship with the mother. Separation can occur when the
mother weans the infant off her breast, or when the infant sees a rival
sibling being nursed by the mother. An emotional rather than physical
separation can also occur if the mother is depressed and is therefore
distanced from the baby. If the infant’s natural process of incorporation is
hindered or halted due to separation, object constancy is not achieved.
The loss of the object amounts to a critical loss of an integral part of the
ego itself; without the mother, the infant is incomplete.

When separated, the infant is anxious to retrieve the now lost object
and therefore, in a sense, looks for it. This intensified “looking” is a
hypercathexis of the visual function. An “inconclusive search” can then
develop into voyeurism in adult life.

As with voyeurism, the phenomenon of object loss can also be
determined as the root of exhibitionism. In males, exhibitionism is a re-
action to the fear of castration. Exhibitionism is a way of being re-assured
against feeling castrated by compelling another to react.! Dr. David
Allen, in his study on the scopophilic-exhibitionist conflict, illustrates this
point accordingly: “The boy or man can reassure himself about castration
anxieties by exhibiting genitally or by demonstrating a big thing about
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himself, such as an accomplishment. How far can he project his urinary
stream in competition with other boys? How accurately and how far can
he throw a rock? How high can he rise in his profession?”"?

Exhibitionism among women is considered derivative of penis envy—
an effort to prove that one has something despite not having a penis.” To
compensate for this lack, according to Allen, the girl or woman diverts
attention away from her genitals and directs attention to other things
about herself, such as her clothes, “which may have phallic symbolic
meanings.”"

The scopophilic-exhibitionist does what he or she does as an attempt
to regain the lost object. But there is a conflict: just as much as one
wants to repossess that lost object, at the same time, one also fears it. If
the object is regained, there is the danger of reliving the trauma of losing
it all over again. The object, therefore, is kept at a distance, in view but
out of reach: “The patient with perverse and compulsive forms of
scopophilia and exhibitionism is not only attempting to achieve libidinal
contact across distance but is also keeping a distance. In order to achieve
some gratification, the activity of this special looking will be
accompanied by complex inhibitions and ritualized practices.”” The
patient in this conflicted state must take extra measures to satisfy
otherwise basic desires. Stalking a stranger over a period of time could be
one such obsessive behavior.

In summary, the phenomena of scopophilia and exhibitionism are two-
fold. On one level, one indulges in voyeurism and/or exhibitionism to
achieve sexual pleasure. On another level, voyeurism and exhibitionism
are compensatory activities, a means to keep at bay the anxiety of object
loss. Looking and showing are libidinal impulses that develop in infancy.
As the child grows into an adult, the impulses either are sublimated with
maturation, or if inhibited, they are conflicted, intensify, and manifest as
perverse preoccupations.

Given the mechanics of the scopophilic-exhibitionist impulses outlined
above, and before returning to the case of Sophie Calle, it is helpful to
look at one application of the theory. Dr. Renato Almansi, who has
studied patients with voyeuristic-exhibitionist related pathologies, has
examined Alfred Hitchcock’s 1953 film, Rear Window as such a case.'®

In the movie, L.B. Jeffries, the character played by James Stewart, is a
free-lance photographer who is temporarily confined to his apartment with
a broken leg. He is periodically visited by a matronly nurse, Stella, and
his breathtakingly beautiful girlfriend, Lisa, played by Grace Kelly. At the
opening of the movie, he has been in a cast for six weeks and has one
week to go. He is restless and bored.

He spends a great deal of his time looking out the rear window of his
second-story Greenwich Village apartment and into the windows of the
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buildings across the way. This view, Almansi interprets, is a “scopophilic
paradise.”"” His neighbors, who carry on with their blinds raised, are on
display for Jeffries’ visual pleasure. To get a closer look at the
neighborhood activities, Jeffries uses either binoculars or his camera with
an attached telephoto lens.

Jeffries in his wheelchair is rather helpless and child-like and depends
on nurse Stella to feed and clean him. According to Almansi, Jeffries
represents the regressed individual and, with a broken leg, he is
symbolically castrated. He suffers object loss and is in psychosexual
conflict. His girlfriend Lisa passionately woos him but he is unresponsive,
even irritable; he would rather look out the window. His libidinal energy
has been displaced and is channeled into the act of looking.

Jeffries’ condition of object loss is compounded when he can no longer
see one of his neighbors, a sickly older woman, Mrs. Thorwald. He is
accustomed to seeing her lying in bed, an invalid, awaiting the return of
her travelling salesman husband, Lars Thorwald, played by Raymond
Burr. This absence causes great anxiety in Jeffries. In theory, the missing
Mrs. Thorwald represents the potentially lost object, triggering
associations of the infant’s loss of mother. Jeffries responds to this re-
enacted trauma by obsessively searching for the lost object.

Over the course of four days, Jeffries discovers that Mrs. Thorwald was
murdered by her husband. At a climactic point in the movie, Thorwald
learns that Jeffries is on to him and storms over to Jeffries” apartment with,
we assume, an intent to kill. Jeffries tries to fight off Thorwald by repeat-
edly setting off his camera flash, thereby blinding him. The police arrive.

Almansi interprets this fight as the classic Oedipal struggle between
Jeffries, the child, and Thorwald, the father figure. In the end, Thorwald
goes off to prison and Jeffries reunites with Lisa; he gets the girl. In this
Oedipal drama, the child prevails and becomes a man. By using
Hitchcock’s movie as an example, Almansi is able to illustrate how
voyeurism has not only a sexual dimension but also functions as an effort
to compensate for the psychic lost object.

In context of Almansi’s reading of Rear Window, one can more clearly
examine the case of Sophie Calle and the prevalence of exhibitionism
and voyeurism in her work. Although her nursing conditions are not
known, the artist herself has supplied biographical material in an ongoing
artwork, appropriately named Autobiographical Stories (1988-89, 1992).
After her parents divorced when she was still very young, she lived with
her mother. In the text of one of her Autobiographical Stories, Calle
recounts a childhood memory of being uncertain of her father’s identity
because she rarely saw him. This kind of absence of the father could be
experienced as object loss.

The method of her art making in itself can be perceived as an effort to
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repossess the conceptual lost object. For example, combining photographs
with text as a means to document her experiences could be interpreted as
a repeated way to make permanent the otherwise fleeting experience.
Three photo-text pieces in particular, which are part of the
Autobiographical Stories series, illustrate the theoretical link between
Calle’s personal experiences with loss and the role of her art as a means
to compensate for that loss. In a piece entitled Autobiographical Stories
(The Dessert) (1992) the text reads:

When I was fifteen I was afraid of men. One day in a
restaurant, I chose a dessert because of its name: “Young Girl’s
Dream.” I asked the waiter what it was, and he answered: “It’s
a surprise.”A few minutes later he returned with a dish
featuring two scoops of vanilla ice cream and a peeled banana.
He said one word: “Enjoy.” Then he laughed. I closed my eyes
the same way I closed them years later when I saw my first
naked man.

The photograph which accompanies this text is of a banana and two
scoops of ice cream arranged on a plate in the shape of a penis.

Her averse reaction to seeing the penis, experienced in her adolesc-
ence, stays with her and her work as she grows older, as evident in
Autobiographical Stories (The Bathrobe) (1992). This photograph is of a
white bathrobe hanging on a peg on a wall. The text reads:

I was eighteen years old. I rang the bell. He opened the door.
He was wearing the same bathrobe as my father. A long white
terrycloth robe. He became my first love. For an entire year, he
obeyed my request and never let me see him naked from the
front. Only from the back. And so, in the morning light, he
would get up carefully turning himself away, and gently hiding
inside the white bathrobe. When it was all over he left the
bathrobe behind with me.

In this narrative, the bathrobe, the lover, the father, and the penis, all
signify one elusive, fetishized object.

In one other piece, Autobiographical Stories (The Amnesia) (1992),
again Calle alludes to the penis. The text reads:

No matter how hard I try, I never remember the color of a
man’s eyes or the shape and size of his sex. But I decided a
wife should know these things. So I made an effort to fight this
amnesia. [ now know he has green eyes.

The accompanying photograph is that of a male torso, presumably her
husband’s. His penis is tucked in between his legs and hidden from view.
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The fetishized object is made conspicuous in its very absence. There is
an effort to retrieve this experience/object (penis/lover/father) but, at the
same time, an impulse to keep it hidden, so as not to re-enact the
infantile trauma of object loss. As evident in Autobiographical Stories,
from Calle’s adolescence through her adulthood, the sight of the penis is
feared, avoided, even missing. In its absence, it is everywhere present, in
view but out of reach.

In tracing the origins of scopophilia and exhibitionism, its
development, and its degrees of intensity, Calle’s work can be perceived
as a reaction to a psychic loss. Whether or not one judges her work to be
creative or perverse, that exhibitionism and voyeurism are recurring
aspects in her oeuvre make it rich for psychoanalytic evaluation. What
remains a question is, if she indeed experienced a trauma and suffers
from an arrested development of her sexual impulses, is her work a
restaging of the trauma of object loss? Or, is it a way of working through
the trauma, in which her art is the object found?
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Public Things in the Atopic
City
Late Notes on Tilted Arc and the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial

D. S. Friedman

‘Being rooted in the absence of place.’ Only in this way, says Simone
Weil, is it possible ‘to grasp, like all the saints, what is length, breadth,
height and depth.” The absence of place is therefore what paradoxically
allows us to ‘grasp’ space in all its extensions, to capture its specific
‘reality. It is necessary, then to remove from the ‘place’ that which renders
it such ...

The ‘de-situated’ — and therefore atopic — space is not boundless,
however. It contains the limit in itself which no longer passes to its exterior,
like a line of defense, but to its interior. In this sense ‘atopic’ is the truth
theorized by Florenskij as the space that comprises everything that can
erase it ...

The modern city has no confines but is traversed by a plurality of limits.
The modern city is an atopic space which, precisely because of its
bewildering character, has always been perceived as a labyrinthine space.
The Italian poet Leopardi celebrated cities precisely because a thousand
limits break up the habitual view, the gaze of reason which orders
everything into hierarchies and categories. One is thus forced to proceed
beyond these limits with the imagination ...

Franco Rella

1. What better place to open the question of public art than Rosalind
Krauss’s “expanded field.”' In 1979, Krauss modified a Klein Group
diagram to extend binary categories of art practice beyond canonic
sculpture.” The Klein Group is a simple-looking square that Krauss
describes as a kind of structuralist cartography, “a way of picturing the
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whole of a cultural universe in the grip of two opposing choices.”?
Krauss’s variation on the Klein Group maps discrete, artistic objects that
transgress conventional sculptural production: out and away from
sculpture, the starting point in her “logically expanded [quaternary] field,”
she arrays architecture, not-landscape, not-architecture, site-construction,
axiomatic structures, and marked sites.* To the margins of Krauss’s
diagram this paper brings two controversial public works — Maya Lin’s
Vietnam Veterans Memorial and Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc. More so than
most, these two projects animate what attorney Barbara Hoffman calls
the paradox of public art, within which fiercely individual and
independent self-expression is coupled with “the community, the social
order, [and] self-negation.”” My aim here, at least initially, is to use
Krauss’s “little motor of double negatives™ to further agitate this
contradiction.

Any question about public art must of course provide some account of
publicity; in this paper, roughly following Seyla Benhabib, I shall briefly
offer three.” The first draws from Hannah Arendt’s analysis of “the social
occlusion of the political,” which renders public space on the basis of
agonistic and associational distinctions; Arendt situates public experience
and events in a “space of appearance,” by which she means not only
being and acting in open view of strangers, but also acting “together in
concert,” irrespective of topography or institution.® The second account
draws from Jiirgen Habermas’s critical theory, which renders the public
world as a discursive “sphere” — neither spatial nor agonistic, but
communicative and steadfastly democratic, arising out of participation
and practice: reasoned, open, plural discourse. The third account of public
experience is more tenuous and heterodox; it follows attempts to locate
the frontier of the public in the subjective interior’ This account, which
proceeds from phenomenological inquiry, begins to indicate the
psychological magnitude of the “public” body and points to the
unconscious transactions between self and Other that comprise an
essential condition of contemporary metropolitan life. Each of these
accounts implies a slightly different estimation of the relation between
figure and ground, which determines the contours of the public object,
and which invariably affects the valuation of public art, especially in its
urban aspect.

2. To summarize Rosalind Krauss on the matter of contemporary
sculpture: “We know very well what [it] is,” she reminds us: it is an
“historically bounded category” no longer characterized by the
“commemorative representation” of the classical monument.! Logic once
internal to the production of both sculpture and monuments presumes a
thickening of meaning bound to place, particular to a physical and
cultural setting. Krauss uses Rodin’s Balzac and his Gates of Hell to
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demonstrate the collapse of this logic. Both of these works were
commissioned as monuments, yet neither ever occupied its intended site.
Ensconced in museums, they have become self-referential, their
commemorative program supplanted almost entirely by Rodin’s
irrepressible subjectivity.

Released from the duty of commemoration, sculpture steps off the
pedestal, crosses “the threshold of the logic of the monument,” and enters
modern space, its “negative condition — a kind of sitelessness, or
homelessness, an absolute loss of place”'! The nomadism and autonomy
that develop in modern sculpture in the sixties and seventies give rise to
Krauss’s “expanded field.” Sculpture ceases to be a “positivity,” and
becomes instead “the category that result[s] from the addition of the not-
landscape to the not-architecture”; ‘sculpture,” no longer privileged, is
“only one term on the periphery of a field in which there are other,
differently structured possibilities.”'> These “other, differently structured
possibilities,” she argues, “can no longer be described as modernist.”"* To
the work of Morris, Smithson, Heizer, De Maria, Irwin, LeWitt, Nauman,
and Serra, she credits an “historical rupture and structural transformation
of the cultural field,” which she names “postmodern” — “there seems no
reason not to.”"*

It is tempting to see the Vietnam Veterans Memorial as a product of
this rupture, part of the same “brisure” that yields Serra’s Tilted Arc.” Not
a few critics take such a position, but perhaps the most conspicuous and
authoritative attempt to pair the two works occurs in W. J. T. Mitchell’s
Art and the Public Sphere, an anthology of essays culled from the journal
Critical Inquiry, which Mitchell edits.’ In his introduction Mitchell
states:

[T]he unavoidability of the public sphere [is] an issue that goes
well beyond ‘public art’ in the narrow or traditional sense [and]
is thus the unifying agenda of these essays ... Many of the
critical gestures discussed in this volume attempt to locate the
convergence of the utopian and the critical, the intersection of
aesthetic disinterest and the most violent and passionate
expressions of public and private interest. The Vietnam
Veterans Memorial ... seems perfectly poised between utopia
and critique: it can be experienced both as an object of
national mourning and reconciliation that is absolutely
inclusive, embracing and democratic, and as a critical parody
and inversion of the traditional war memorial. Richard Serra’s
Tilted Arc can be seen as a classic instance of the high
modernist transformation of a utilitarian public space into an
aesthetic form (with predictable reactions from the philistines),
or as a signal that modernism can no longer mediate public
and private spheres on its own terms, but must submit to social
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negotiation, and anticipate reactions from violence to
indifference.”

Mitchell couples the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and Tilted Arc as
complementary objects that inhabit the same historical moment."® John
Hallmark Neff, who organized the symposium “Art and Public Spaces:
Daring to Dream” (for which many of the essays in Mitchell’s anthology
were originally written), elaborates this coupling in a second introduction
to the same collection. Neff argues that Tilted Arc and the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial are emblematic of the changing conditions for
commemorative and artistic production. Neff’s decision to hold the
symposium in the first place derived from “issues raised by [Tilted Arc
and] by the very different response now accorded the once-controversial
Vietnam Veterans Memorial.”"

Mitchell (as editor) and Neff (as conference chair) twin these projects
as equally demonstrative constructions, one successful in overcoming its
detractors despite its “cunning violation and inversion of monumental
conventions,’® the other “failed — failed as art and as art for a civic
site””" Controversy is the adhesive element in this connection. Mitchell
and Neff would probably agree that what links the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial and Tilted Arc is not form, but status, due as much to publicity
as artistic merit. Other critics, however, speak directly to the question of
Lin’s “minimalism,” often to the influence of Serra and others on her
design.” Such comparisons require a closer look.

As artifacts, these two works would occupy different positions in
Krauss’s expanded field. Tilted Arc is neither architecture, landscape, nor
site-construction, nor is it an “axiomatic structure” (Serra calls his work
sculpture). It defies sculptural convention, yet, by Krauss’s definition (and
Serra’s), it is not “modern,” in the sense that it is not siteless. “Sculptures
by Noguchi and Calder ... have nothing to do with the contexts in which
they’re placed,” Serra states, echoing Krauss. “At best, they are studio
made and site adjusted. They are displaced, homeless, overblown objects
that say ‘We represent modern art’.’? Tilted Arc, like most of Serra’s later
work, is vehemently specific to its site, though not the least bit
deferential to it.

In my work, I analyze the site and determine to redefine it in
terms of sculpture, not in terms of the existing physiognomy. I
have no need to augment existing contextual languages. I'm
not interested in affirmation ... Sculpture ... has the potential
to create its own place and space, and to work in contradiction
to the places and spaces where it is created. I am interested in
work where the artist is a maker of ‘anti-environment’ which
takes its own place or makes it<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>