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Robert Smithson and the Anglo-American Picturesque

Figure 1a

Robert Smithson (American, 1938-1973),
“Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical
Landscape,” Artforum (February 1973), 62.
© Estate of Robert Smithson/Licensed by
VAGA, New York, NY

Timothy D. Martin

TO SPEAK OF AN ANGLO-AMERICAN CONNECTION, AS OPPOSED TO,
say, a French or German connection, is an invitation to speak about different
types of enjoyment, different cultural matrices in which to interpret, where
interpretation itself is a type of enjoyment. On the subject of Anglo-American
cultural exchange, it might be productive to look at American land art as it
relates to the British picturesque park. This, at least, was the view of Robert
Smithson, a view that is developed particularly in his last essay, “Frederick Law
Olmsted and the Dialectical Landscape,” published in the February 1973 issue
of Artforum (figs. 1 a—c). In Smithson’s view, land art was a continuation of a

FREDERICK LAW OLMSTED

ROBERT SMITHSON

The landscape-architoct André formerfy in charge
of the suburban plantations of Pari,
with me though the Bultes-Chaumont Pask, of
which he was the dosigaer, when § said of 2 cer-
tain passage of i, “That, 1o my mind. is the best
picce of artificial planting o its age. { bave cver
seen.” He smiled and said, “Shatl 1 confess that
it is the result of neglecte”

Froderick L Olmsled

The Spoifs of the Park

Ymagine yowseli in Contral Park one million
years ago. You would he standing on o vast ice
sheet, a 4.000-mile glacial wall, as much as 2,000
feet thick. Alone on the vast glacier, vou would

W
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nol sense its slow Lrushing, scraping, ripping
movement as it advanced south, leaving great
masses of rock debris in ils wake. Under the
froren depths, where the carousel now stands
you would not aotice the efiect on the bedrock
as the placier dragged itsclf alung.

Back in the 1850s, Frederick Law Olmsted and
Calven Vaus considered that glacial aftermath
along its geological profifes. The building of
New York City had interrupted the ponderous
sesults of those Pleistacene ice shoats. Olmsted
and Vaux studicd the site topography for their
proposed park called “Greensward.” In Greens-
ward Presentation Skefch No. 5 we sce a “helore”
photograph of the site they would remake in
terms of carth sculpture. It reminds me of the
strip-mining regions | saw last year in south-
eastern Ohio. This faded photograph reveals that
Manhattan lsland once had a desert on it —
man-made wasteland. Trecless and barren, it

evokes the observations of “1he valley of ashes”
in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby (19251,
“where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and
hills and grotesque gardens. . .. ”

Olmsted, “the sylvan artist,” yearned for the
color green as “Nature's universal robe’ (sec
James Thomson, The Seasons, 17281 and the
Sharawaggi” parks of England.' iHe wanted the
asymmetrical landscapes of Uvedale Price in the
middle of urban flux. lato Brooklyn he would
bring “the luxuriance of tropical scenery . . . gay
with flowers and intricate with vines and creep-
ers, ferns, rushes. and broad leaved planis.” This
is like having an orchid garden in a steel mill
or a factory where palm trees would be lit by
the fire of blast fumaces. In comparison (o Thor-
eau’s mental contrasts (“Walden Pond became
a small ocean”), Clmsted’s physical contrasts
brought a Jeffersonian rural reality into the metro-
polis. Olmsted made ponds, he didn't jusi con-
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Figure 1b

Robert Smithson (American, 1938-1973),
“Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical
Landscape,” Artforum (February 1973), 63.
© Estate of Robert Smithson/Licensed by
VAGA, New York, NY

Figure 1c

Robert Smithson (American, 1938-1973),
“Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical
Landscape,” Artforum (February 1973), 65.
© Estate of Robert Smithson/Licensed by
VAGA, New York, NY
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AND THE
DIALECTICAL LANDSCAPE

Comial park. 13
G AT A 1972 oniogtaph by Rebert St and Rope Fioie.
ceptualize about them

The origins of Olmsted’s view of landscape are
to be found in T8th-century England, particularly
in the theories of Uvedale Price and William
Gilpin. Price extended Edmund Burke's Inquiry
into the Origin of our ideas of the Sublime and
the Beautiful (1757) to a point that tried to free
landscaping from the “picture gardens of Jtaly
into a more physical sense of the temporal land-
scape. A tree, for example, struck by lightning
was_something other than merely beautiful or
sublime — it was “picturesque.” This word in its
own way has been struck by lightning over the
centuries. Words, like trees, can be suddenly
deformed or wrecked, but such deformation ar
wreckage cannot be dismissed by timid acad-
emics. Price seems to have accepted a side of
nature that the “formalists” of his times would
rather have excluded

Some of our present-day ecologists, who still

<amuucion ~iw with gaIfii behing The Metropoliian useum

see nature through eyes conditioned by a one-
sided idealism, should consider the following
quote from Price.
The side of a smooth green hill, tom by floods,
may at first very properly be called deformed;
and on the same principle, though not with the
same impression, as a gash on a living animal
When a rawness of such a gash in the ground
is softened, and in pant concealed and oma-
mented by the effects of time, and the progress
of vegetation, deformity, by this usual process,
i converted into picturesqueness; and this is the
case with quarrics, gravel pits, etc., which at first
are deformitics, and which in their most pictur-
esque state, are often considered as such by a
levelling improver
Three Essays on the Picturesque, 1810
And from William Gilpin's Observations Refative
to Picturesque Beauty (1789): “A piece of Palladi-
an architecture may be elegant in the last de-
gree, but if we introduce it in a picture it im-

mediately becomes a formal object and ceases
to please.”

Price and Gilpin were, for Olmsted, “profes-
sional touchstones,” whose views he esteemed
0 much more than any published since, as stim-
ulating the exercise of judgement in maters of my
art, that | put them into the hands of my pupils
as soon as they come into our office, saying,
You are 10 read these seciously, s 2 sludent

of law woutd read Blackstone.”

Inherent in the theories of Price and Gilpin,
and in Olmsted’s response Lo them, are the be-
ginnings of a dialectic of the landscape. Burke’s
notion of “beautifuf” and “sublime” functions as
a thesis of smoothness, gentle curves, and deli-
cacy of nature, and as an antithesis of terrar,
solitude, and vastness of nature, both of which
are rooted in the real world, rather than in a
Hegelian ldeal.t Price and Gilpin provide a syn-
thesis with their formulation of the “pictures-
que,” which is on close examination related to
chance and change in the material order of na-
ture. The contradictions of the picturesque” de-
part from a stalic formalistic view of nature. The
picturesque, far from being an inner movement
of the mind, is based on real land; it precedes the
mind in its material external existence. We can-
not take a one-sided view of the landscape with-
in this dialectic. A park can no longer be seen
as “'a thing-in-itself,” but rather as a process of
ongoing relationships existing in a physical re-
gion — the park becomes a “thing-for-us”* As a
result we are not hurled into the spiritualism of
Thoreauian transcendentalism, or its present day
offspring of “modernist formalism” rooted in
Kant, Hegel, and Fichte. Price, Gilpin, and Olm-
sted are forerunners of a dialectical materialism
applied to the physical landscape. Dialectics of
this type are a way of seeing things in a mani-
fold of relations, not as isolated objects. Nature
for the dialectician is indifierent to any formal
ideal.

This does not mean one is helpless before
nature, but rather that nature’s conditions are un-
expected, like Price’s hill torn by the flood. In
another sense Olmsted's parks exist before they
are finished, which means in fact they are never
finished; they remain carriers of the unexpected
and of contradiction on all levels of human ac-
tivity, be it social, political, or natural. An ex-
ample of this can be found in Paul Shepard's
excellent book, Man in the Landscape:

His [Olmsted's] report proceeded lo nute that
Europe could not be our model. We must have
something betier because it was for all “phases
of society.” The opulent, he continued, should
be induced to surround the park with villas,
which werc to be enjoyed as well as the trees
by the humble folk, since they “defight in view-
ing magnificent and imposing structures.” A kind
of American doubletalk reconciling villas with
democracy and privilege with saciety in general
had begun.

The maps, photographs, and documents in cata-

newed confidence in nature, it simply means that
abstraction is no cause.for faith. Abstraction can
only 1o be valid if it accepts nature’s dialectic
In The New York Times (Sunday, March 12,
1972) Grace Glueck's column has a headline,
“'Artist-in-Residence. for Mother Earth, and a
photograph of Alan Gussow captioned “A sort of
spiritual caretaker.” Reading the article, one dis-
cavers what might be called an Ecological Ocdi-
pus Complex. Penctration of “‘Mother Earth” be-
comes a projection of the incest taboo onto na-
ture. In Theodore Thass-Thienemann’s baok, The
Subconscious Language, we find a quote from a
catatonic schizophrenic,
thev should stop digging inow shauting petu-
lantly in rageb down inside the earth to draw
metals out of it. That's digging down info Mother
Earth and taking things that shouldn't be taken,
Simone de Beauvoir has writlen in The Second
Sex, “Aeschylus says of Ocdipus that he ‘dared
1o seed the sacred furrow where he was
formed:" Alan Gussow in The New York Times
projects onta“earth works arists” an Oedipus
Complex born out of a wishy-washy lranscen-
dentalism. Indulging in spiritual fantasy, he says
of representational landscape  painters inhis
1500k 1A Sense of Place: Artists and the American
Land, published by Friends of the Earth)
wWhat these artisis do is make these places visible,
communicate thew sprrit — not like the earth
works artists who cut and gouge the land fike
Army ongineors. What's neoded are lvric pocis
10 celebrate it
Gussow’s projection of the “Army engineers”
on what he imagines o be “earth works artists”
seems linked 10 his own sexual fears. Paul Shep-
ard i his Man in the Landscape points out,
Thone [armny] engineers seem 1o be at the oppo-
site extreme from esthetes who atlempt fo ethe
realics theie sexuality. Yor, the engineers’ author-
ity and doniinance over land caries the force of

sexual apgression — and perhaps the guitt 25 wall
An ctherealized representational artist such as Gus-
sow he does mediocre Impressionistic paintingsi
fails to recognize the possibility of a direct or-
ganic manipulation of the land devoid of violence
and “macho” aggression. Spirilualism widens
the split between man and nature. The farmer's,
mincr's, or artist's wreatment of the land depends
on how aware he is of himself as nature; after
ali, sex isn all a series of rapes. The farmer or
engincer wha cuts into the land can either cul-
tivate it or devastate it. Representing nature once
remaved in lyric poetry and landscape painting
is not the same as direct cultivation of the land.
Ii strip miners were less alienated from the na-
ture in themselves and free of sexual aggression,
cultivation would take place. When one looks at
the Indian cliff dwelling in Mesa Verde, one
cannot separate art from nature. And one can’t
forget the Indian mounds in Chio.!

One wonders what the likes of Gussow would
make of America’s first “earihwork artist” —
trederick Law Olmsted. Perhaps, il Gussow had
lived in the mid-19th century, he would have sug-
gested that Olmsted write “lyric poetry” instead
of moving ten million horse-cart loads of earth
to make Central Park. Artists like Gussow are the
type who would rather retreat to scenic beauty
spots than try to make a concrete dialectic be-
wween nature and peaple. Such an artist surrounds
fimself with slf-righteousness and pretends to
he saving the landscape. This is not being an
ccologist of the real, but tather, a spititual snob.

This kind of spirituality mentioned in the pre-
ceding paragraphs is whal Rollo May in Power
and Innacence calls “pseudoinnocence,” which
can only lead to pscudospirituality and pseudo-
art. May speaks of an . . - insulation from the
cvil in the world.”® The authentic artist cannot
tum his back on the contradictions that inhabit
our landscapes. Olmsted himself was full of can-

tradictions; for instance, he wrote his wife his
reaction 1o the California desert, “the whole as-
pect of the country is detestable.”

In the 1862 photograph it is interesting to see
the arrested construction of a water system for
draining and filling a Central Park lake ~ five
sunken pipes, guide lines, half-formed walls, dirt
roads, and general rubble. All of the roughness
of the process rises oul of the park's carlier con-
dition; as Elizabeth Barlow indicates

The pofitical quagmire was matched by the ap-
pearance of the park ftself, which was rubbish-
Mrewn, deep in mud, filled with recantly vacated
squatters! huts, and overrun with goats left be-
hind by the squatters, Until they were eventually
impounded, the rampant goats were a great
nuisance, wating the ioliage of the park's few
trees.

Al of this is part of the park’s dialectic.

ooking on the nature of the park, or its his-
tory and our perceplions of it, we are first
presented with an endless maze of relations and
interconnections, in which nothing remains what
or where it is, as a-thing-itseli, but the whole
park changes like day and night, in and out,
dark and light — a carefully designed chimp of
bushes can also be a mugger's hideou
son the potential dialectic inherent
twresque broke down was because natural pro-
cesses were viewed in isolation as so many clas-
sifications, detached from physical interconnec-
tion, and finally replaced by mental representa-
tions of a finished absolute ideal. Bilious boaks
like The Greening of America present one with
a notion of “consciousness” without substance.
Central Park is a ground work of necessity and
chance, a range of contrasting viewpoints that
are forever fluctuating, yet solidly based in the
earth.

8y expanding our dialectic autside of Central
Park to Yosemite National Park, we gain insight
into the development of both park sites beiore
they were turned into “parks.” The site of Cen-
tral Park was the result of “urban blight” — trees
were cut down by the early scttlers without any
thought of the future. Such a site could be re-
claimed by direct earth-moving without fear of
upsetting the ecology. My own experience is that
the best sites for “earth arl” arc sites that have
been disrupted by industry, reckless urbaniza-
tion, or nature's own devastation. Far instance,
The Spiral Jetty is built in a dead sea, and The
Broken Circle and Spiral Hill In a working sand
quany. Such land is cultivated or recycled as
art. On the ofher hand, when Olmsted visited
Yosemite it existed as a “wilderness.” There’s no
point in recycling wilderness the way Central
Park was recycled. One need not improve Yose-
mite, all one needs is ta provide access routes
and accommodations. But this decreases the orig-
inal definition of wilderness as a place thal exists
without human involvement. Today, Yosemite is
more like an urbanized wildermess with its elec
trical outlets for campers, and its clothes lines
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Figure 2

Robert Smithson (American, 1938-1973),
Spiral Jetty, 1970. Mud, salt crystals, rocks,
water, 457.2 x 4.6 m (1500 x 15 ft.). New York,
DIA Center for the Arts. © Estate of Robert
Smithson/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.
Photo: Gianfranco Gorgoni, courtesy of James
Cohan Gallery, New York
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discourse that dated back at least to the British garden movements of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries—a discourse that used the garden to create and
test a new philosophy based on natural law rather than on religious law. Through
his study of art history, phenomenology, anthropology, and psychoanalysis
Smithson outlined a new status for land art. He suggested a philosophy, a
political strategy, and a new role for the artist—that of analyst who understands
and can act to resolve social conflict. If one aim of the Olmsted essay was to
show how the artists of the Anglo-American picturesque were negotiators
between conflicted members of a democratic society, then a further aim was to
show how contemporary land artists might similarly mediate between capitalist
mining companies and ecology movements.

To set out some of the wider context, “Frederick Law Olmsted” is an
unusual essay for Smithson. It is scholarly, but without his deadpan dramatics
of extreme materialism, and most unusually he openly seeks to combine artistic
and democratic political values. And where this essay is glowingly positive
about Olmsted—who designed Central Park in New York in the 1850s—it is
worth mentioning that Smithson was, at the same time, also willing to criticize
Marcel Duchamp and Clement Greenberg, whom he claimed were dangerously
antidemocratic and idealist.!

Having completed Spiral Jetty in 1970 Smithson was, by 1973, a key
figure in the land art movement, and in some respects his Olmsted essay was
intended to be an ex post facto manifesto. One could be a bit naive and say that
Smithson was legitimizing land art with a historical and European pedigree,
but only by ignoring that the essay clearly serves a socially, politically, and eco-
nomically engaged art—that, in other words, the essay is as concerned with how
a legacy is used as it is with establishing the legacy in the first place. Politics was
nothing new in the pages of Artforum, especially since the political heat of the
summer of 1968, but during that summer Smithson remained silent on political
issues, preferring instead to visit distant, uninhabited areas for his Non-Site
sculptures and for Spiral Jetty (fig. 2). He held the view that an artist must first

prove to be an adequate philosopher, must wander the furthest reaches of con-
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sciousness, before knowing how to convert artistic judgment into political
action. By 1973 he was ready to take a political turn, using the park at the very
center of New York as a model of a politically engaged artistic practice. As it
turned out, the surprise of Smithson turning political was exceeded some
months later by the shock of his death in a plane crash.

Having briefly placed the Olmsted essay in the context of Smithson’s
writings, let me turn now to an examination of the essay itself and its reasons
for placing land art in the context of eighteenth-century British and French dis-
courses on the garden. First, Smithson wanted to advocate a greater temporal
consciousness as a key part of the new land art movement; going back in his-
tory nicely served this end by providing the movement with antecedents. But
he also wanted to remind his readers that the historical argument over the pic-
turesque was as much about politics as it was about aesthetics. The British
picturesque garden worked with real material places and with the causal laws
of nature, and with them made a place where real social parties could meet to
negotiate and resolve their conflicts. Where the British used the picturesque
garden to naturalize parliamentary democracy and posit political debate and
negotiation as analogues of natural law, the French used the formal garden to
represent the hierarchical political structure of absolute monarchy as an ana-
logue of religious law. Smithson sees here two modes of enjoyment according
to a preference for either domination or cooperation. In the French garden, an
ideal is imposed on nature, whereas in the British garden a design is worked out
with nature. As Smithson hinted in psychoanalytic terms, the French aristo-
cratic preference for domination indicated an underlying sadistic enjoyment
that had no place in democratic politics.?

Smithson traces a different mode of enjoyment stemming from the
British picturesque, starting with the common root of Immanuel Kant and
Edmund Burke. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason established a dialectical aes-
thetic for the appreciation of nature as a thing in itself. There was the beautiful,
whose temporality was instantaneous, and its opposite, the sublime, whose tem-
porality was infinite. Burke proposed that there was also a middle ground
between them, the picturesque, that was capable of multiple temporal con-
sciousnesses. The park lay at the center of British eighteenth-century civilization
because it provided a place of multiple temporalities in which citizens could
work out both the short-term beauties and the long-term sublime goals of a par-
liamentary society. The park was a real material place where conflicting ideals
could appear only to the degree that they could be physically worked out with
the materials of the land and the laws of nature. Thus it was only to the degree
that an idea could be materialized that it could enter the picturesque garden
where, according to democratic principles, it could be altered, tested, inter-
preted, debated, and assessed, evolving as it did a basis for social relations.
Smithson was deeply sympathetic to this kind of enjoyment. He traveled to
England in 1969 to visit these gardens and made a study of the work of Price
and Gilpin in Britain and the extension of their ideas to Olmsted in America.
What these artists of the picturesque did was to emphasize brief temporal expe-
riences of beauty alongside a consciousness of vast time scales produced by his-
torical allusions and the geology of the landscape itself. And they did so in order
to provide the right kinds of experiences and places for democratic communal
life to transpire.
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How, for Smithson, did the American picturesque in the nineteenth
century continue on from its British counterpart in the eighteenth century?
Politically, Olmsted was more democratic than the latter. An active antislavery
author in his youth, Olmsted wanted to establish a fully egalitarian park, one in
which all citizens, regardless of class and race, could gather. Olmsted’s park was
a place of negotiation rather than domination and was intended to relieve the
notable conflicts of his day, particularly evident in the contemporary American
Civil War. Smithson also sees a philosophical shift, explaining it through the
famous nineteenth-century mind-matter debate with its contending philoso-
phies of idealism and materialism. Idealism flourished in British romanticism
and American transcendentalism (Henry David Thoreau, for example), allow-
ing both to regard mental life as separate from physical life, and leading both to
propose garden utopias that banned industrialization and the machine. Against
the idealists with their garden fantasies of a lost paradise, where man lives in
absolute harmony with nature, Smithson positions Olmsted as the great alterna-
tive. Working in New York at a time of vast military-industrial expansion,
Olmsted used machines, avoided romantic idealizations of nature, and resisted
requests that he build a utopia. Olmsted is praised as an Anglo-American mate-
rialist (his partner in his design practice was the Englishman Calvert Vaux) who
did not abandon the physical work of democratic politics and gardening, or his
commitment to real material solutions to the antagonisms of both nature and
society. In the American picturesque, industrialization was not a man-made evil
that threatened an idyllic paradise; it could be a vehicle of the common good, it
was just another fact on the ground to be integrated into the dialectical antago-
nisms played out in the park. The American picturesque, as carried out by
Olmsted, was less influenced by Romantic idealism than was the British pictur-
esque; it was less interested in denying the man-made in favor of the natural,
and more concerned with integrating the two.

For Smithson the picturesque was the historical antecedent of land art
(both were politically democratic and philosophically materialist), and like its
predecessor land art would use different temporal modes to produce glimpses of
a shared communal material existence. Likewise, land art would also benefit
from the machine and would have to contend with a contemporary modernist
romantic idealism. Smithson’s history of the picturesque, limited and partial as
it is, provides Smithson a political and philosophical framework with which to
differentiate land art from other contemporary art movements. In his terms,
modernism was a largely romantic idealistic movement—one that viewed
abstract art as an escape from the natural world into a purely mental domain.
For Smithson everything is material; his abstract sculptures illustrate the geom-
etry and principles of geological crystals. Contrary to modernism, dialectics are
not mental or ideational; they are physical events. Postmodern land art was
materialist; it worked with matter not ideas, and it did not claim to make mean-
ing either, but only to make good signifiers as if taken out of the earth. On its
own, Smithson’s materialism is a bit extreme but not very remarkable. What
made it interesting was the way he combined it with theories of mind taken from
phenomenology, anthropology, and psychoanalysis. I would like to look at each
of these theories in turn before showing how they were combined in his late land
reclamation proposals.

Smithson worked with phenomenological practices through the late
1960s by attending to the ways in which, during site visits, raw sense data was
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transformed and organized so that it could become a mental construct. Smithson,
like so many phenomenologists, proposed that the way in which sense data from
a site was organized by the mind was determined partly by the way the site itself
was organized. Smithson makes use of Heidegger’s phenomenological concept of
the groundedness of consciousness, in which the structures of the landscape sug-
gest analogous mental structures by which to understand the landscape.
Phenomenological practices such as his Site/Non-Site works did not lead to a
better knowledge of the distinction between mind and matter, subject and
object, but rather to an understanding of the lack of distinction between them.
At this point in the process of making Site/Non-Site works, he encounters his
“being-in-the-world,” as Heidegger put it. And this sense of “being” was an
instance of matter’s awareness of itself as matter.

Smithson used Heidegger to formulate a conception of democratic par-
ticipation at a time when such use was not unusual. In the 1960s Jean-
Paul Sartre, for example, also used Heidegger, but the outcome was quite
different. Sartre valued democratic action, as it was only by acting in the world
that real being could be acquired. For Smithson democratic participation was
closer to a cooperation in a shared concrete vision—shared because everyone
was ultimately a being-in-the-world. Though the framework of the subject-object
haunts him, it disintegrates; it is matter alone that is conscious, matter that
thinks, and when the mind becomes conscious of itself as matter, it is an impor-
tant fundamental experience necessary (or at least highly advantageous) to dem-
ocratic moral and political judgment. So, if there is a political value to be found
in phenomenology, for Smithson it lay with its ability to induce a sublime experi-
ence of total materiality. Mind is matter, and the politically active democratic
artist ought to produce an awe in the face of matter becoming conscious, because
it is in this state, where there is no clear subject, that we are best able to appre-
hend the common “natural rights” of all citizens.

For Smithson, Olmsted’s Central Park was a product of Olmsted’s phe-
nomenological intervention on a site. He took the center of mid-Manhattan
Island, an acidic patch of barren land, and dramatized its geology of glacial
deposits and melt pools. He encountered and cooperated with the material ideas
on the site by emphasizing the language of the site itself, its sedimentation, depo-
sition, and erosion, as if he were an agent of nature; it was an active, material
being-in-the-world. Smithson wanted to take this phenomenological method a
little further, and in a series of Site/Non-Site sculptures he experimented with
ways to slip into an undifferentiated state, where the differences between the site
and his sight would relax until they were materially the same thing. He would
then allow the structures of the material of the site to begin to structure his
sense experience of sight. In this way he would begin to think like the site. These
journeys to the peripheries of mind and matter did not spin off to infinity, but
rather encountered impassable limits, and it was on these limits that Smithson
sought to base a political morality. Shared rights were not derived “from on
high” (the idealist principle of freedom), but were grounded from the bottom up,
where people are agents among the laws of matter. It was after these site experi-
ments that he made his first real park, the earthwork called Spiral Jetty.

Spiral Jetty was the first major attempt to construct a park that would
help induce this state, through a paced-out experience of a collapse between
subject and object consciousness. Although Spiral Jetty is a phenomenologically
informed work, it is also a personal and visionary work, and was still part of
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his prepolitical oeuvre. In the several years after Spiral Jetty, in the Olmsted
essay, he is using psychoanalysis as a point of reflection. He seems to have con-
cluded that his more visionary journeys into undifferentiation could cross the
line into hallucination, and that this was surprisingly valuable to both art and
politics. His reading of psychoanalytic texts (mostly by Carl Jung and Anton
Ehrenzweig) on visionary art had allowed him a kind of hallucinatory skill that
enabled him to synthesize and bond his conflicting fantasies.

But the political role of the artist demanded more than this; the artist
had to be a kind of communal shaman capable of what he called infra criti-
cism—a “descending” of one’s own personal conflicts, as well as those of the
democratic society in which he lives. Land art was an art that came from and
was addressed to a collective primordial consciousness, and it was through this
consciousness that the artist would understand and resolve social conflict.

Smithson’s political turn, then, was surprising and different. He did not,
for example, march for equal rights or to end the Vietnam War; he didn’t ally
himself to the growing ecology movement of the day. Rather than resist industri-
alization he wanted the land artist to use heavy technology well, and to only
intervene after making phenomenological, anthropological, and psychoanalytic
analyses of the types of consciousnesses involved in social and political conflict.
Only after this could an appropriate artistic intervention be conceived, and this
conception occurred best after a state of psychic undifferentiation. The solution
produced by this process could have a delusional as if quality that was remark-
ably like certain shamanistic visions. Smithson’s conception of the social role of
the shaman came from anthropology, and it would be helpful to quickly mention
how he used the work of the British structural anthropologist Mary Douglas.

Smithson’s proposals for “a concrete dialectic between nature and peo-
ple,” land and man,? were thought through with help from another important
source, Mary Douglas and her book Purity and Danger.* Using this book as a
point of departure, he formulated a model for artistic practice in the social
sphere that invoked both phenomenology and structuralism. On the one hand,
as per phenomenology, the artist needed to be aware of how fundamental cogni-
tive structures are taken from the material environment. On the other hand, as
per structuralism, the artist also needed to be aware of how the mind takes its
structures for thinking from the cultural environment. To this end Smithson
was a keen reader of the work of Roland Barthes and Claude Lévi-Strauss.® For
example, Lévi-Strauss described Anglo-American civilization as a “hot” culture
that consumed large amounts of energy and materials, because it privileged syn-
chronic rather than diachronic temporal consciousness, giving preference to the
hot enjoyments of the here and now, over and above the cool enjoyments of a
diachronic cosmological time frame. With two distinct modes of consciousness
to deal with, the artist needed to create a new landscape, to envision new struc-
tures—and not just any structures, but those that are, according to Mary
Douglas, good for interacting with other people and making an understanding
of communal action. For Smithson land art served the long-term goals of a
democracy by revealing its endeavors in the light of the laws of time and matter,
rather than the romantic idealizations of freedom or the satisfaction of con-
sumer demand. In effect Smithson was using anthropology and psychoanalysis
to make a diagnosis of his culture. The preference for hot-energy—consuming
enjoyment had to be pitted against a very different kind of material desire,
namely man’s slower, calmer erotic bond with the material world.
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Smithson used structuralist anthropology to help define the social role
of the artist shaman, and he used psychoanalysis to understand his own descent
into the void of mind and matter and the hallucinatory phenomena he encoun-
tered there. But he also used psychoanalysis to diagnose the enjoyments of the
parties involved in social conflict. As a negotiator between ecologist and indus-
trialist he had to understand the types of enjoyment they sought, and to this
end he made a fascinating distinction between the neurosis (hysteria) of the
ecologist and the perversion (sadism) of the industrialist. This may be his most
interesting contribution to Anglo-American cultural exchange and deserves a
little more detail.

In an analysis that is spread out among several published and unpub-
lished texts Smithson developed a fairly full diagnosis of a neurosis in the ecol-
ogy movement and a perversion in capitalism. It is worth pausing over his
arguments if we are to make sense of why Smithson saw himself as continuing
an Anglo-American land-art tradition. Starting with the hysteria of the ecolo-
gists, he locates their position (as we have discussed above) in a lineage of Anglo-
American idealist thinking dating back to Thoreau’s transcendentalism in the
nineteenth century. Thoreau only thought about his pond, when he would have
been better off, like Olmsted, actually building one. Transcendentalism
approaches nature through ideas and tends to project human characteristics
onto nature, resulting in a humanist anthropomorphism. As such, Smithson
posited that anthropomorphism was an erroneous form of self-projection and
usually announced additional, more serious projections of repressed sexual
fears. His point is most developed in the Olmsted essay, when he responds to
critics of mining and land art who argued that both endeavors carried out mili-
taristic and violent acts on the body of mother earth. Smithson’s response was
to diagnose an “Ecological Oedipus Complex.”® In Freudian logic, invoking a
taboo is tantamount to indicating a repressed desire for the same. By citing
a taboo against sex with one’s mother, these ecologists revealed their own
repressed traumas. Like Oedipus, the ecologists can be full of hubris, announc-
ing their intentions to persecute the perpetrators of mining and pollution, for
example, only to discover that they are fully implicated in the crime. In material
terms, their enjoyment of the benefits of mining incriminates them in the same
act. Their easy morality is maintained because they refuse to think dialectically,
refuse to see themselves as material objects in a greater material order of things.
Thus, Smithson rejected idealism and anthropomorphism because they were not
real encounters with nature as a split and conflicted substance; they promul-
gated foolish laws that ignored nature as something constituted out of its antag-
onisms. Similarly, Smithson regarded modernist sculpture parks as forms of
fantasy defense, screens with which to hide the difficult truths of a material
world that was ruled by the blind and subjectless drives of life and death as they
span the vastness of time.

Less developed is Smithson’s analysis of industrialists caught in a sadis-
tic extraction of natural resources that perverted their bond with nature.
According to Smithson, they subscribe to a form of shared denial: “I know very
well but, nevertheless . . . all T see is the technological and economic aspect of
what I do.” This denial of his own materiality creates for the industrialist a
blindness to the visual landscape. “When the miner loses consciousness of what
he is doing through the abstractions of technology he cannot cope with his own
inherent nature or external nature.”” Smithson starts with a phenomenological
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analysis, noting the industrialist’s lack of ability to observe the world, to be in
and part of the world, which is replaced by the abstractions of technology and
economics. Industrialists are blind to the potential disasters of what they do
because they are blind to the disasters of nature that produced the very minerals
and fossils they excavate.

Because they lack a primordial consciousness, an awareness of a fun-
damental being-in-the-world (as Martin Heidegger called it), Smithson sug-
gested that industrialists enacted a kind of unconscious sadism, that in serving
capitalism and its promises of enjoyment, they were blind to the ways they were
first and foremost agents of nature involved in an erotic and deathly act of union
with the world. If I might flesh out his argument here, like the Marquis de Sade,
they acted as if they had the natural right to extract any enjoyment out of the
body of their lover, regardless of the pain it might cause. But mining does not
have to be sadistic. The miner, like the land artist, can love the earth, can pon-
der nature as a lover might ponder the beloved. As Smithson put it, “sex isn’t all
a series of rapes.”®

In the early 1970s, Smithson was edging toward endorsing proposed
environmental laws that would require a reclamation plan as part of a mining
license; however, it was not his preferred route. Although such laws would grant
the land artist a legal status, Smithson thought it would be better if the indus-
trialist actively sought the artist’s interventions. Smithson’s proposals showed
industrialists how to turn their mines into gardens, into sites of temporal con-
sciousness. Engaging industrialists in the park would prompt them to actively
show their affection for nature. And, of course, they also had the means to move
the millions of tons of earth required for such a garden.

Perhaps the most powerful example of Smithson’s later efforts to per-
petuate the lineage of Anglo-American democratic gardens was his 1973
Bingham Copper Mining Pit—Utah, Reclamation Project (fig. 3). One could
take the cynical view that the proposal was an embarrassing capitulation to big
capitalism, that Smithson was browbeaten by his gallerist, a mining heiress. I
think this would be to miss the integrity of the project, its tough amorality, even
if it can only be imagined based on the single photographic study he lived to
produce. This was Smithson’s last and perhaps most legendary vision of man in
his contemporary conflict. The Bingham site was the largest man-made hole
in the world, and the paradox of its reclamation was that it would require the
demolition of an entire mountain to fill it in again. To this, Smithson proposed
his own paradox made of jetties and lake, part Dantesque vision of infinite
descent, but also an inverse glimpse of the sky—double vanishing point of infi-
nite depth and height. Such a remote site would encourage the ecologist to actu-
ally go out into the devastated areas of nature to encounter his or her material
existence. Experiencing the pleasure and pain of the material emptiness of
nature might alter their consciousness and end their idealization of nature and
themselves. Smithson’s gardens of time were sites where the ecologist and indus-
trialist could come to terms with their conflict by seeing how they both shared
in the dynamic conflictedness of nature in its inexorable descent into static
entropy. The frozen whorl at the bottom of the pit recombined synchronic and
diachronic temporal consciousness; it became a signifier-picture of our shared
material reality, an “earthword” that, when the sun was at the right angle,
returned man’s gaze of progress with the blind gaze of the void as such.’ For
Smithson the integrity of the political artist lay in an ethics based on an under-
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Figure 3

Robert Smithson (American, 1938-1973),
Bingham Copper Mining Pit—Utah,
Reclamation Project, 1973. Photostat and
plastic overlay with wax pencil, 47 x 34.3 cm
(18" x 13" in.). New York, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 2001.293. Gift of Pat and
John Rosenwald. © Estate of Robert Smithson/
Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY. Photo

© The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art
Resource, New York
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standing of and an acceptance of the laws of nature—above all, the law of
entropy. This law was evident in one of the great themes of the picturesque ruin,
the fall of great civilizations, and Smithson wanted this law to be made even
more evident in the natural and built environment.

But why should Smithson propose entropy as the primordial law of
nature, and the basis of mediating the conflict between ecologists and industri-
alists? While he recognized that his visions of entropy owed something to his
childhood circumstances, he still felt that it could be put to some good use.
Democracy, Smithson argues, is the political form of entropy, wherein social
conflict is worn down. Democracy is always a failure, always a struggle toward
entropy, yet always open to a restructuring because of its orientation to a pri-
mordial consciousness.

What he offers to a society of Anglo-American democratic tradition is
a sense of its history and its enjoyments set out against a background of time
itself. The Bingham pit would have been a very good place for environmentalists
and industrialists to meet, to hear first from the artist, perhaps one of Smithson’s
more memorable lines, “Deeper than the ruins of concentration camps, are
worlds more frightening, worlds more meaningless. The hells of geology remain
to be discovered. If art history is a nightmare, then what is natural history?”!°
The task of the land artist is to create a garden—a place where democracy can
look back upon itself, can catch sight of the material of the site in a way that
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induces a sense of prenarrative, solid time. Things, in this garden, are markers of
time, and even people are subject to entropy, to the disintegration of biological
life downward into the earth upon which they gaze. From the edge of the deepest
hole in the world one sees a territory where democracy is democracy precisely
because it is the political philosophy that includes and enjoys its own material
inconsistencies and paradoxes. For Smithson, then, land art contributed to an
Anglo-American discourse that included Olmsted, Price, and Gilpin by con-
structing places that helped resolve the material crises of a democratic people.

Notes

I See “Robert Smithson on Duchamp: Interview with Moira Roth,” Artforum 12 (October 1973), in
Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London:
University of California Press, 1996), pp. 310-12.

2 Ibid. See also “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects,” Artforum 7 (September 1968), in
Robert Smithson: Collected Writings, p. 107.

3 Robert Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical Landscape,” Artforum 11 (February
1973), in Robert Smithson: Collected Writings, p. 164.

4 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London:
Routledge Keegan and Paul, 1966).

5 As far as can be determined, Smithson read Barthes’s On Racine (New York: Hill and Wang,
1964); “The Structuralist Activity,” Partisan Review, Winter 1964; “The Diseases of Costume,”
Partisan Review, January 1967; Writing Degree Zero (New York: Hill and Wang, March 1968); and
Elements of Semiology (New York: Hill and Wang, 1968). He discussed and misquoted Mythologies
in 1967, though there was no published translation until 1972. He also owned a copy of Yale French
Studies, October 1966. The topic of the issue was structuralism, and featured articles in translation by
Lévi-Strauss and Jacques Lacan, as well as articles on the tradition of Anglo-American structuralism,
Merleau-Ponty, anthropology, art, and literature. He also had, in Partisan Review, Leo Bersani’s,
“From Bachelard to Barthes” (Spring 1967) and Peter Caws, “What Is Structuralism” (Winter 1968).
David Paul Funt, “The Structuralist Debate,” Hudson Review, Winter 1969-70, gives concise
accounts of Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, Barthes, Lacan, and Althusser. Lastly, in order of publication was
The Structuralist Controversy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1972).

6 Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical Landscape,” in Robert Smithson: Collected
Writings, p. 163.

7 Robert Smithson, “Untitled” (1972), in Robert Smithson: Collected Writings, p. 379.

8 Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmsted and the Dialectical Landscape,” in Robert Smithson: Collected
Writings, p. 164.

9 Craig Owens, “Earthwords,” October 10 (Autumn 1979), pp. 120-30.

10 Robert Smithson, “Art Through the Camera’s Eye,” (unpublished), in Robert Smithson: Collected
Writings, p. 375.

Martin, “Robert Smithson and the Anglo-American Picturesque,”
Anglo-American Exchange in Postwar Sculpture, 1945-1975 (Getty, 2011)



