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Introduction: (unintelligible) Tonight’s speaker is… Lucy Lippard.  Lucy calls herself 

(unintelligible) critic.  She’s the author of numerous books; she’s won numerous awards.  She’s a 

very learned author.  And… I say that with all due respect to her.  Lucy’s a very (unintelligible) 

to ask (unintelligible) Willard Cummings was a humanist; he was a friend of the arts; he was a 

co-founder of Skowhegan School; and I can think of no better person than Lucy Lippard to 

(unintelligible). Lucy Lippard…. (applause) 

 

Speaker: Can I—I just want to…. I have to be able to see the slides, too.  Is this thing a mike, or 

is it tape or something? 

 

Comment: Well, both…. 

 

Speaker: Should I have to worry about it in any sense. 

 

Comment: Radio broadcast. 

 

Speaker: Oh, yes. (laughs) (laughter) Watch out, CBS…. So I don’t have to deal with this? 
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Comment: No. 

 

Speaker: No… okay. (laughs) Well, the lights should go out very fast.  I want to—Oh, my 

light… to read by.  Because I am—I was just about to say, I apologize to begin with for reading 

the lecture; but I’m so fascinated by the subject… and it’s already a long lecture… that if I… ad 

libbed you’d be here for four or five hours instead of over one hour, so--  My favorite part of 

lecturing is the question period afterwards; it’s when I get over with all of this stuff and get to 

find out what you want to hear, or wanted to hear.  So… if we all have the strength left, let’s do 

that.  Oh, can I get the lights out, and the slides on?  

 

SLIDES 

 

This… this—It’s going to be awful hot if we close the doors; isn’t it?  (pause) I’ll just—I’ll do 

this once at the beginning.  I think this one can be better focused; I have a peculiar view—There! 

Thanks.  Yeah, that’s good.  I have a peculiar view from up here, so I won’t gripe about it all the 

time.  This talk is part of a series that I think of as overlays.  It’s the direct result of a year I spent 

on a farm in southern England.  Can you hear me?  The acoustics here must be—For heavens 

sake, if you can’t hear me at any point, please say so; it gives me the creeps to think of people 

sort of lurking in the back not able to hear this. (laughs) –Not because of the importance of it, but 

just the principle of it.  Anyway, this is the direct result of a year I spent on a farm in southern 

England… overlayed on twenty years of city life.  Most of my reasons for retreating to nature are 

irrelevant here, but one of them was an increasing disillusionment with the sterility of so much 

contemporary art… and a need to find literally more fertile ground from which to sustain myself.  

I lived near the Dartmoor, the high isolated granite cap crawling with prehistoric remains… the 

stone circles, stone rows, (unintelligible phonetic: meniers), dolmans, quoits, cairns, barrows, 

mounds and earthworks you’re going to see flashing by you here first…. These ideas have come 

from walking on the moor… and a burgeoning fascination… 

 

SLIDES 
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… with the ancient… (laughter) and completely human molded English landscape, which 

planner Ian McHarg has described as “the greatest creation of perception in art of the Western 

world, a lesson still largely unlearned.”  The prehistoric sites on the moor… and later elsewhere, 

got me into comparative religion and mythology, into history and archaeology; and finally led 

back to the feminism, socialism, ecology in contemporary art where I’d begun.  As a Socialist I 

was particularly interested in the way the social values and belief systems attributed to 

prehistoric culture… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… by the new archaeologists… and archeastronomers, parallel those being sought by progressive 

artists trying to make a truly public art.  As an art critic I was reminded of the increasingly 

broader use of ancient images in that art.  And as a feminist and ecologist I was attracted to the 

ways the prehistoric matriarchal religions, embodying a female earth, offered a possibility of 

healing the disastrous modern split between nature and culture.   

 

SLIDES 

 

Art began as nature itself, not as an imitation of nature, not as a formalized representation of it, 

but as the relationship between humans and the natural world… from which we can’t be 

separated despite our attempts to set up a technological superstructure to destroy it.  The abyss 

between nature and culture seems to have come with the rise of patriarchal capitalism, or the 

state—and with the rise of the church, what Paul Shepard in his brilliant book, Man in the 

Landscape, has called “the profoundly anti-naturalistic separation of spirit and nature under the 

Judeo-Christian religions.”   

 

SLIDES 

 

Nature, in Western civilization, has consistently been linked to the wild, to the unconscious and 

the irrational, to childhood and sexual, sensuous, deepest self… to the sources of meaning that 

continually escape us.  Shepard traces the history of gardens… from imitations of sacred groves 
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and mountains… to erotic enclosures… to medieval moral texts, and sanctuaries from the evil 

world… where Christian monks lived peculiarly dichotomous lives… in seminaries where they 

unable to sow their seeds…. And on to later allegories of double meaning, when Christianity was 

overlayed on paganism… in the concept of romantic love.  All through this the garden was 

always associated with woman.  It was the domesticated territory between maternal home and 

devouring world, the formalization of nature’s sinful seductions and of her fiercesome aura.  

Only in eighteenth century England did the garden leap the fence, and incorporate all of nature to 

become what we call a park.  By the nineteenth century nature had become property; and the 

landscape was seen as a public amenity, an idealization of nature.  Frederick Cousins suggested 

that the Hudson River’s palisades be painted white for moral enlightenment,(laughter)  not so far 

from Christo’s contemporary wrappings of the Australian coastline… or Randy Sims’ white 

square on a cliff in the Western wilderness.  The garden, then, or the park, is a potent metaphor 

for public art.  It implies continuity, an overlay of past on present, cyclical stability on growth 

and variety with memory as compost.  The overlay itself is an image of fertility, with all the 

sexual implications inherent in animal husbandry and scenery, ranging from utilitarian coverings 

to the layers of time.  Just as a city is originally overlayed on nature, as an escape from its 

whims, a park or garden in the city offers an inverse oasis, reasserting the earth beneath the 

concrete.  The park is probably the most effective public art form there is; the park itself, as an 

ongoing process, the domain where society and nature meet.  In fact, earlier in this century it was 

said of Frederick Olmstead, co-designer of Central Park in New York City, that of all American 

artists, he stood first in the production of great works which answer our needs, and give 

expression to the life of our immense and miscellaneous democracy.  The park incorporates two 

needs that dominate the anti-formalist art of the late Seventies… the need to return to nature with 

an ecological awareness; and an equally subversive need to communicate one’s aesthetic values 

and be necessary to a broader audience than that imposed by the contemporary art market.  

Though the two appear to oppose each other, with the inevitable conflict between supposedly 

retrograde romantic naturalism and supposedly up to date social awareness, each has the same 

goal, to reinvest art with meaning.  Ideally the two streams can meet to produce a significant 

aesthetic—a dialect—ahem—aesthetic dialectic.  Robert Smithson, the artist—the recent artist 

anyway—most aware of these needs, to whom this lecture should be dedicated, said, “It is 

possible to have a direct, organic manipulation of the land devoid of violence and macho 
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aggression.  The farmers’, miners’ or artists’ treatment of the land depends on how aware he is of 

himself as nature.  After all, sex isn’t all a series of rapes.  If strip miners were less alienated 

from nature and themselves, and free of sexual aggression, cultivation could take place.”  For all 

our art appreciation courses, our society doesn’t quite seem to remember what the function of art 

is.  No wonder then that in trying to forge some new definition and create labor intensive jobs for 

this puzzling worker called the artist, we look back to times and places… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…where art seems to have been an effective part of life… or rather inseparable from life.  

Capitalism has irreparably alienated the maker from what is made, just as it has alienated both 

work and art from life.  Much of the current longing for a reconciliation with what’s left of 

nature, and the obsession with ancient architecture, with the hut in the garden or Adam’s house 

in Paradise, is about an orphaned avant-garde looking for a home.  In fact, the word ecology, 

from the Greek oikos, or however you pronounce that, means the science of the home.  One of 

the most interesting by-products of the move by contemporary artists in the last decade toward 

immateriality and impermanence has been that medium and message, subject and object, have 

begun to merge again.  Artists themselves have become a necessary part of the art, not just as 

actors in body and performance art, but also as the major protagonists of their art ideas.  Through 

the Seventies then, there’s been an increasing involvement with site sculpture and performance 

and installation works that demand the artist’s presence.  And even with the artist’s lecture tours, 

slide shows, interviews and panels—all that stuff—maybe it’s the reality of a TV culture.  It 

certainly has to do with economic necessity in an affluent society that supports its arts very 

poorly.  But the fact remains, as artists become quite literally public figures, their art, almost 

involuntarily, has to become more public too.  For many this move away from the treasured myth 

of individuality, of the artist as hero and visionary nut, has been a defeating dilemma.  By the 

end of the 1960’s artists banished by their newborn social consciences from the protective 

market gardens of formalist aesthetic delights were fleeing to the vast deserts of the West, where 

the illusion of return after devastation appears complete. 

 

SLIDES 
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  This is Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty” in the Great Salt Lake, which has become emblematic of all 

these desert earthworks.  Smithson wrote, “What happened in the Garden of Eden, anyway?  Too 

much thinking about gardens leads to perplexity and agitation.  Gardens bring you to the brink of 

chaos.  This is becoming a maze… full of tangled paths and unanswerable riddles.  The abysmal 

problem of gardens somehow involves a fall from somewhere or something.  The certainty of the 

absolute garden will never be rejoined.” End quote.  Smithson’s work is too well known to be 

belabored here; and there’s a new book of all his writings that I recommend to anybody 

interested in this subject.  But he has to be acknowledged as the first major artist to begin to live 

with the contradictions inherent in contemporary art, in or about nature; though his unique 

ambivalence isn’t easy to imitate.  Smithson called himself an anti-Romantic; and evolved a 

peculiarly gloomy style from his preference for the inorganic over the organic, his obsessions 

with entropy and death.  In the mid Sixties, when he embarked on his mature work, he decided 

he’d finally overcome “the lurking pagan religious anthropomorphism,” as he put it; which is, in 

a sense, my subject tonight.  But at the same time he admitted that after digging through the 

histories, he was attracted to landscape that suggests prehistory.  While he refused any easy 

optimism, Smithson still offered an extremely positive framework in which to set public art as 

land reclamation in nature.  He preferred to work with industrial wastelands, sites where distant 

pasts and distant futures meet, sites which had already been through a life-death cycle and were 

ready for a rebirth, with art as fertilizer… because for all his railing against the hopelessness of 

utopias, the finite aspects of all life, he also insisted that ecology and industry are not one way 

streets; rather they can be crossroads.  Art can help to provide the needed dialectic between them. 

 

SLIDES 

 

This is another of Smithson’s work, “Broken Circles.”  --“Broken Circle” and “Spiral Hill;” 

they’re part of the same piece, made in a Dutch quarry in 1971.  Smithson had an antipathy to 

cycles.   “I think things just change from one situation to the next,” he said. “There’s really no 

return.”  Thus both of these forms are incomplete circles.  The huge glacial boulder, at the right, 

was an accidental center discovered in excavation and too costly to move.  Smithson finally 

came to like its presence, seeing it as a kind of glacial heart of darkness—This is him talking 
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again—“a warning from the Ice Age.” He also saw it as a link with the prehistoric chambered 

tombs… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… or Hunebedden—Hun’s beds—nearby.  I was afraid that left one wouldn’t come out.  I took 

these very early in the morning; and they didn’t—no light.  Anyway.  He had planned a film that 

would contrast and merge the two works of art over the millennia that separated them, the 

Hunebedden and his work.  Although Smithson spent the last years of his life before his 

accidental death at the age of thirty-five trying to persuade the big mining companies to let him 

reclaim their spreading wastelands, he never got to execute those projects.  He liked to call 

attention to the public aspect of his privately executed earthworks… like the involvement of the 

laborers who helped him build them, and the workers’ families who came and picnicked by the 

“Spiral Jetty.”  But he hadn’t yet come to terms with some of the people aspects of public art; 

and he didn’t want to work in cities. 

 

SLIDES 

It seems to me, however, that it’s in the cities that the real challenges for a new kind of public art 

lie. Public art isn’t just private-owned art enlarged and plunked down outside with no 

consideration for the needs of the inhabitants of the site itself.  It doesn’t have to be 

overpowering and unavoidable… a barrier or a decoration.  On the left is an Australian poster by 

Tony Roberston in which he states the problem.  In fact public art’s best chance in this age of the 

corporate and bureaucratic hold on public experience may lie in intimacy… in providing an 

oasis, a garden, a home in the vastness and impersonality of public contexts.  One of the most 

effective outlets has been the community mural… the whole Community Mural Movement, 

which is another lecture in itself.  This is the only one I’m going to show; it’s a small amateur 

Puerto Rican mural in New York about homesickness for the native landscape.  It’s absolutely at 

hand level as you’re walking along the street.  Another outlet has been… 

 

SLIDES 
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… the portable or low budget park, like this portable street park on the right by “Sheila 

Berkeley”… or the one-unit fountain on the left by “Anita Margreau” (phonetic) which can 

similarly be taken from hydrant to hydrant in areas where there are places—there are no places 

for children to play during the long hot summers.  It saves water too.  Another outlet is the street 

work or community festival… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…like “First Night ‘78” on the right by “Hera, or Betty Volker”, the canopied sculpture 

accompanied by a public procession on New Year’s Eve through the Boston Common.  This is 

the daylight rehearsal you’re seeing.  It bears a curious resemblance to—on the left—a Western 

Australian aboriginal ritual, also incorporating the notion of shelter in nature with the rising sun 

and mythic pythons… 

 

SLIDE 

 

… or Israeli “Miriam Sharon’s” series of works about life in city and country, in which the 

“Desert People,” a costume ritual modeled on the rapidly disappearing Bedouin way of life, is 

performed both in Bedouin villages and desert oases… 

 

SLIDE 

 

… and on the busy Tel Aviv street front, at the left,  –Not street front, waterfront; I’m sorry—

which stimulates political awareness of the Bedouin’s plight in the workers on the waterfront.  

Even though the audience for ephemeral street works is necessarily smaller than that for a 

permanent plaza monument, the ratio of emotional intensity is proportionately larger because of 

the intimacy of the form.  This may also have something to do with the fact that video and 

performance art are the Seventies’ main contributions to the avant-garde aesthetic. “It is 

precisely those artists involved in the most naked projections of their personalities,” says Jack 

Burnham, “who will contribute most to society’s comprehension of itself.”  For instance, on the 

right, “Betsy Damon’s” “Seven Thousand Year Old Woman” is performed at the center of a 
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spiral drawn in the streets to create a female space in the hostile city.  There Damon slowly 

divests herself of the burden of time… to discover the part of herself she does not know, her 

woman mind, symbolized by little sacks of pigments which she takes from her body, and then 

distributes to the audience to create something of their own with. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Works like this seem to answer the plea of artist Dennis Oppenheim, who has asked, “What 

about fantasy?  What about fiction?  Is there a way to inject that, now that we’ve gone through 

the sterile Seventies?  Now that we’re armed with all these intellectual weapons, can’t we go 

back into something more challenging in its range of reality?  What are needs now is to bespeak 

its origins.”  This is one of several of Oppenheim’s pieces that deal with his father and his 

children, or generation.  Here he and his son copy a drawing on each other’s backs, which is 

reminiscent of yet another tribal ritual, also from Australia.  And Oppenheim says this helps him 

to reach areas he can’t get to any longer.  Our bodies are the natural forms closest to us; and 

Burnham has a theory that makes very good sense when one looks at much contemporary art 

relating to nature and to the public.  He says that art in its last stages constitutes a structural 

reversion to the infantile stages of human development, foregoing sublimation through object-

making, and returning to our own bodies and experiences.  He sees the artist as a shaman, with 

the potential to draw people away from the substitute objects, and back toward the ancient 

memories of life and productivity.  His notions about returning… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… to the infantile are born out by a number of works about relating to Mother Nature.  For 

instance, Burnham illustrates a piece, which I don’t have here, called “Tantric Rebirth” by 

Graham Metson in Colorado, in which the bearded artist is curled nude into an oval crevice in 

the rock.  Similarly, on the left, Michael McCafferty from Seattle made himself into a body 

compass by lying in a fetal position, changing his spinal energy with the directions, and 

“wriggling into the land,” as he puts it.  Michael Heizer, who makes giant earthworks with the 

latest in technological help, like this one on the right, “Double Negative,” nevertheless makes his 
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rather incestuous relationship with the earth clear when he says, “My personal associations with 

dirt are very real.  I really like to lie in the dirt.  I don’t feel close to it in the farmer’s sense.  The 

work I’m doing with the earth satisfies some very basic desire, though by isolating this quote I 

may be falling into what Smithson called the ecological oedipal complex…” (laughter) 

 

SLIDES 

 

… reflected from the other side by this rape performance in Parkland in Iowa, on the right, by 

Cuban-born Ana Mendieta.  Mendieta has worked for several years now on a series in which her 

own silhouette is merged with the landscape, often with arms raised in the incantatory… 

 

SLIDES 

… gesture associated with the Mother Goddess. 

 

SLIDES 

 

She’s made a film in which her body is seen breathing under the turf; and she draws herself on 

the earth with endless different materials, mostly natural… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… and with fire; and with fertilizer or cut into the earth, recalling – on the left—these ancient 

rock-cut graves in Britain.  (unintelligible, sounds like Lance Casira) has said that the sun and 

moon were only intelligible to prehistoric peoples when copied in terms of the human body; that 

mythical time is always conceived both as a time of natural processes and of the events of natural 

life. 

 

SLIDE 
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In “Second Degree Burn” Oppenheim turned himself into a place, lying down as a captive or 

female surface… “My skin becomes pigment,” he said.  “It’s like plugging in to the solar 

system.” 

 

SLIDES 

 

Charles Simmons, on the right, in a periodically repeated private ritual called “Landscape Body 

Dwelling, which is also a film, turns his nude body into that of the earth by making it into a clay 

landscape, which he then populates with the dwellings of a mythical civilization.  In another 

film, called “Birth,” he’s seen slowly emerging from a real clay landscape, horizontal and 

invisible at first, then finally vertical, although still covered with clay.  On the left Heidi 

Fasnacht merges her body with water in a photo piece called “Erasing Barriers.”  Several other 

women have also worked with this particular theme.  

 

SLIDES 

 

And other artists, like Stephen Whistler, identify with plants.  His photo works, he says, “try to 

show a concrete and metaphorical union between man and plants, man’s need to appropriate the 

means of life from them, to take the energy of the plant and transform it into his own.”  In “Plant 

Work One,” at the right, Whistler places his hand into the spines of a cactus, then hacks away at 

them with a knife and puts his hand back into the cut plant to intermingle their pains. 

 

SLIDES 

 

In another on the… right, he again very violently transforms the crotch of a tree.  On the left his 

mythological studies are gentler and more harmonious, but somehow less effective.  You have 

somehow the feeling that they are less felt. 

 

SLIDES 

 



 12

It’s interesting that in this day of allegedly sophisticated outer space travel… artists are still 

returning to calendars… the overlay of sky on earth… that has preoccupied the human race from 

the Ice Age on—and especially its fertility rituals.  The space age has made us more sensitive to 

distances, both temporal and spatial, in ways not available to other cultures.  But along with 

distance comes an awareness of the universe’s indifference to human activities… and with that 

the return to the infantile concerns of Burnham’s thesis.  Contemporary artists’ obsessions with 

time may be a rebellion against the planned obsolescence of art objects in a consumer society.  

Our culture is often said to have no sense of death.  Even the origins of our American park 

system, and the replacement of urban churchyards with great scenic rural cemeteries, can be seen 

as removing the reminders of death from everyday life.  One of the best monuments to the 

continuities of nature I’ve seen is this old graveyard on the left, in the center of the New Zealand 

city of Auckland, so overgrown with vegetation that the names of the dead are erased in a 

triumph of life and nature over death and the individual.  On the other hand, the other side is… 

another more pathetic and short-lived found monument in an abandoned mining village, a 

memorial to the life of a community. 

 

SLIDES 

 

And here are two other overlays of time on nature, rather contradictory ones… a clock on the left 

in the isolated New Zealand mountain, a kind of futile imposition of human on geological 

time…. (laughter) And on the right Robert Morris’s huge permanent observatory in Holland, 

aligned to equinoxes and solstices as a self-conscious overlay of archaic science on modern art. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Maybe more to the point are two other public monuments, neither one permanent or even 

existing at the moment. (unintelligible, sounds like Kay Iko Prince) has designed a series of 

public pieces for the Charles River in Cambridge, Mass, to expose the natural rounds, the waning 

as well as the waxing, of tides and seasons.  Her shelter sun water dial offers a place on public 

land where people can gather to share the common experience of cyclical time.  Her model was 

the O-tsuki-mi, the ancient Japanese moon viewing ritual.  Her goal was to redevelop confidence 
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in human communication through this bond to the grand motion of nature.  The sun water dial 

hovers between water and light, and changes like the phases of the moon.  The roof is a year 

clock, its prisms marking each hour of daylight.  When the sun’s highest, at the summer solstice, 

a single prism shines.  At the December solstice all of them are alight, to show the birth of the 

year when the sun stops disappearing, and recalling ancient ceremonies when dancers circled 

fires and rolled burning hoops downhill to encourage the sun to keep turning. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Charles Simmons’ “Growth House,” built at Art Park in 1975, and conceived as a permanent 

public monument, which would keep… doing this, was a circular shelter made with seeded 

growth bricks or sacks which, when the sprout, disintegrate the building so that one harvests, 

eats, digests and replants one’s on house.  This androgynous cycle of building an growing could 

be said to be reflected in the harvest itself, where the plant rises from horizontal subterranean 

germination to vertical growth, at which point the grain (green?) represents the sun and the king.  

As Joseph Campbell has pointed out, there’s a subtle hint of death in the life-giving harvest.  The 

first sheaves of grain were ritually decapitated… “The king is dead; long live the king,” who has 

to be sacrificed, to return to the mother, to be reborn, and keep the cycle turning. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Black Elk has written that everything an Indian does is in a circle; and that is because the power 

of the world always works in circles; and everything tries to be round.  The mandala is the… 

perhaps most complex symbol of worlds within worlds; and has been used as such in these 

contemporary pieces.  This is “Tinya Gerrard’s ‘Cyclical Ceremony’” in the New Orleans 

Museum of Art in 1977. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Each corner is a direction and a season; and the performance dealt with this as it went on… 
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SLIDES 

 

Christine Oatman, on the right, in San Diego, modeled her Park Art project on Indian sand 

paintings…. The children made mandalas of natural and found materials from their immediate 

environment.  On the left Margaret Hicks’ “Winter, Spring, Summer, Fall” piece is a complex 

calendar with a vocabulary of granite, small shells, petrified wood, fossils, snakeskin, oak, fire, 

sand and dirt… to represent days, celestial events, equinoxes and solstices.  Her larger scale… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…“Hicks Mandala” is located in what has become a local art park founded by the artist herself in 

Corsicana, Texas, where students from Navarro College have four acres on which to build earth 

art.  The mandala is accompanied—This one is accompanied by an ongoing ritual of giving, in 

which small stones and natural materials accumulate in its inner ring. 

 

SLIDES 

 

And… this is Nancy Stout’s “Sunflower Pantheon,” which recreates the history of architecture 

from its sources in trees and plants…. I think the one on the left is upside down, is it?  This 

moves with growth from young to old, and is centered on a living statue, to emphasize its temple 

aspect.  Prehistoric peoples seem to have begun by generally worshipping nature as the body and 

fluids of the mother before the fully creative Great Goddess was split into Mother Earth and 

Father Sky by Indo-European cultures…. According to some it was the end of nomadic life that 

began the custom of worshipping specific parts of the body in isolated landforms.  Later, as the 

cultures became still more literal, they began altering these forms, and still later imitating them.  

Michael Dames’ wonderful books on the Avery Cycle trace four major seasonal monuments… 

near each other in Wilshire, England, which follow the stages of human life on the Earth 

Mother’s body.  They go from the now-destroyed Sanctuary, representing spring and puberty, up 

two stone serpent avenues to meet in the henge, or great ditched wedding ring you see here… in 

summer… 
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SLIDE 

 

…then to silvery hill, an image of the pregnant vegetation goddess, a hundred and thirty-foot 

high artificial hill with a five hundred and twenty-two foot diameter… that took an estimated 

eighteen million human hours to build over the generations.  This is an aerial view you see at the 

left.  And finally to the three hundred foot Long Barrow at West Kennett on the right, which 

represents the hag of death and winter, as opposed to the maiden, bride and mother of previous 

seasons.  That’s Silbury you see in the background.  The Barrow is a grave, and an image of the 

Neolithic… 

 

SLIDES 

 

Long Goddess, like this one from Hungary.  Goodness, is the bulb going on the left, do you 

think?  Okay, no? (laughs) Anyway, the one on the right is the Neolithic Long Goddess; and the 

inside of West Kennett is on the left.  It’s also a shelter where the dead become seeds, nourished 

over the winter. 

 

SLIDES 

 

In our context, it’s Silbury Hill that’s most important and pertinent.  It may be the world’s 

greatest known public monument to growth and fertility, appropriately layered in multiple 

meanings I can only begin to suggest here.  Dames has noted the familiar urge to create a 

structure capable of being simultaneously perceived as all possible sizes… a speck of dust, an 

egg, a human belly, a mountain, the world, and the universe…. Silbury was one of these 

treasuries of social and religious meaning… still thought by some to be the grave of a great king.  

In fact, the excavations to the base of the chalk-blocked pyramid under the earth have found, not 

a patriarchal burial, but a concentrically ringed and radiated core, a fragile spider’s web of 

woven grasses, clearly associated with the Goddess and with woman’s capacity to create a child 

within the fabric of her own body.  And old English rhyme goes, ‘There was an old woman lived 

under the hill; and if she’s not gone she lives there still.” 
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SLIDES 

 

Dames has shown how the form of Silbury, seen aerially with a now-buried moat around it, 

echoes that of sculptures of Neolithic pregnant goddesses from old Europe and Greece, like this 

one from Bulgaria, about 4000 BC.  He also shows how the hill can be seen as an eye, a womb, a 

breast, a mouth, running with the blood of the year at sunset, depending on the angle and time 

she’s seen.  From this he’s evolved a fascinating series of speculations about the religious uses of 

the hill, centering around the First Fruits festival in early August, when an astronomically 

aligned nativity ritual took place.  The moon touches the seed in front of the hill; and the child is 

born.  Then the moonlight hits the moat and turns it to milk, to feed the child and assure another 

year of generation.  His description of this event as a topographic… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… deity giving birth reminded me of Susan Hiller’s “Ten Months,” an autobiographical photo 

piece, in which her own pregnant belly… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…rises over time like a hill, or the moon…. The cone-shaped or spiral hill is sacred in 

innumerable parts of the world; and with the cave seems to have been the first temple, thus 

giving birth both to architecture and to gardens.  The Hopis speak of their Arizona peaks as “our 

mother…” 

 

SLIDES 

 

“We nurse from these peaks for religious survival.”  Last year Judy Todd did a related ritual at 

San Francisco’s twin peaks… in which the hills were reclaimed by rituals sent in by women from 

all over the world, informed by ancient beliefs, and then were reactivated by a figure eight 

procession around the hills. 
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SLIDES 

 

The spiral is often associated with mounds… In virtually every culture this complex symbol is 

also associated with woman, with eyes, the moon and rebirth with Earth, and Earth energy, with 

water and the snake, the only vertebrate whose movements reproduce the patterns of water.  The 

spiral or snake, curled on a mound as on the right--This public earth work in Toronto by Bill 

Vazan… or on the goddess’s belly, is a powerful symbol of growth, reflected here on the left in a 

1963 performance by Carolee Scheeman called “Eye—E-Y-E Body.” 

 

SLIDES 

 

And this is a fertility on the left by the South African Bavenda tribe…. During ceremonial days 

after the rains with the old women who are initiating them as the pivot, the virgins rhythmically 

collapse and revive in a spiral to evoke the movement of the python and the seasonal cycles.  

Washington, DC artist Anna Sofaer, whose early works dealt with ancient stone architecture, has 

recently discovered that this spiral petroglyph on the right in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, made 

by the Anasazi Indians… about the twelfth century, is a calendrical marker; it’s cut precisely 

through the center by a beam of light at the summer solstice… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… the light entering through these two leaning—three leaning slabs at the outside.  There was a 

whole controversy between geologists and so forth as to whether these things were natural or 

whether they were put there; but it’s going in the direction of being put there now.  And at the 

winter solstice two beams of light protect it from either side…on the left.  Appropriately Sofaer 

had to brave the horde of rattlesnakes who guard the ledge where she found the spiral. 

 

SLIDE 

 

The spiral’s also found at the concentrated power points of earth and sky.  It’s… the form of 

underground springs, nebulas and the Milky Way, tornadoes and whirlpools.  As such it’s the 
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perfect fertility symbol, connecting all the elements… and growth as well, as illustrated on the 

right in Oppenheim’s “Whirlpool,” drawn in the sky over a dry landscape as though to draw rain.  

And on the left in Christine Oatman’s icicle reconstruction of giant prehistoric tree ferns, at their 

youthful spiral or fiddlehead stage. 

 

SLIDES  

 

On the left artist Charles Ross has discovered in the course of his astronomical research on 

sunburns and star axes that the year map is a double spiral.  The fact is that it’s tempting to think 

that prehistoric peoples also knew, since the form appears in Chaco Canyon as well as in 

England… on the right on very small standing stone called “Little Meg.”  It appears in 

Scotland… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…in Malta, and elsewhere.  Here it is a Newgrange, in Ireland, the oldest and most ornamented 

grave mound in Britain, where only at the Winter Solstice sunrise a single beam of light 

penetrates the chambered tomb within. 

 

SLIDES 

 

The spiral is also echoed in the still extant English corn dollies, in both abstract male and female 

forms, and as actual dolls, which survive in an adulterated form in our Appalachian corn shuck 

dolls.  The word doll comes idol; and the corn dollies were taken from the harvest celebration to 

be kept in the house over the winter and brought back into the fields in spring to encourage the 

next harvest.  Similarly lactating Goddess figurines were buried in fields in Pre Columbian 

America… 

 

SLIDES 
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… and the fields are sprinkled from sexual female vessels like this one on the left from the 

Mochica culture in Peru.  Mary Beth Edelson has plugged into such growth energy in this 

speeded up photo piece at the right, which is actually a whole group of photographs… about 

taking from an ancient grinding stone what she needs as a modern woman. 

 

SLIDES 

 

On the lighter side, Eunice Golden, on the right, has made a film where a man becomes the 

fecund cornucopia, reversing the usual message; and Jane Curley on the left has made a 

nourishing Mother Earth image in her “Aunt Ruth Cookie Jar.” (laughter) 

 

SLIDES 

 

A later male counterpart of Silbury Hill is the Cerne Abbas giant in Dorset, one of the great 

English hill figures, outlined by cutting through the turf to the chalk below, and maintained by 

ritual scouring.  The giant, probably made around the 1st century AD is about seven hundred feet 

long… and his visible sexual prowess has survived some sixty-six generations… through Puritan 

backlash and the Victorian era. (laughter) His festival is May Day, the most overtly sexual of all 

the ancient ceremonies to survive.  A sight line taken up his penis on May Day points directly to 

the sun rising over the crest of the hill, and towards the traditional maypole, in an enclosure you 

see up at the far right.  Or do you?  No, it isn’t in there. (laughs) –Where the revelers greeted the 

day after what was apparently a really wild night.  On the right is a maypole from the Matachin 

Dance today at the Taos Pueblo… in the Southwest.  It’s a European import, but the dance was 

adopted apparently because it has parallels in Native American belief. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Another important idea that contemporary earth and garden artists have taken directly from 

prehistoric monuments like these is that of the form too large to be comprehended from the 

ground… like the mysterious Nazca earth drawings in Peru, that Robert Morris has written 

about; and those along the US-Mexican border.  The effigy mounds in the Mississippi Valley, 
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like this one, the extraordinary Serpent Mound in Ohio… The picture on the left is taken from a 

book—That’s what that white line is on the left; I never got quite that high above it.  This has 

influenced a lot of artists.  This is it from the ground.  The head of the serpent holds an egg in its 

mouth, which is a world form. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Another thing that has influenced a lot of people are sites like Mound City on the left, also in 

Ohio…which almost was imitated by Richard Fleischner in his 1976 (unintelligible, sounds like 

Sade) drawing at the right… in miniature…as Mound City itself may be the surrounding 

landscape in miniature.  Incidentally, one of the authorities on American Indian mounds is artist 

“James Pearce”, (Pierce?) who has made a series of historically related earthworks right near 

here in Clinton, Maine, which I haven’t seen, and I can’t seem to pry slides out of him.  (pause) 

Imaginative theories about these prehistoric monuments, like Dames’ on Avery, have been 

discouraged, because the works were supposedly inaccessible visually to the people who spent 

generations building and maintaining them.  It’s been suggested that such images were meant to 

be seen only by the spirits… but this doesn’t make much sense to me.  Spirits were in everything 

for those cultures; they weren’t just angels in airplanes.  I suspect what was involved was an 

overlay of internalized knowledge on actual physiological experience, a way of seeing artists are 

just beginning to rediscover.  These shapes were known to the people who built them as well as 

the shapes of their own bodies.  Ancient temples in the form of the Goddess’ body, like these at 

Malta on the left and Skara Brae in the Orkneys on the right, were probably symbolically as 

recognizable, especially since less abstracted, than the Christian church’s reflection of the cross 

and Christ’s body.  Maybe they were also supposed to have had the element of mystery that a 

maze does,  

 

[AUDIO BREAK] 

 

its cyclical outside form known, but its internal events unpredictable.  I’ve at least managed to 

restrain myself from regaling you with maze images.  There are a lot of contemporary artists 

who’ve worked with that too. 
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SLIDES 

 

Just as maps are fusions of the real and the abstract, so are such paravisual monuments.  Patricia 

Johanson began making sculptures along the earth too expansive to take in at a single glance in 

the late Sixties… like “Steven Long” at the left from ’68… a sixteen hundred foot long color 

perception piece.  Her “Cyrus Field” at the right, a path of different materials through the woods, 

reached a length of three miles.  At the same site in the early Seventies… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… she began exploring stone organic shapes like “Nostoc” at the left, derived from the form of 

the human intestine…. In ’72 at Yale University she designed a granite paving to integrate two 

of the colleges and the town itself, as well as past and present, by the use of giant figures from 

ancient… cave drawings, linguistic ideograms, and pictographs, two of which have never been 

deciphered.  She saw them as a series of fragments that could be put together in many ways… in 

a monumental design that’s relatively unobtrusive from the ground… revealing itself as one rises 

in the building.  You go up—The further you go up the more you see of it. 

 

SLIDES 

 

And in the last few years Johanson’s studied architecture; and has projected a series of houses 

and gardens shaped like representational forms from nature… flowers, animals, reptiles and 

plants… elegant journeys through intimate spaces, with a literally grand design.  These are on 

the left—“Venus Maidenhair Fern Staircase Ramp,” and on the right—“Brandega, Big Gologny 

Watergarden.” (phonetic)  Again, you wouldn’t know what you were walking through until you 

figured it out for yourself.  In his book, Design and Nature, Ian McCard imagines an ideal 

society called the Naturalists, who make no divisions between the natural and social sciences.  

Rather than dominating nature, they’re dominated by a quest to understand nature, by definition 

including humankind.  The Naturalists understand meaningful form, but they use the term fitness 

instead of art, because it embraces natural as well as artificial creativity, which is just what some 
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artists are trying to point out today.  Long before it occurred to artists, however, this ground was 

tilled by community development groups, like Liz Christie’s Green Guerrillas in New York; and 

it’s been most successfully developed by groups like Paul Wick’s City Beautiful Council in 

Dayton, Ohio, which administers the world’s largest community garden as well as an art 

program.  It was only around ’69, in the childhood of the ecological movement as a public force, 

that a few artists also began to think about the earth that still exists down there under the city.  

“Poppy Johnson’s” 1969 Earth Day piece, celebrated in 1970, involved clearing and planting a 

vacant lot near her loft; and resulted in an art harvest of twenty-four marigolds, eight sunflowers, 

two rows of dill, three ears of corn, eighteen cosmos, three Iceland poppies, twenty-two zinnias, 

twelve cornflowers, and nineteen summer squash.  Also in ’69, Hans Haake made an indoor 

museum piece by seeding a cone-shaped mound of soil with quick-growing winter rye that was 

sprouting by the time the show opened.  He wasn’t interested in the sculptural shape, but in 

growth as a phenomenon, the interaction of forces and energies and information.  His catalogue 

statement was simply to be “grass grows.”  When he was asked how this differed from 

gardening, Haake replied, “the intent was different.”  But I think the real answer was that in fact 

it didn’t differ from gardening.  In a system where art is separated from life, and art is simply 

supposed to be about art, only the separation validates the making of art.  In more integrated 

societies the garden was art, no merely the denigrated pastime of suburban housewives.  This is a 

possibility being explored by this last group of artists I’ll talk about, artists who are on the same 

track Smithson was before he died, and are not afraid of art being useful. 

 

SLIDES 

 

In San Francisco in the early Seventies, “Bonnie Shirk” did performances in which she identified 

with animals, to the point of living in a zoo cage for a while.  She and Howard Levine made a 

series of portable parts in the city center, laying down turf, adding a bale of hay, a picnic table, a 

real cow, and palm trees, to turn the street into a temporarily bucolic plaza; and to show the need 

for such oases in the city. 

 

SLIDES 
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They also made pieces with palm trees and cows along the freeway, (laughter) perhaps in 

response to such Western commercial monuments to nature as this Oldenbergian pineapple.  For 

the past few years… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… “Shirk” has been spending all her energies on co-founding—and now directing—what is 

perhaps the most ambitious and successful work of ecological art in the country, and which you 

will get no sense of from these pictures that I took. (laughs) It’s called “The Farm: Crossroads 

Community,” and exists on several patches of land, five by five—five point five acres in all, 

under and within a freeway in San Francisco’s Mission District.  It’s also the meeting place for 

four separate ethnic neighborhoods.  The site was a farm in the past, and Shirk had always been 

attracted to it, finding out later that it was also the meeting place of three springs, or creeks, just 

the sort of site prehistoric peoples would have chosen for their energy centers.  The Farm is a 

resource center for the study of land use and food, as well as an art center and a work of 

performance art… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… in its entirety.  There are demonstration projects on responsible architecture, children’s art and 

dance classes, activities for psychiatric patients and senior citizens, pottery and print-making 

workshops, a solar greenhouse and a Savonius windmill, flower, vegetable and herb gardens, 

crops and animals.  Because The Farm is also an environmental and social artwork, it has 

unexpected twists, like the way it nonchalantly incorporates the incredible monolith or Egyptian 

sculpture called the freeway… (laughter) like a garden beside a cathedral.  And there’s a two-

headed scarecrow and a procession of cardboard cows coming home along the highway.  There’s 

an old-fashioned farm kitchen, and a suburban touch in white iron lawn furniture… and an 

international living room under construction to show that elegance is also a part of the natural 

life.  There’s a performance hall in the Raw Egg Animal Theater… 

 

SLIDES 
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…where rabbits, hens, goats and what-all interact in a sensorally rich environment with each 

other, with houses, toys, mirrors and observers.  The Farm also looks like the real thing.  It’s not 

all sweetness and light; it smells of manure, and has lots of mud… and some cosmetically 

unattractive areas.  Shirk sees it as a life frame, a juxtaposition of environments, aesthetics and 

moods.  Like “McCarg’s” (phonetic) Naturalists, she sees the hope for richer humanity and 

positive survival lying in the integration of the human creative process, art, with those of the 

other life forms. 

 

SLIDES 

 

In 1975 Charles Simmons made a tiny play lot on New York’s Lower East Side.  I’m supposed 

to say, by the way, that I’ve lived with Charles Simmons for years, and owe him many insights 

for the subject, so the nepotism is out in the open. (laughter) The play lot was called “Project 

Uphill,” and was eventually named “La Placita.”  It took three years to pry the unused garbage-

strewn and dangerous lot out of the city; to organize the community, raise the funds, and build 

the park.  The original or art idea was to be a large contoured hill rising incongruously like 

landscape from beneath the city.  In the process of “Project Uphill,” however, Simmons learned 

what all good community artists know, that art in a give and take with life has to be open to 

change.  The mountain ended with a kid’s slide on it; and the long organic process of collective 

work resulted in a successful and much loved place, a projected wild landscape domesticated, in 

short a kind of garden rather than a sculpture.  Simmons is interested in the notion of the 

transformed or recycled urban ruin.  One of these on the right—one of these projects—was “The 

Breezy Point,” a memorial to the man responsible for halting construction on these high-rise 

eyesores in one of New York City’s few natural recreation areas.  Rather than tear down the 

skeletons, Simmons proposed that they remain as a warning, and be made into hanging gardens 

and a youth hostel.  They might almost be an illustration of Smithson’s metaphorical idea about 

the industrial wastelands as the opposite of romantic ruins, because, as Smithson said, “the 

buildings don’t fall into ruin after they are built, but rather rise into ruin before they are built.” 

(laughter) The Breezy Point Project was a search for an image strong enough to convey this 

parable to city planners.  It’s an image of contradictions and recalls as well the inevitable 
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triumph of nature over civilization so spectacularly illustrated by the jungle-swallowed Mayan 

ruins, or Angkor Wat in Cambodia. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Finally Simmons proposal was not executed; instead this technological folly met its end, not 

through natural decay… 

 

SLIDES 

 

… but with an appropriately Big Bang.  (pause) There is some peculiar difference in the slide… 

bulbs. (laughs) “Marianne Carruthers Eakins—Eakin”-- works in Portland, Oregon.  Among 

other things she photo-documents her garden, which consists of twelve earth mounds, or raised 

beds… places for dreaming and graves as well.  They play a dual role as symbolic art cycles, and 

as a psychological nutrition diet testing unit in conjunction with the University of Oregon 

medical school.  Her source is the common Indian belief that you ingest the spirit of the food 

when you eat it. 

 

SLIDES 

For instance, on the right, this Navajo puberty ritual, in which the girl grinds cornmeal, makes a 

batter, then lies on the earth to inherit its fertility.  “Carruthers-Eakin’s” “Chestnut Walk” on the 

left is a projected homage to the Milky Way… and is also tied in with food. 

 

SLIDES 

 

In a gallery space, she planted radish seeds in an Autumn Equinox performance.  The changes of 

the growing plants accompanied by an audiotape of a person breathing rhythmically constituted 

the show.  It ended with a ritual harvest preparation and feast on radish soup. 

 

SLIDES 
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“Carruthers-Eakin’s” “Bean House” grew into a meditative space nourishing mind and body, and 

recalling the beginnings of architecture. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Two other heirs to Smithson legacy of social concern with nature on a large scale are reclamation 

artists Helen and Newton Harrison, who worked out of San Diego.  They’re in a sense artist-

farmers, concerned with the recycling of wastes, community and labor, that result in a poly-

culture, rather than simply culture or horticulture.  Like Shirk and others in this group, they break 

down barriers between mediums and disciplines, using any technique they think will further their 

aims.  And like others, perhaps a necessity for artists working outside of ivied halls and ivoried 

walls, they stress the metaphorical aspect of their work.  The Harrisons are fascinated by the 

past, in their case the history of land use in America, and the anomalies that exist between the 

natural environment and cultural systems.  For example, a piece—that’s shown on the left here—

about Southern Californian Indians is called “Meditation on the “Gabrielino”, Whose Name for 

Themselves is No Longer Remembered, Although We Know That They Farmed with Fire and 

Fought Wars by Singing.”  It points out the ecocide and accompanying genocide of that tribe, 

and compares it to what we’re doing today to our portion of the earth.  The Harrisons have 

specialized in watershed reclamation and life chains; they call their work “survival pieces,” or 

“environmental impact studies.”  They’ve made a portable farm.  They’ve worked with brine 

shrimp fish farms, and so extensively with crabs that they receive funding from scientific 

organizations to continue.  At Art Park… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…in ’77, the Harrisons and their son Joshua set out to reclaim a huge chemical spoils pile by 

starting from scratch, literally making earth.  Then they planted a whole forest, and hoped to 

cooperate with the Indian village nearby by also planting traditional Native American crops.  

They saw the monumentality of the project, which was also very cheap to do, as located in the 

process itself, which was finally halted by Art Park administrators who were probably appalled 

to see their useless dump disappearing under an atypically useful art. 



 27

 

SLIDES 

 

In their “Meditations”—That’s Art Park too; I’m sorry.  In their “Meditations’ on the 

Sacramento River, the Delta, and the Bays at San Francisco, the Harrisons… 

 

SLIDES 

 

…utilized a museum space, video, murals, billboards, graffiti, street corner performances, public 

TV and posters to argue for water reclamation, and against the inherently degenerative extension 

of irrigation.  They’ve also made proposals for the Salton Sea and the Great Lakes.  They try to 

resist, as they put it, “the temptation to manipulate this material until it resembles already known 

art, which carries with it the danger of losing the power of the original subject matter, once more 

reinforcing the narcissistic position that art is the only fit subject matter for art.”  “Sometimes I 

think about the Zen gardens,” Newton Harrison has written.  “For a small  group with changing 

numbers to spend hundreds of years creating a miniature universe while going about the business 

of everyday life is art.  I see the cave drawings as survival instructions with references to space, 

time, movement, magic, location, ordinance and tactics.  All religious art has that quality.  The 

end game stands between decoration, special craft and magic.”  So the Harrisons want their art to 

be a nonverbal teaching system.  Newton has said that his personality has actually changed as 

he’s been drawn into the ecosystems, which indicated what an effective teaching method the 

Harrisons’ art might be.   

 

SLIDES 

 

Finally, as kind of fusion of the ideas I’ve mentioned about systems, about reclamation and 

urban public arts, Alan Sonfest’s “Time Landscapes” are an example of one of those strikingly 

simple ideas that offer several levels of meaning.  Sonfest is interested in historical nature, nature 

that no longer exists.  By no coincidence he got his art education from the Museum of Natural 

History, which as a child he much preferred to the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  All of his work 

is autobiographical.  “My body is my museum,” he says; “It’s my history.”  And he has 
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bequeathed it to the Museum of Modern Art, so its decay will be part of its art cycle. (laughter) 

Sonfest has used his own child art in pictorial works, his sowing of wild oats in a series of pieces 

involving seeds exchanged and planted all over the world.  At Art Park in 1976 he made a round 

pool of virgin soil on the chemical spoils heap that would have caught blown seeds and begun 

the rebirth of a forest… if the Harrisons hadn’t come along after him with bigger ideas.  His 

public work often involves identification with trees; and stems from a childhood obsession with 

the hemlock forests in the South Bronx.  The earth and nature are Sonfest’s subject, not just his 

material.  He points out that public monuments have traditionally celebrated events in human 

history… acts important to the whole community; and he’s offering as an alternative the 

inclusion of nonhuman events in this community.  His “Time Landscape” is one of a series that 

makes natural phenomena into public monuments. 

 

SLIDES 

It’s simply a small plot of ground in downtown New York City, which recreates the history of 

nature in New York through the carefully researched planning of three stages of forest.  It’s an 

image of pre-colonial land in midst of a colonized and exploited urban site.  I live near it, and I 

can guarantee that it’s not one of those unreal projects in which death is forgotten.  In the winter 

the “Time Landscape” is a tangle of brush, its beauty ravaged and hidden.  In the spring you can 

watch it awakening.  And in the summer, as seen here, it is green and lush, though in some ways 

less interesting and more conventionally park-like. 

 

SLIDES 

 

Sonfest is trying with this and other upcoming projects to show how cities can rediscover their 

natural identities by reconstituting different periods of their histories.  A piece in the South 

Bronx includes a photo mural of trees painted on a building next to the site to show how the 

planted lot will look in twenty years. (audience murmurs) In Atlanta he’s making an earth wall, 

which displays actually the strata of earth—the actual strata of earth—beneath the city, topped 

by plants with their roots visibly descending down into—through and into the strata.  Another 

piece concerns aestheticizing a polluted flood plain in Texas, rather than carrying out the 

engineer’s more costly plan of covering the whole area with an artificial lake. 
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SLIDES 

 

This is just the same sort of project that Smithson wanted but couldn’t get in his lifetime.  I 

expect some of you coming out of this last bit with the question, “But is it art?”  With this kind 

of work, however, it’s no longer necessary to fall back on the Duchampian saw, “It’s art if the 

artist says it is.”  Maybe the real question is not “is it art?” but “what does it mean to us? What is 

it for?”  We don’t ask that what is art question of these fantastic prehistoric places… because we 

know that to their makers they weren’t art, in the way we understand the term; but their powers 

are so obvious that we respond to them as art anyway.  That’s it; I’d love questions. (applause)  

Oh… working very, very long in this hot night, didn’t (unintelligible, laughs)?  You’re going to 

have to shriek so everybody can hear you.  Me too. 

 

Question: I know that you almost (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: No… what—any of the what--? 

 

Question: Any of his works (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Now at first I thought you were saying how do I approach things in the art context; and 

then your last half sentence threw me off.  What--? 

 

Question: No—that we wouldn’t approach any primitive works, even (unintelligible). How do 

you approach the contemporary work in a (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Hm.  I guess this… these lectures that I’m giving now, or everything I’m writing now 

are really the history of my trying desperately to get away from an art critical context, so I’m not 

going to be able to answer… what you’re saying in a very… -- in a way that belongs to an art 

critic.  It belongs to me; and I’m—God knows I’m an art critic, so… (laughs) there’s that; but… 

I’ve increasingly—You know, you start out—When you start out writing about art—I mean, 

when I started writing about art, there was nothing more important to me than what the artist 
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thought she or he was doing.  And that’s continued… for years; it’s—That’s still—that’s really 

about the one thing left that I (laughing) respect about what people say about art.  I’ve gotten less 

and less interested about what people have to say about art, and so that’s become—That goes for 

myself as well.  And it seems to me more and more important… what the response is to the art.  

Does this… thing, whether it’s outdoors or indoors, whether it’s a painting or whether it’s… a 

lump on a hill, or whatever, have something… with the kind of energy that makes people think 

about it.  Or think about themselves through it; or think about society through it; and think 

about—and so forth and so on, which seems to me is what… I got into art thinking that it did.  

Now it may be just that… having gone to art galleries and museums and—not to mention studios 

and… hills and what have you for twenty years, I’m just… sick of it… which is a human… 

problem—(laughs) and maybe my human problem.  But I really find that I want to—I want to 

respond to something on a kind of level that I haven’t responded to things when I know I have to 

go see them.  And that’s to some extent one of my problems with writing criticism.  So I’m 

really not answering your question at all; and I think somebody who is—I have never wanted to 

be (laughs) an art critic, which is a lousy excuse, but… I always got more out of the art than I 

gave back to it.  And when that point came that I thought I was giving more to it than I got out of 

it, I got disillusioned… which is… Well, anyway—(laughs) I can’t really justify it on any other 

level than that, but… it’s—The critical—I mean, what is the critical thing.  I mean, is the critical 

thing about going into a magazine and saying… “I have seen five thousand striped painting; and 

this striped painting stands up very well against all those other striped paintings;” or does it have 

to do with saying, “Wow! This really did me in.”?  And if it doesn’t really do you in, where do 

you go from there?  Do you go back to this “I’ve seen five thousand striped paintings…”?  I 

mean… exactly what do you do when you look at art? 

 

Question: (unintelligible) what were your—were the most resonant to you? And are those 

reasons—Are there reasons for (unintelligible)? 

 

Speaker: Well, I’ve been thinking a lot about the fact that I am—obviously because I write; and I 

also write fiction—I have a literary mind; and I’m beginning to realize that for like ten years I… 

allowed that kind of literary mind to be submerged in the intellectualism of artists, which is a 

different thing than the—than life association.  Do you understand what I mean?  I’m not saying 
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this very clearly, but—I was thinking, this makes me think of this art, this art, and this art, which 

is fascinating—lots of energy… was always happening from… comparing a Sol Lewitt to a Carl 

Andre, knowing they were totally different works, totally different people, whatever… and then 

trying to understand why—a rectangle like this was different from a rectangle like this; and so 

forth.  And then finally I wanted to work—found myself, you know, not being satisfied with that 

any more, and working back into what are my associations with this?  And this certainly 

coincided with the kind of politicization, with a becoming a feminist, with worrying about public 

art, all of which was ten years ago—and I haven’t resolved any of this very well, but—

realizing—in 1970 I was talking with a bunch of students someplace and they said, well what are 

your—People are always asking critics, “What are your criteria?” And I’ve never heard another 

critic answer this, so I don’t know what other people say.  But I was always trying to think up 

criteria; I thought, “My God, everybody else probably has criteria; I don’t seem to have them.”  

(laughter) So I was making up these criteria right and left, like I don’t like things that are 

dishonest; and I don’t like things that are this, and I don’t—And then I realized of course nobody 

would say—That’s all negatives; and nobody would say what they liked was… this, this and this.  

And so I finally found myself saying, “I know what I like;” and I realized that feels good; I know 

what I like. Right.  And I know I know more… than the woman on the street does about what she 

likes, because I do nothing but look at things; so—There’s no question that an education in 

looking happens.  But at the same time it’s really what it comes down to.  And then that made me 

feel funny about criticism, ‘cause I began to realize very clearly, here we all were, with our 

different backgrounds, our different intellectual needs, and so forth; and we all knew what we 

liked.  

 

(AUDIO BREAK) 

 

…and that means that there is no great art; because Clement Greenberg, Harold Rosenberg, 

Barbara Rose, Annette Michelson, and me… and so forth and so on didn’t… necessarily agree 

on what was great, did we now?  I mean it became very clear that we didn’t. (laughter) And… 

so—and Max Kozloff and—and even the people I agreed with politically I didn’t agree with and 

so forth.  So I began to realize more and more it had to do with me; and since it had to do with 

me, then why didn’t it also have to do with audience?  Then why couldn’t any one person out 
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there think “I have the right to like what I like?”  And I began to realize that criticism had to do 

with telling people what to think; and I have always had an authority problem—I hate to be told 

what to do.  And I didn’t like the idea of telling people what to do any better…. So that whole 

thing started kind of evolving that way… and realizing that… art that says, like Greenberg said 

of Morris Louis, at one point—or Freed did—or somebody—“You can’t like that if you think it’s 

rainbows.”  You know, forget it.  It’s not rainbows; and if you think it’s rainbows, then you’re 

wrong,” (laughs) you know; and you’re not good enough to look at this art. (laughter) And I 

thought, you know, screw that; if somebody wants to think it’s a rainbow, then that may very 

well move them into the kind of feeling that Louis undoubtedly wanted people to get from his 

work.  And I doubt very seriously if any artist, if she or he stops thinking in art world terms, 

really wants people to see it only in terms of the edge, the surface, the this, the that.  (laughter) 

When it finally comes down to it, it’s like—how—what—Do you like it or don’t you like it?  I 

mean, it’s all about feedback.  And if you’re not out there asking for some kind of feedback in 

any honest way, if you’re telling people who are giving you feedback, “That’s not the feedback I 

want!” You know…. (laughter) “I want… somebody to tell me I’m great; and I’m going to wait 

around until that happens.  You know, that—It’s just—It’s an unnatural way for art to exist in the 

world, and so forth (laughs) and so on. (laughter) 

 

Question: I’d like to ask a question about… really the social meaning of the contemporary pieces 

that you showed on the slides.  The primitive works that you showed existed in a cultural context 

that was far more integrated and holistic than anything we live in today…. I think our culture is 

very distracted; we’re very… bombarded with images…. And I can see the value of those works 

in terms of pointing us to a kind of connection with our environment, with our lives that’s—that 

was.  The concern I have about them is… Well, they sort of remind of Aldous Huxley’s Brave 

New World, where the ultimate in high living was to have a carpet of grass in your living room.  

And I see that kind of thing as being something that contemporary culture and contemporary life 

does to a lot of the… art impulses people have.  They get merchandised; they get 

commercialized; they get marketed to people… and I wondered how you feel about that in the 

context of the things you showed. 
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Speaker: Yeah, ‘cause I showed an awful lot of different things, and I don’t like them all… 

equally, to say the least; and  I use them—and I should apologize to the artists on this level—I 

used them as illustrations of something I wanted to say.  I mean, the question—I thought you 

were going to ask a question which I think I’ll (laughs) answer first, in a way, that often gets 

asked when I give this kind of talk, which is: What are all these lousy contemporary artists doing 

trying to imitate the great collective feeling that existed in the past?  And so forth.  But I mean, 

that’s really sad, if we’re not allowed to even try… (laughs) for starters, and (laughter)—I mean, 

so we should pass it all up and have artificial grass in the living room, which can be vacuumed 

much more easily. (laughter) And so forth…. I don’t know; it’s very hard to… --I mean I can’t 

really make any tremendous case for the value system that this kind of work deals with more 

than any other kind of work.  I mean, it’s easily underminable…. I see these things as a kind of—

because of my own sort of “optimism of the will,” or whatever—I want to see things that I think 

are going to make some kind of difference.  And I think that the reclamation artists are actually 

working on some level.  I mean Sonfest’s early work never left me… very interested…. The 

photo pieces about the hook and the arm and the tree… and crawling through the Bronx forest 

and so forth—I was slightly moved by his… feeling for the forest; and as I would say about 

some of the other works I was showing you and so on; but I wasn’t… that interested in what he 

was doing until he—He literally grew up in that Burnham thesis, in a funny way; but when he 

started moving the stuff out to try to make a difference—I mean, I think that business about 

natural phenomenon as a public monument is a fascinating idea.  I’m not answering your 

question at all; do you want to point me back to it? (laughs) (laughter) 

 

Question: Much of—Many of the pieces you showed were not done in areas where people live.  

To me that’s somewhat denies the value of them as poignancy. The contemporary—The pieces 

that were done in periods where the people live and work, either small scale or very limited in 

terms of their duration, or in the case of the forest they could have been mistaken for… a set of 

trees.  I guess what I’m—The question I want to ask is about the commercialization of this sort 

of thing.  There’s so much talk about public art.  There’s so much of it being bought now… 

 

Speaker: But it seems to me—no—had our— 
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Question: But people won’t experience it. 

 

Speaker: It seems to me no matter how commercial public art gets—I mean, and this even goes 

for the things I hate (laughs)—the fact remains that they’re out there in the public; and at least 

something is being spread out a bit. There’s art that’s not just going down to people from those 

who know better and know what art is and what good art is and we—lucky you, we’re going to 

spread out what we know is good down to you and… so forth; but it is, at least, a sort of moving 

out.  And…so… at least—I mean, commercialization—It’s all going to be commerc—Somebody 

has to give the money to do these things.  And Sonfest was quoted in an interview someplace 

saying, “Well the really sharp people are at the top in these (laughs) corporations,” you know; 

and these are the people who know what they want, and so on.  And the relationship between the 

corporation and the guilt complex about what they’re doing to the rest of the land, and putting a 

couple of thousand bucks into making a little… two hundred feet of forest grow in New York—I 

mean, that’s all definitely to be aware of… but at the same time, since we live in that framework, 

it’s not likely that we’re going to get… out of that framework until the revolution comes, is it?  

So—(laughter) And since it isn’t coming at the moment, it seems—I don’t think everybody 

should play dead until it comes. (laughter) Somebody over—Well, yeah—Go ahead.  Well—

No—You asked—Did you ask something before?  Yeah, wait—I’ll wait and catch—somebody 

over here had his hand up? Was it—Yeah? 

 

Question: (unintelligible) What would say is the public function of these works?  Since—I’m 

saying that, since, to really understand the function of a Bob Morris or a Robert Smithson is a 

fairly (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Yeah, well that’s…sort of…what I was trying to say…. That… I think all of these 

different ways of working—and when you look at the number—I mean, I could have shown 

another hundred artists who are working this way.  That’s why this lecture is so long; and you’re 

lucky.  I spent the last three weeks cutting it, because it would have been hours… but… there 

really are a lot of people working with this kind of thing.  But the fact remains that every single 

one of these people, if I’d spent a certain amount of time dealing with them… that would have—

the subtle implications of how elitist or not elitist or whatever this work was would have come 
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out more.  As it is I’ve just sort of shoved it all at you, and… went away…. And that’s perfectly 

true; it’s—I  think it’s something artists should be thinking about, something funders should be 

thinking about, and so forth. But… it seems to me very important that people want to do this 

kind of thing.  I really—This is not just… a political thing with me; it’s the fact that I’ve seen—

I’ve lived through twenty years of the art world now, and I don’t want to lay my age on you and 

stuff; but the fact remains that, you know, when you see what happens… to people who have just 

been making objects in the art world for that long, it worries you—no matter how much you love 

their work and love them, and so forth and so on; there comes a sort of point where what else 

exactly is there to do… in this context?  And it seems to me that I used to fight like hell with 

Smithson about the fact that he thought there could be this dialectic… of working in the art 

world at the same time that you’re working out… in the parks and… wherever, and the 

reclamation—He wasn’t interested in the—and it always worried me that he wasn’t interested in 

working in the city, but—now I’ve really come around to his…. One reason I’m doing all of this 

is guilt on my part ‘cause I used to scream at him at so about the fact that—I can see how… one 

could perfectly well make art… that is also in the art world and also out; and it seems to me that 

kind of thing—I mean, I haven’t—Maybe I’m idealizing because I haven’t reached it myself; it’s 

very hard to write art criticism for a non-art audience—Nobody gives a shit.  I mean there’s—

nobody wants it.  I literally thought of distributing art-critical comics on the corners in the Lower 

East Side (laughs) (laughter) at one point.  And I’m still thinking about it, I—I’m still trying to 

figure what would validate that particular item. But—there is all of that play back and forth; it’s 

perfectly true that if you’re an artist and making things that… only other artists are going to see 

aspects of, why not also have it in the art world?  But why not also have it someplace else that 

gives you, I think, that kind of feedback that keeps coming—But I mean, as I’m not in this 

position I feel pretty silly advocating it; but I have seen enough artists doing it that it seems to 

me it’s a damn good idea.  Linda, you— 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: (laughs) Well I’m way back there, as far as my fiction goes, because it’s… I’m still at 

that point where you—I—(laughs) I can’t quite see how an artist would just burst into the public.  

It seems to me that you’d have to find out what you were saying first; and that obviously happens 
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in the studio—or the desk, or the typewriter or wherever… and I suppose it’s a matter of like at 

what point you put your work out.  I haven’t figured that out very well yet; thanks a lot for 

asking (laughs) that question. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Yeah.  Well I just published… a book of fiction that I wrote ten years ago, and I’m still 

writing it and so forth and—(pause) The people say that they like it and this and that; and you 

never know how accessible it is to anybody; but I—You know what I’d really like to do is write 

something that was accessible to a million people, but I want to do it on my own terms.  I 

mean—You know—I’m a child of the art world; there’s no question about it. (laughs) And I’ve 

watched artists… do that thing—I mean it’s that… that big number about… When you talk to 

artists about audience, very often the artist will come back at you and say, “Don’t tell me to work 

for somebody; I work for myself!”  Which is all very well; you work for yourself in the studio, 

but then where does it go when it gets out of the studio.  I mean like who is it for once it gets out 

of the studio?  And I do think that there is that… dialectic—unpopular word or popular word or 

whatever—that does happen between here is me and here is whoever; and if you don’t think 

about the whoever, which is the audience, then something gets lost in the work.  And it seems to 

me that’s what’s happened to an awful lot of art in the art world… is that, if you watch your 

work in a white-walled gallery year after year after year, with certain people walking in and out 

of it—And it is certain people, as you all know who’ve shown a lot; you know, it tends to be a 

certain group of people who  come and see your work.  You know, I should—I mean, how do 

you feel about it?  Do you feel some kind of limitation, or am I making it up about people? 

 

Comment:  I also travel a lot.  I find that traveling makes me get out of that syndrome; but I don’t 

feel that I’m in that syndrome because I do… go around, and I do see a lot of other people.  I 

happen to—in my painting—be very open.  I like (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Yeah.  I mean, it’s—I think it’s something that everybody really has to deal with with 

their own work.  I mean I would like to see—I would like to figure out something I could do 

with my work that would do what some the work I was showing here is doing.  So—That’s why 
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I’m showing this stuff, not because I think I’m doing it, but because I think they’re doing it.  

But—Well—somewhat—yeah. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) and I want to relate that to a question I have about something you said 

in the middle of your… talk, in talking about the fellow who grew grass in the gallery… and he 

said that the intention was the thing that was important about it; and you said that the intention 

doesn’t matter because the distinction between art and life… is irrelevant… But it seems to me 

that that type of problem (unintelligible)—I don’t—I think that there is a distinction between art 

and life. 

 

Speaker: Well that’s the way we’ve always distinguished those things, right?  I mean if we— we 

saw a little mound of grass outdoors we wouldn’t call it art because we wouldn’t have been told 

it was art; so that’s the distinction we’ve simply had to make. 

 

Question: Yeah, but it seems as though just that situation you need to have in a gallery where it 

depreciates back to grass again.  Right?  I mean that seems to be the function of (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Hm. Yeah, it’s— 

 

Question: (unintelligible) I think that there’s a difference between that and art. 

 

Speaker: What?  What he was doing and art? 

 

Comment: What he was doing and art. (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: (laughs) (laughter) Yeah, it’s not what I’m here to do either, you know.  Somebody 

someday will do it, but…. 

 

Question: I just think that there’s a problem with it.  I think the problem (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Yeah, well I don’t.  I think… I mean, having—I’m so sick of that question— 
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Comment: Okay. 

 

Speaker: (laughter)—No.  I’m sorry.  I mean… You know, I think it’s something that probably—

It’s a question that probably every artist has to work out very carefully for herself or himself.  I  

mean, you know it certainly is… a question. (laughs) And just to say—I mean, which a lot of 

people have… that… it’s art because I say it is; or blah blah blah, you know, is just an easy way 

out.  I think you really have to think about what you’re doing; and exactly how it relates and—

It’s interesting—I’m always fascinated by the fact that I hear a lot of people—When I go to 

studios, I—especially young artists’ studios, somebody says, “Well, my Aunt Maisie said…” or 

“My Uncle So and So who has a gas station said—“  And often it’s people who supposedly don’t 

know about art who have said some of the things that have really sort of put this whole thing to a 

point that the artist is doing.  And that interests me very much.  And I don’t think that there’re 

too many times that we get that kind of feedback.  I mean, I don’t go to artists’ studios and do so-

called “crits,” because… I don’t—A, I’m not an artist, and I don’t see—I can ‘t go in and say, 

“Well, there should be a little more red in the upper left hand corner and so forth.”  But—Also it 

just seems to me that that kind of thing, that kind of feedback, is useless.  It’s not from a 

professional painter to another professional painter and so forth. But the feedback of somebody 

coming in as though they were a professional is useless. I think the feedback of somebody 

coming—an audience—I mean I wish more artists had a chance to talk to everybody who came 

into their shows wherever the hell their shows are… and just see—All right, how did people 

actually take that?  I think there’s a huge, huge gap between what artists think they’re doing and 

any audience, including critics and so on—Maybe that’s the problem; there’s such bitching about 

critics and so on—are actually getting.  I’m always—I love listening to artists talk about their 

work, and that’s usually what I use in the talking and the writing and so forth I do, because I 

figure nobody knows better than the artist… But often I didn’t see that until I knew that; 

(laughter) and that’s one reason I use it in the writing; because then other people can see it, right?  

And so forth.  I mean, you know, I’m not going to gripe about it… the fact that the artist says 

“There’s this giant space here,” when I thought it was a little blue plane… or whatever. 

(laughter) You know… I’ll go ahead and say… “Okay, there’s a giant space there, you know.  

Now I see it. Oh, yeah.”  --Because you can “oh yeah” see it the minute somebody tells you what 
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it is.  And there’s nothing wrong with that.  It’s just like the Morris Louis rainbow problem. 

(laughs) It goes back and forth. But--  yeah.  Go ahead. 

 

Question: Yeah.  (unintelligible) I’m not sure; maybe people have asked four times already and 

I’m not quite getting it; but these contemporary… works… You know (unintelligible) and 

anything like that in the middle of any city is going to be wonderful as an experience of being in 

nature.  But—they’re not just about like (unintelligible) I mean, it’s also a statement about 

culture and nature and all those things, which aren’t necessarily going to be experienced at all… 

I mean, people aren’t going to have all those thoughts about nature and culture and… 

 

Speaker: But do people have all those thoughts about… red and blue, you think, when they’re 

going into a gallery now…? 

 

Question: No—maybe that is the same thing; I don’t know… But… I guess like… Well, when 

you give these talks, a lot of  it seems it’s you’re talking about their meaning, their meaning 

about… the cosmos… and society and all those like… great issues?  And that’s what like sort of 

the art is about, like saying things about all those great issues… And then, you know there’s 

thing on the primacy of like a pleasant or profound experience and… it just doesn’t seem to gel 

somehow. 

 

Speaker: Well, that’s—you know, that’s good (laughs)—that’s what you— I’m not saying that 

this is what—I mean one problem with criticism is that people always think you’re telling them 

what to think.  I’m just telling you what I think. (laughs) It’s… you know… I mean… Well, I’ll 

be interested to see where that was going as far as what you’re— 

 

Question: (unintelligible) you’re saying two different things and I’m not sure about— 

 

Speaker: I probably am.  I should have said immediately—I definitely—That’s why I call it an 

overlay; I could probably just plain call it a contradiction or schizophrenia or whatever.  

(laughter) There’s this guy back here who’s had his hand up… for a long time. 
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Question: That last question about… you know (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Well, at the same time—I mean, to go back on what I was saying, as usual, it does offer 

a certain tension about what is it you’re doing and why are you doing it?  I do feel like that 

question—I don’t think you should drop the question “What is art?” and not replace it with some 

other question of some kind… because I think questioning is really right at the heart of what art 

is about… It has some kind of—I’ll get somebody who hasn’t—  Do we really have to stop? 

 

Comment: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: So that’s the end. (unintelligible) (Applause) 

 

END OF RECORDING 

 


