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HA554 From Warhol to Whiteread: Postmodernity and Visual Art Practice
Seminar Leader: Grant Pooke
Assignment 1

Essay Question no.2: To what extend did the aesthetic of Land Art reflect the political and cultural sensibilities of the time? Did it succeed in evading commodification? 

Please refer to at least two specific artists from your chosen genre including examples of relevant work.
“In the mid-sixties the language and ambition of art was due for renewal. I felt art had barely recognized the natural landscapes which cover this planet, or had used the experiences those places could offer” – Richard Long 
As the slogan of Chrysler’s 57’ models goes… 

Suddenly… It’s 1960’s!
 “The Cold War declared during the winter of 1945-46 had mutated into the glamorous Space Race… Fidel Castro’s beatnik army descended from the Sierra Maestra to take Havana... Black Muslims had designated 1970 as their D day, assuming by then the big white nations will have eliminated each other with atomic warfare  and Black Africa will stand unchallenged… New York’s unbelievably wealthy new governor Nelson Rockefellar initiated a massive civil-defense campaign predicted on the building of those backyard bomb shelters that suburban developers, without irony, termed The Family Room of Tomorrow… and on TV, The Twilight Zone imagined a post-atomic world three times during its inaugural 1959-60 season”
 
It was under these political and cultural sensibilities that Land Art came to prominence. Sixties was an era of sharp shifts and changes in every fraction of life. With the progress of mass media, the ground breaking events, like the ones listed above, initiated heavy influence on people of the world. And, through popular art, the influence was reflected back to the pop culture. “Throughout art history artists have journeyed and made art from either their experiences en route or at their destination. But it was usually the exotic, not the familiar that artists took as their subject matter.”
 This essay, first, aims to show that Land Art is both a representative of the political and cultural sensibilities of its time, and a representative of timeless aesthetic of human nature, with a special focus on Richard Long, Robert Smithson and Christo and Jean-Claude. Secondly, it explores how much did Land Art evade the commodification and how much did it help to construct the commodification. 
Land Art is primarily concerned with the natural environment. Materials such as rocks, sticks, soil and so on are often used. Land Art is based on the idea of objecthood, and frequently inspired (voluntarily or involuntarily) by Pantheism which is basically accepting God’s existence within the nature. The works usually exist in the open and are left to change and erode under natural conditions. 
“The traditional landscape genre was radically transformed in the 1960s when many artists stopped merely representing the land and made their mark directly in the environment. Drawn by the vast, uncultivated spaces of the desert and mountain as well as by post-industrial wastelands, artists such as Michael Heizer, Nancy Holt and Robert Smithson moved the earth to create colossal primal symbols. Others punctuated the horizon with man-made signposts, such as Christos Running Fence and Walter De Marias The Lightning Field. Journeys became works of art for Richard Long whilst Dennis Oppenheim immersed his entire body in the contours of the land.”

Amongst the Land Art artists, Richard Long has a rather different place. His work is remarkably consistent and simple. ‘Sculpture’ and ‘journey’ are two key elements to enlighten Richard Long’s art/way of thinking. After leaving St. Martin’s School of Art, Long did not look for a job. He made sculpture. Even before leaving the school he made sculpture as a part of an exhibition in Frankfurt. A few years later, he participated in some groundbreaking exhibitions. Long, then goes on journeys to Italy, Tokyo, Bristol, Spitzbergen and Patagonia. In these journeys he brings together the landscapes of different cities, places into one context. When one looks at a book of Richard Long, he will see various locations linked together in the pages of the book as well as in the mind of the artist. It’s like exploring the traces of a man on journey. Just like the remains of a campfire and stuff left around the camping area, Richard Long’s Turf Circle(1969), Throwing Stones Into a Circle A Six Day Walk In The Atlas Mountains Morroco(1979) and Texas Circle(1996) give us hints about Richard Long’s journeys in these landscapes as well as his journeys in the art world. 
“Along with other important artists from that formative period, Richard Long’s work shares a concern with the importance of ideas and with how the work comes into being. This involves both how the work is made and how it is revealed in a wider cultural environment. Long’s work is sensitive to its location in the world and in the world of art. 

As well as its relationship to the world and to the spaces of galleries and museums, there are a number of other important relationships in the work. For the artist the work is a personal odyssey embracing a vital meditation on the relationship between himself and the world. The work’s relation to a longer landscape tradition, as a radical reworking of that tradition, secures its importance in broader historical terms. The work can be seen in the context of art history, as a part of a broader cultural history, and as a personal history: as autobiography.”
 
For the viewer, a single work of art offers many possible interpretations. A sequence of these works, offers the viewer a wider context which adds to the meaning of each work on its own. “At its most basic, Richard Long’s work in its various forms in the landscape, in the gallery or in the books, is an attempt to communicate the experience of being in the landscape or walking in the landscape, as a work of art. This brings us to one final and crucial relationship: that between the viewer and the work”
 The relationship between the viewer and the work is crucial to the cultural sensibilities of its time and the sensibilities of postmodernity indeed. The art ‘coming of the wall’, and ‘not only serving to the interest of the elite’ is dependent on this relation between the viewer and the work/the artist/the artist’s way of thought. Over the years his works have explored some of the variables of permanence and recognition. “A sculpture may be moved, relocated.  Stones can be used as markers of time or distance, or exist as parts of a huge, yet anonymous, sculpture.  On a mountain walk a sculpture could be made above the clouds, perhaps in a remote region, bringing an imaginative freedom about how, or where, art can be made in the world”

Another great artist of Land Art, maybe the most famous, is Robert Smithson. After some early minimal works, in the 1960s and 1970s Robert Smithson started creating work which responded to the natural and industrial environment. His most famous work is Spiral Jetty, a 1500 feet long spiral-shaped jetty extending into the Great Salt Lake in Utah constructed from rocks, earth, salt and red algae. In 1970, when Smithson built the "Jetty," which is considered his masterpiece, the giant black coil contrasted starkly with the dark pink water of the lake. “Smithson built Spiral Jetty in the country's saltiest lake. He chose a site called Rozel Point on the northeast shore because he liked the dark pink colour of the water, an effect that results primarily from bacteria and algae that grow there.”
 The very interesting thing is that, it was entirely submerged by rising lake waters for several years, but has since reemerged. Now it is completely exposed; the rocks encrusted with white salt crystals are surrounded by shallow pink water in what looks like a vast snow field. Thousands of people have visited this once-elusive artwork while an argument is brewing 2,000 miles away about whether to leave it as is or restore it. Several attempts were made to preserve the artwork and raise it by adding more rocks. However, “the idea of doing anything to this artwork worries some people. And the intentions of the artist, who died in a plane crash at 35 in 1973, are not clear”
. This is a perfect example of the characteristic of Land Art. And one can believe that the best comment on the restoration of The Spiral Jetty comes from Robert Storr, a former senior curator at the Museum of Modern Art in New York and a professor at the New York University Institute of Fine Arts; “Earthworks were not made to last forever. There is a danger when restoring them to make a more perfect thing than was originally done.”

Another work of Smithson's, Gravel Mirror with Cracks and Dust (1968), is an example of land art existing in a gallery space rather than in the natural environment. It consists of a pile of gravel by the side of a partially mirrored gallery wall. In its simplicity of form and concentration on the materials themselves, this and other pieces of land art have an affinity with minimalism. There is also a relationship to Arte Povera in the use of materials traditionally considered "unartistic" or "worthless".
Both Richard Long and Robert Smithson are land artists of late 60’s and 70’s. They represent the core of Land Art. The source, the philosophy, the innovativeness, the simplicity… the cultural and political sensibilities indeed. A decade later, in the very late 70’s and 80’s, a different type of artists emerged into the scene of Land Art; Christo and Jeanne-Claude. They were a new level, a new vision to the Land Art. Simple in idea but very hard in practice, they wrapped the landscapes. Islands, coastlines, buildings and monuments… Christo and Jeanne-Claude call themselves environmental artists; artists who use both the rural and the urban environment to create temporary works of art. In place for just 14 days, their works are soon dismantled, their vast quantities of materials are recycled, and the land restored to its original condition.The temporary large-scale environmental works (both urban and rural environments) have elements of painting, sculpture, architecture and urban planning. 
“For instance the Surrounded Islands, Biscayne Bay, Greater Miami, Florida (1980-83) could be seen as giant flat paintings (shaped canvases). The Pont Neuf Wrapped, Paris (1975-85) could be seen as a very large sculpture, in a traditional sense of antique folds and draperies, however the bridge, while wrapped, remained a bridge, a piece of architecture. Cars were rolling on it, boats were passing under the wrapped arches, the public was crossing the bridge, walking on the fabric. The Umbrellas, Japan-USA (1984-91) has to do with urban planning. 3,100 umbrellas, each two stories high, 59.3 square meters (638.17 square feet), spread on a total span of 49 Km. (30 miles) by a width of 4 Km. ( 2.5 miles) along roads and highways, adjacent to barns, temples, churches, gas stations, schools, habitations and cattle.”

So, one can say the focus of Land Art have rather shifted from nature to urban landscapes in the following decades. Land mark science fiction films Blade Runner, Judge Dredd, Dark City and 5th Element are centered on ‘the urban environment’ which is a metaphor about the possible cultural sensibilities in the future. “Blade Runner reminds us that cinema, science fiction and modern urbanism were interwoven products of the same industrial revolution. The city has been mapped and remapped in science fiction, as both utopia and dystopia. While utopian aspirations were focused on agrarianism, the city was pictured as a negative space.”
 The panoramic and kaleidoscopic vision of future Los Angles gives the viewer as the street level is underground and many cities lie on each other in layers. The city in Blade Runner can be seen as a nonexistent landscape but one can rather evaluate it as the base landscape; the constantly changing landscape as it is. The buildings, rails in the air, escalators, huge electronic billboards and neon constructions.. all part of one landscape on a piece of earth. It is a metaphor for cold war entropy, with all the disorder (or order) in a closed system, evolving around the heart of the city.
‘Nonexistent landscape’ is the next step in ‘science fiction and the city’ which is also the next level in Land Art. William Gibson’s mind-bender of a novel, Neuromancer, presents us a city (or world, or space) which is not a physical space but a sense of space, like an extended immersive computer interface. So the concept of urban has lost its meaning in location and material, but mutated into a sense of social concept and circulation of information. So, from a circle of stones in snow, to Spiral Jetty, from wrapping up buildings, to cyber-cities with geometric shapes, the journey of Land Art gives us hints about the progress of human nature (cultural, political and social) and the way we perceive the nature.

One thing for certain is that, Pop Art, in general, made lots of money. It was superficial, commercial and based on the consumer culture. However, paradoxically, being commercial and getting commodified was the point of Pop Art. It was the source. It was the inspiration. Just like the bright colours of Matisse and the sense of speed and rush in the depictions of big cities in the early years of industrialisation paintings, the commodification was one of the reasons for the birth of Pop Art. Though it’s not exactly the same thing for Land Art, mainly it is similar. Richard Long says 
“My first work made by walking, in 1967, was a straight line in a grass field, which was also my own path, going 'nowhere'. In the subsequent early map works, recording very simple but precise walks on Exmoor and Dartmoor, my intention was to make a new art which was also a new way of walking: walking as art.  Each walk followed my own unique, formal route, for an original reason, which was different from other categories of walking, like travelling. Each walk, though not by definition conceptual, realised a particular idea. Thus walking - as art - provided an ideal means for me to explore relationships between time, distance, geography and measurement. These walks are recorded or described in my work in three ways: in maps, photographs or text works, using whichever form is the most appropriate for each different idea. All these forms feed the imagination; they are the distillation of experience.”

 Having a straight line on grass can be very minimal and very pop… it is certainly an idea not earlier from 60’s. So in a way, just like Pop Art and Minimalism, Land Art does not carry the concern of evading commodification. The question of ‘how successful was Land Art in evading commodification’ looses its point. Land Art tries to be non-caring about commodification which gives the art bravery, a charisma, a sense of humour that Modernism lacks (and so does Greenberg). Plus, a line in the grass is something you can find anywhere in the world by chance. The idea of small scale Land Art is not necessarily to be original or unique, but rather to depict what’s in the nature can be evaluated as a piece of art. In fact, this is where Pantheism and Land Art intersect. It’s like seeing the reflection of God in a small fraction of His overall creation. On the other hand, the monumental type of Land Art, gets commodified due to its nature. Any piece of art in the size of Spiral Jetty (which is 1500-foot long and 15-foot wide as its mentioned above) is destined to become popular, thus can’t evade commodification. 
Finally, evaluating the question ‘to what extend did the aesthetic of Land Art reflect the political and cultural sensibilities of the time?’ one can say that Land Art reflected a different view of nature (artist and viewers interpretations), it reflected the view on social structure and urban environments and finally it can be said that it reflected a fragment of God in Pantheist terms. To answer the second part of the question, one must interpret the attitude of Land Art towards commodification as discussed above. Succeeding or not (to evade commodification), Land Art has been an innovative art form which is evolving parallel to the social and political progressions of human nature.
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