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Environmental works of art

J

In this chapter I consider one aesthetic issue that arises between nature and art
in the sense of arising from an intimate relationship between the two. There
are, of course, many such relationships between nature and art in the history
QL@mankind’s@blﬁ@n of the earth. However, to investigate this aesthetic
. T T ey . . ..

issue I here take as my example a quite recent and essentially artistic
phenomenon — what is typically called environmental art. Within this category

[ focus mainly on works such as the @M of artists such
as Robert-Smithson, Michael Heizer, and Dennis Oppenheim and certain

structures on the land such as those of?“R-oF&'t”Morrvis,‘,Mi_;chael Singer, and
Christo. Some paradigm cases are Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), Heizer’s
Double Negative (1969-70), Singer’s Lily Pond Ritual Series (1975), and
Christo’s Running Fence (1972-76). -

Environmental works of art share a common feature that both distinguishes
them from traditional art and makes them examples of the most intimate of
relationships between nature and art. This ismm or
onlh/gggd_ in such a way thata pﬁ@g@wmw\r_Mant
ae_eti@l%bjecl. In other words, not only is the site of an environmental work

an environmental site, but the site itself is an aspect of the work. Art critic

works*~adding that these “works_are not only inseparable from their sttes —

) 3 . (11« . . T 1 o 1
they ar.eqlot\r_g:ally det}'ggp_lggt all apart from them.”' This is cmhe
case with, for example, most sculpture; with such'works, although the site can
be aesthetically significant, it is not a part of the WorkTself.

Environment s d 1960s and has continued into
present. Throughout this time it has been frequently questioned by individuals
concerned about its environmental and ecological consequences. For example,
to c.‘lcar tl)/@,gn‘gmgd_tgr theﬂwﬂiﬁ&fe@“‘ﬂmopt high,
white nyton-“fence” running 24 miles across northern California, Christo had
to-file a 450 page environmental impact report and was required to work closely
with local environmental authorities.? A more recent and ambitious work by
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the same artist, Surrounded Is 3), caused greater controversy. Since !
the work-invalyed surrounding eleven islands with 5.5 million square feet of ;
pink plastic, environmentalists were concerned about its consequences fo.r thez ;-’
ecology of the islands and attempted to preventits ans,mmo,;%bylegamg?_,
Works such as these have even prompted one author to question the morality
of envirenmentatartin-general. After discussing a wide range of such works,
all of which he calls earthworks, Peter Humphrey concludes: “Are earthworks
ethical2fris-doubtful 1 . i

In this chapter, however, I do not consider the ecql’o__g_lﬁz_\’liﬂle am_i 'O_l:a/D
issues+aised by-trese-works. Rather Tconcentrate on only one aesthetic issue
about art and nature that arises from the way in which they are related to one
another in environmental works. In part because-of-the-way nature becomes
incorperated-inte;beeomes.a part of, art in such yy,qyksl,_i,t_..h_as,hesn_, sug g_e_s’t,_ejg_i
by gmumbervfobﬁefvers-mat_theﬁ@,.w.Or_ks__constitute something like awe_S_EthIC
indignities-tenatyre. One artist, for example, views many earthworks “as simple
on&Wimpositions upon nature.” Similarly, in a recent discussion
of art and nature, Donald Crawford notes tmat some of such works “forcibly
as thei i against nature.”® He adds that although critics
usually challenge the environmental impact of these works, one cannot but
think that they believe the artists-are “engaged in anuesthere . L to nature
that goegd@epeffhaﬁmﬁfmmssessmm of environmegntal 19}2}1&%92&3
Following Crawford’s way of putting this point, I fr‘?ine the issue under
discussion here by asking if environmental art constitu\l s an aesghe}m; affront‘
to nature. ot T, .' ’

Before discussing this question, it is useful to clarify the issue by no.tmg
two points. First, the affront in question is an adsthetic affropt. 1 take th1.s to
indicate that the_affront is generated by the agsthetic qualities of an object,
rather than by, for example, its social. moral, ecological, or other such qualities.

Crawford, for example, distinguishes a work’s “aesthetic affront to nature
from its “environmental implications.” Thus, although an artwork such as

i/}}umph{ey—’s*hypmhetical Asian_Floodwork-the object of which “is to show

Thigd-Waorld agriculture under water,” would have unacceptable moral and
bnstitute an aesthetic affront to nature (or to

i d).on these grounds.® Whether or not it would constitute such
an affront would depend ogit,s_ac_st_hgm_qna].ities, whatever they might be.
Second, it is important to note that mw@jw ,

and not necessarily to normal or appropriate appreciators.of the work. The

affront in question is by works that “assert their artifactuality over agqinst
nature” and are “impositions upon nature.” Of course, workthe

suclmestheticaffronts—te_nature_may- also_affront_normal, appropriate, or

envirommentaty-concerned-appreciators, but such possible affronts are distinct
from the issue involved here. Nonetheless, it is truc that the recognition of an
aesthetie-affront to-nature. requires_an appreciator, for nature_itself cannof

recognize-the-affront. This seems somewhat péculiar, but [ take it to be nc
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more so than the fact that [ can insult, affront, or impose upon Jones even
though Jones may not, and may not even be able to, recognize this.

Environmental art as an aesthetic affront

Given this clarification of the issue, I turn to the question of why anyone would
hold that environmental art constitutes an aesthetic affront to nature. The most 3
obvious and intuitive answer is that @M@Se_mrksmﬂmﬂam ‘
appearance to things that almost everyone agrees are such affronts.” For '
example, WalteLD__Marla s Las Vegas Piece (1969) consists of four, 8 foot by
%2 to l-mile_earthmarks in the desert 95 miles northeast of Las Vegas. The

work-resembles a- bulldozel scar_on a virgin desert landscape, which is not
unexpected.-for it was constructed with a bulldozer. Heizer’s Double Negative
is.a 50 foot by 30 foot by 1,500 foot double cuL_mVugm River Mesa, Nevada,
which-displaces 240,000-tons.of. rh,yohte and sandstone. It is reminiscent of
the results of mining operations, in particular the highwall cuts and skyline
notches. produced by Appalachian cgal__mlmng.%m@t,hg_dﬁa.thﬁmﬁr__oms
offered-by-the. latterare-significant enough to partly justify reclamation
legistation, it is not surprising that-some see-Heizer’s piece as involying a
similar affront. Indeed, one critic characterizes such_artists as cutting and
gouging “the land like Army engineers.”!’ Another striking example is
Smithser s Asphalt Rundown (1969), constructed by dumping a truckload of
asphalt down the side of a quarry. It resembles the aesthetic consequences of
certain kinds of industrial pollutlon T

The sumilarit : ks to_the eyesorgs produced by
industry, mining, and construction is not accidental. Smithson once remarked |
that the “processes of heavy construction have a devastating kind of primordial i
gramdeur” and that the “actual disruption of the earth’s crmW :
gompdlmo "' Heizer characterizes himself by s—zfyl—n—g “You mlght say 'm in
the construction business.” In fact in the early 1970s Stiithson contacted
industry frran attempt to actualize a proposal for a set of works called Projects
Sor Tailings. His visien.was to cSnstruct eartﬂgﬂ(s of the millions of tons of
waste“tailings” and spoil produced by modern 1 mining operations."* It becomes
clear that environmental-works-of_art can go further than simply being similar
in appearance-to-the-aesthetic-affronts of our technological society. They can
be virtually identical to them in appearance. Consequently, the claim that such
warks constitute aesthetic affronts to nature acquires some initial justification.
In a way somewhat the converse of the cartoon mentioned in Chapter 9, one
can imagine a Jeader of industry” responding to a work such as Smithson’s

Asphalt Rundown. WMWm : Ilustration 3 Asphalt Rundown, by Robert Smithson (1969), Rome (Courtesy of John
out there, the government would make me clean it up!” Weber Gallery).

I suggest, however, that this obvious and intuitive line of justification does . . o
not establish its conclusion. This is because I suspect that-everrif a given i Q//\/ 2 //,/v P g)
environmental work is absolutely identical in_appearance to an undisputed ( [ecdn (v )
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aesthetic affront.the-formerneed-not-have thesame-aesthetic qualities as the

\ K/h(leex_‘l\_/[\y view-i the aesthetic qualities an object has are only those it

ap ears-to_bave when it is appropriately appreciated and moreover that such
appreciati S iati fthat object as the kind of thing it is.
 Consequently, if two different objects are different kinds of things, fey tan
have very different aesthetic qualities even if they are identical in appearance.
This gencral position is defended in Chapter 5 of this volume as well as in the
literature.™ If it is“eorrect, it means that since it is a work of-art, Heizer’s

majestic-doublecut,” while the skyli,ﬂf;,ﬁ.@l.@h@&pI@Qd,b){.QOalmmwn
if identicalirappearance, have “@ﬂWYEBL Thus, since being an
aesthetic_affront to nature is a function-ef-an-ebjeet’s agsthetic qualities, the
fact that environmental works of art resemble objects that are undisputed
aesthetic affronts does not by itself establish that they are such affronts. The
aforementioned “leader of industry” is simply not appropriately appreciating
these environmental works — he or she is not appreciating them as works of
art.

This general position, however, provides a different means by which to
support the claim that environmental art constitutes an aesthetic affront to
nature. If an object’s-aestheti alities are those given in appropriate appre-
ciation, and-if-appropriate apprecialion-involves-appreciation of the Kimd of
object it is, then~there is a simple way to alter the aesthetic qualities of any
object.This is hy changing the kind of object it is. Moreover, such changes of
the kind of an object and the resultant alterations of its aesthetic qualities can

| Double Negative, for example, may be, as one critic describes it, “a deep,
/| by conlmining ¢

E constitute-an-aesthetic-affrant to that ohject — indeed perhaps they necessarily
' constitute sueh-amaffront. The point can be illustrated by examples from the
history of art. Consider Leonardo’s Mong Li and Du ’s famous

\musi@d and goateed version entitled L. H.0.0.Q. (1919). Witha few pencil
ymarks-and a punning inscription Duchamp changed the work’s kind from a
'Renaissance portrateto-a twentieth century Dada statement and in so doing
{ dramatically altered its aesthetic qualities. After Duchamp, the work epitomizes,

as-one-obseryver — an observer no less than Dali — puts it, the “‘antiheroic, anti-

glorification-and_anti-sublime_-aspects of Dada.”'® This is a relatively clea y clear

// /" case of an_aesthetic affrontte-the-work in guestion; in fact some critics have
- oy ~ ~ 5 1 i

-

used.s _ St a~denigration™of the work,"” Moreover, I think
we find the affront to the work acceptable only because Ducham used a
reproductien-ef-the-Mona _Lisa to_execute it. Had he used the original, the
impact-of the affront wonld have been greater. Similar affronts to works of art
are not difficult to imagine. Consider changing the kind of work the Guernica
(1937) is, perhaps making it somewhat impressionist, by applying gay, pastel
colors to its lighter areas, or, following Monty Python’s Flying Circus, changing
Michelangelo’s David (1501-04) into a kinetic sculpture by giving il a
A mretic sculpture, the David would have radically
different aesthetic qualities, even when its m}v(e’able arm is at rest in the position

!
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originally ordained by Michelangelo. This last point underscores my e.,arlie.r
claim that the affront is not simply a function of the appearance of an object; it

is a function of changing an object’s kind and thereby altying its aesthetic .,
) ‘ !

qualities. f O/(Qf/

i
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It is in this sense that I think environmental works of art can constitute

aesthetic affronts to nature. As noted earlier, a distinct

ive feature of

environmental art is that a partof natur jtsel{ is a part of the aesthetic object

_ the environmental site is an aspect of the work. The environmental artist,

sometimes with only a few marks on the |

nd, comparable to Duchamp’s pencil |

marks, changes the kind of thir_llgv}_E@.ﬁhl&ﬁ@.r&of,fo!ik‘ﬁe is. The envi

site is thus changed from being a part of

and With this change the aesthetic qualities of n

ing_a part of an artwork -

ature_are-akered. Heizer, for

nature

———— e T T e P s R 3
example, says: - The work is not put in a place, itis that place. '8 And Smithson

. . : “ - : 5 -, -1y R T IR ”
spoke of his sites as being “redefined in teirms‘o{ art.”" If sg@jﬂ_mﬂaﬁuumn\
of kind necessarily involves an aesthetic affront. then environmental ar

1d necessarlly 1y Dy

necessarily constitutes an aesthetic affront to nature. Howevcr, even if there 1s
no necessity MVoIved, it is not difficult to see many environmental ’wor.ks as
comparable to Duchamp’s mustached Mona Lisa or Monty Python : etic
D(@ialthoug such works lack the lightness ;Lng_lmof Duchamp’s and

the Python’s creations. More typically th

e tone is secmingly sct by Picasso’s -

: 5530 N P s Fioy
famous remark: “Nature exists to be raped!” o any case, at least some environ

mental artists seem to have taken his words to heart. For example, Heizer
comments: “I find arn/.«lsieet—square'gﬁmite-'boulder,. That’s mass. 1t’s already

a pi : a5 an artist-iUs

21

Perhaps_‘‘defile” is too strong a word

not enough for me 1o say that, so 1

(o characterize most environmental

art. Nonetheless, the gencral way in which environnental artists alter nature s

aestheti 2 ing nature into

art does scem to support its being an

——

affront to nature. This is illustrated by

Heizer's works such as _Disp aced-

Replaced Mass (1 9) in which a 52 ton granite boulder is fimeﬁ:_m)y
placingﬁrin*an«e*eay_ajﬁdecpIQSSiQrL It is also evident in works such as
Christo’s Surrounded I.s‘lg_@gl;»dgs_qib‘ed earlier and \gz{i(f}ﬁy'tairq (1971-72),

200,000 square feet of bright orange ny

lon polyamide spanning ;}__Cfo,lo_\rado\

valley, or Oppenheim's Branded Hillside (1969). abranding”_of_the land
exccatedby killing the vegetation with hot tar. In such cases nature is “redefined
in terms of art” at a cost to its aesthetic qualities_such_that to_speak of an

affront, if not a “denigration.” is guite appropriate.

Some replies to the affront charge

Rather than further develop the claim that environmental art is for the reasons
indicated an aesthetic affront to nature, In

ow turn to four replies to this charge.”
works do constitute atfront:
"t is true that many works are
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temporary. Most of Oppenheim’s pieces and some of Heizer’s earlier ones
were construeted such that nature would gradually reclaim the site, and all of
Chnsto“’t‘majorwork%deigned to be dismantled after a specific period of
! time.-For example, although Valley Curtain took over two years to execute, it
was-ia-place for only a few days. However, this is not f@e of all environmental
art. Many pieces by Smithson, Heizer, and others are %eex_nglgw_qcito be
permanentmarks on the land, and others are surprisingly durable. For example,
although De Maria’s Las Vegas Piece is only a few inches deep, in 1976 one
critic enthusiastically reported: “Six years old and only slightly eroded, the
cut appears freshly ‘drawn.” ™2
Nonetheless, even if all environmental works had the_r m’short 1j

spans of Christo’s pieces, this reply would not be adequate. It mMevant
to the epvironmental issues that have been raised about works such as Christo’s,
for the temporary. nature-of-an envirenmental work can can lessen the possibility
and the extent of its having a serious environmental im 1mpact However, the

issue ofgmsthetwiron is of an altogether different nature. An affront is

like an J,rksuludlherthmhke&mw_emmt%ult Wary,

it can yetbe as much of and as great an insult as it would be were it permanent.
If environmental works of art are aesthetic aftront% to nature, they constitute
such affronts by “the fact oft ir existence and not by the duration of that
existence. Had DuehdmppengLe_d the mustache and goate the M()i@_}_l?(]
and crased-it-aftera few. days,he_wouf@et have accgﬂlph ______
the work. And the e consequences of the affr atever they are, would have
continued (o estt after the crasure. Some environmental artisis, even though
their works are tempormy, are well aware of this kind of point. When asked
whether the site of Valley Curtain remains unaffected by having hosted the
work: Christo replicd—Perhaps not. Was Mon- -Saint-Victoire ever the same
after Cezanne?” If Valley Curtain was an aesthetic affront to nature, then hen the
fact-el-its existence still ¢ constitutes the affront.

A second rather common reply to the affront charge is that environmental

—~works aw%dlmntx&ne&b*altenngsnaﬂm.&aﬂﬂhﬁukgmhtles theX 1mprove

as having few itive or ive
aesthctu/cpmhtms and the resultant-werk-of-art-as-an_impr nt on it. In
speakmé r of Heizer, Smithson, and De Maria, for example, one critic notes that

“none ()wmmdeWmmnally scenic;
lheuﬁgces,tmj_to_buw”“ SInlthﬁ(mJ&&lLﬂQU_lﬁﬁj_kann for

ones he thought LOUld be “Lulttwtedom ed as

erested in brmgm;:, ala ow profile
up—rztthch}mHﬂ—mtunwe with high pr ¥ The rewort is

that given the barren sites of works such as Smithson’s S,
Ramp~973yHeizer’s Displaced-Reptaced Mass and Double Negative, or
De Maria’s Las Vegas Piece, these works do. IMrl_stl,t_l_ltﬂ,a.ﬁﬁFem&.J hey are

comparable not to Duchamp’s treatment of the Mona Lisa. but to improvements
made. on the work of atl frﬂ rate hack
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This reply can be met by considering the extent to which the sites in question
are in fact natural sites. When they are natural, as the desert sites of Heizer and
DeMaria, Isee no grounds for the claim that they have few positive or mainly
negaumaesthm;eqmues It is true that such sltes are not conventlonally
scenic,” but, as argued in Chapter 4, “the scenic™ is a narrow and parochial
construal of nature’s aesthetic interest and merit.* The desert, _for_example,

has a subtle, quiet beauty y of its own, and alteun0 that beauty can be as great an

aesthetic-affront to natiire’ as’zﬂ'ermo the aesthetic qualities of conventionally

scenic landscapes. In fact I %uggest that none of virgin natuhe is comparable to .
the - Work rk_of a third-rate hack — that virgin nattlwge hasggposuwe ¢
aesthetlcwualwwmhls suggestion - Chapter 6.7 If_it is
correct, the charge that environmental works on natural sites constitute affronts
to nature cannot be countered by claiming that the- ofiginal-sites. of.fered_httLe

or nothmg of aesthetic interest and merit.

On the other hand, some sites such as many of Smithson’s are to various
degrees less than natural. They are sites SUCh as qUArrICs Or spoil dumps whi Wthl(;
have been, in Smithson’s wordquwd o_r’p_tﬂ\—/_eg_zgd_‘an

“demtum]imd MERS T such cases, to the extgltthftt the site is not a natural r;lrtle, ¢
the mWoes not constitute an aesthetic aff ront nt fo nature. tiz
is because the aesthetic qualities t
uahmwfﬂat&mbumtheuhoseih&hdyebeenpmdumdby_emhﬂhuman

incursions. If environmental works on such sites are designed to regain some
of nawmhne TThemrthey-may bucompamble\tc&la\rt

restor treatment Mona Lisa rather than to Duchamp’s. However,

more typlcally, as in Robert Morris® Johnson Pit #?() (1979) a fo_ffirjl‘.p
mme_deg%ted”dww@;mg and tarred tree

ey areesigned t¢

“improve’-the-site-by. producing new. ‘“artistic .hesthetnc qualities. As such,

~~~~~ s in the
they are comparable.to.gnvironmental art on any man- “l‘l‘lh te, such as_

city. Consider, for exampr:\OtT—Pimlty sky “ballets.” If such- work% are

not aesthetlgjftonts_ton:ttu(e itis not because they are not aesthetic affronts,’
but be@s’e‘they__dg not have natural sites.

A third, more sophlstlczited reply to the affront charge draws upon the attempt
to identify the works of environmental artists with the works of nature. The

1dea is that if env1ronmental art and nature are the same k1Mﬂg then

were most Clearly articulated by Sm]thson “who elalmed that an MS]}M s
treatment of the land depends on how aware he is of himself as nature. o He
also uroed arttst% o “become conscmus s of themselves ax_ndtuml agents.”> He

geolog_“ agent where man actually becomcs part of (h;l[ pchebs ratherlthdn
overcoming i it In this view the changes to nature and its aesthetic qua l1)tlest
produced by : env1ronmental works are of the same kind as those brought abou
by natural-proeesses such as earthquakes or volcanic cruptlons In fact Smllhscl)fh
explicitly compared some’ of his works — in partlcular one with the se
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explanatory title Partially Buried Woodshed (1970) and the earlier described
Asphalt Rundown <to the results of natural occurrences such as the Alaska
earthquake and the Icelandic volcanic eruptions:* The point is that although
such naturdl occurrences chiafige nature and alter its aesthetic qualities, they
do not change the kind of thing nature is, and thus, whatever else they yield,
they do not result in aesthetic affronts to nature. If environmental works of art
are also.natural occurrences in this sense, they too can avoid being aesthetic
affronts.

Concerning this reply, we may_initially note that claiming that an

environmental work cannot constitute an affront to nature because it, like nature,
is also natural is comparable. to_claiming that Duchamp’s mustached Moma
List-eannot constitute an affront to Leonardo’s Mo sa because 1t, [ike
Leonardo’s work, is also art. In each case, even if.we accepl the claim of a
basic similarity of kind, there seems to-be-enough difference to make an aesthetic
affront possible. Be that as it may, there is perhaps a deeper problem with this
reply: it scems, as is said, to throw out the baby with the bath water. If we take
the comparison between environmental works and natural occurrences such
as earthquakes completety Seri6us'ly,'f.i,_tj_"beCOme"s;llltt.u:ult _to see any point or
purpose in environmental art. As we have seen, some environmental artists,
including Smithson himself, have elaborated the point and purpose of their art
in temns,ofjgprmvements on nature, of “recycling” “devastated places.” or of
“bringing-up”.“‘low profite Tandscapes. But/vigvzi_ngﬁnlimnnwntal\works as

e is kind of justification. One cannot consistently

natura ¢
hold thatﬁhes&wm:k&h&veih&poinL@&rgyi_ng_ upon nature and that they

Ly el A4t v

ye&haxcihun&ur&}ﬁuypgsalﬁssn\msofearthquakes and volcanic eruptions.
Of course, one might concede that such works have neither point nor purposg,
that-they,-ltke-natural occurrences, involve neither improvement nor its Tack

butonty existence and change. It is reported, for example, that Heizer considers

the meaning- and I‘aiS(?fl*d’%‘\ﬂ”@'(}f*h'rS‘ﬂﬁSCﬂ“WO]’kS‘T(T‘bC—@H.bL ;wn

exjstence —nothing more-and-nothingJess”-—they-have “nq_significance”
other than their “presence.” This line of thought, however, has its own draw-

backs, for it puts environmental art in an uncomfortable limbo between nature
and-humanity’s traditional incursions upon nature. The former, as embodied
in naturaL-pr@eesses-,Ai&@hana@terizedbyiﬂ@%&ahﬂ[&y;}_he latter, as embodied

b efon L. . < g 36
in activities such I{Sﬁﬁnmgﬂndmmmgar@@t&ﬁ&é@dmm_os\ﬁﬁww.
However, if environmental artists can claim for thg_gl_gglggg,nml.h@r the

inevitabﬂi-&yﬂf—ﬂ‘at»ureﬂopt-hgpgrp_o.ssi/f_}l1nes§: gf traditionalhuman ingurswns,
then their-art may-be-maore similar to§im le vindalisiipthan to anything else.
It so-the charge of being an aesthetic affront Is not avoided: andal’s
marks-and alterations; since they-are €Xcusable neither by inevitability nor by
ompare

purposefuiness,constitute greater aesthetic affronts than any other.
Duchamp*s-treatment_of the Mona Lisa with that of a vandal who attacks it

“withira-can_of spray paint. Even Smithson once said that he could not accept

pointless-graffiti an boulders (although it was all right on sﬁAl")h\AJ'v“ai)Tt—fz;ins).”
e 0 4

— e
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The last reply I consider-atiempts ta avoid the affront charge by reasserting
apggpg&aio[_environmental art. However, this.purpose 1s not to improve upon

nature by recycling itasart. In fact it is not to alter nature’s aesthetic qualities)

in any way, but rather only to bring out or to make more evident these qualitics
In this view an environmental work does not change the kmd“of thlpg _n;iture
is turnin,gWQ  part of an artwork; rather it only spo_thgh_trs‘_"_t_hbe
si;e\itself. Thus the-eavironmentalpiece isconstrued as a means of displaying
amwir@ Inotasan: aest]b,e_tjg_;lf,f'rqm to nature. Pc?rhaps
the genesmww_s;;f.thsmmpm)nkofenvironm@pgl_gt_}j,Vtg_b_cﬁ_fggnd in the

traditionat-idea_of art as a mirror of nature or in the idea behind some of

Smithson’s-earlier works which he called “nonsites.” Thése wprks display in a
gallery_ materials-sueh-as_rocks and gravel from a natural site and thus call

attention to that site without making it a part of the work. Such gallery-bound :

nonsites-de-not change nature, but at most only our perception of nature, and |
thus it is difficult to see how _they could be aestheti

like providing it with a'_'r,r]ustache.

Some concluding examples

However, once art moves out of the gallery and directly engages .natural sites,
the extent to which (his reply is relevant is less clear. In fact it seems that
whether or not it holds for any particular environmental work depends on the
exact nature of the work in _question. Thus its strength as a reply mu§t.be
considered on“izagai‘r;case_basis. Consequently, | conclude by examining
some examples for which the reply might be thogghl to hold. Perhaps the. })eét
known of works sometimes characterized in this wuy.zu‘e' some of Chrlstog
such as Oceanfront Project for Covering the Cove at King's Ifeach (19'f74’r)havnh
Wrapped Coast —Liitle Bay — One Milliog_blcut_cg‘e Fe?t ( 1,96).)’ each o ;W‘}lCé
involved covering a large area of ocean coastline with fabric. For example,

one critic says that the former wmely rel(ltefit()_t_tle landscape L.n._g}at
the natural forms are accentuated by the fabric —in a sense made more VIS}e
rather than altered or disguised.” She concludes: “Con,w
malleable,_supple, and relatively sheer as polypropylenc is thus ultimately

reyealing.™ Similarly, another observer notes that “the_texture and color of

the sand was sirangely intensified” by-Cheisto’s Wrapped Coast.™ The claim
is that these environmental works, rather than alter nature’s aesthetic qualities,
“accentuate,” make ‘“‘more visj_QLgingx@@LLandLiglgggiWes.
However, since the sites are nonetheless covered with fabric, it is not clear
that this claim js uitimately convincing. . ‘
Somewhat more convincing are similar claims made for the cnv1ronm§ntal
structures of Michael;SiiggeP, such as Lily Pond Ritual Series, First Gate Ritual
Series (1976), and Sangam Ritual Series 4/76 (19.76). Th_e;s;ng_v'gﬂr/l(_,.s_}.lrﬁ
constructions of materials such as ﬁgg@@p 1 strips, reeds, JuI,t:.,_and__ba_m_b,(,)..o..,\_&/ll.l,f1
Sinmf*tﬁ"thg environment by which_nature is made

e i
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visible *” They have also been characterized as “gateways,” “reflectors,”
“accents,” and “magnifiers” of the site, and even as “instrument([s] by which
cach-detail of the area might be signaled, might register tellingly on its
observer.”*.Such metaphors-are-somewhat appropriate; for-instead of alterin
or covering’ their Sites; Stnger s-pieces-seem only in a_sense t6 {r;zomg em,
although-the vf'rames..arﬁgijéfﬁél,\; Skeleton-like frames rather _than traditional
- external frames. Nonetheless, framing of any kind is a recggpjé_ggiLtistic
; method for displaying and enhancing, rather than altering an object’s aesthetic
¢ qualities. In a similar way it might be said that Christo’s Running Fence
[ internally frames the landscape through which it passes, although in this case
perhaps the frame overwhelms that which is framed. —
Another environmental artist comparabie to Singer is@la\n@, who art
critic Grace Glueck describes as “Nature’s boy.”* Like Singer, Swms
he is. ‘f'n(>t~{rymg4&a}ter3’p&re, but “tr_ymg.tapm%tlt”; he wants to create
art whieh-makesnature ““vi sible” and “directs” people “to look at nature.”* To
this end Sontist has developed the idea of “natural phenomena as public
_monuments.”* The idea is illustrated by works such as Rock Monument of
" Bujfalo (1976=78)-In this piece rocks from the local region are positioned
such-that the-werk “makes clear in one experience the geolagy of THe entire
area.”* Concerning the issue OFEFc;{sa_ﬁt_i'ﬁéWra-t'ﬁtc'rwt*h}iﬁmzi‘ nature, it is
“useful to'comp.am_S.ML’S_p_iw_wmks such as Heizer’s Elevated,
Surface, Depressed (1981), a mWMﬁ%@MOQ\ks\Wn
ulur_njgl_u_g_ilgbs‘and_posj_,l__ig)nedacggr_@ing to geometrical rather than geological
considerations. By contrast with works such as Heizer’s. in Sonfist’s, as one
critic-puts.it: “Nature asserts itself as itself.”*
As this remark suggests, Sonfist takes the conceptofenvironmental art that
does.not alter, but only displays, hature’s aesthetic qualities one step further —
to the point of nature itself as art. He claims: I think-nature is art and people

haye to realize this™ and compares himself to Duchamp, saying: “He claimed
man=made objects-as-weorks of art — I claim natural phenomena.” The idea of
digplaying nature as art is not unique to Sonfist. Consider environmental pieces
such as Morris’ Steam Piece (1967-73), in which vents in a 25 foot site filled
the area with steam, or Hans Haack’s work with the self-explanatory title,
Spray of Ithaca Falls Freezing and Melting on Rope (1969). Each of these
works does little- maore than present “natural phenomena” in a natural site; the

aesthetic q'ualitié?dﬁpfaye&m&t»h@sg\gf nature itself. The basic idea is given

more extensive treatment by Sonfist in workSsuch as Time Landscape (1965—
78). This work consists of a network of sites throughout New York City, where

IS ENVIRONMENTAL ART AN AESTHETIC AFFRONT TO NATURE?

conseguently they avoid ¢ ituting aesthetic affronts on theiee grounds. Such
works re, are the only clear cases of environmental icces that are not
aeqﬂﬁe,dc_af_fromuonam torrtsdiscussed in this chapter. However, .
thc;y yet present-twa interrelated pro s. First, they suggest the _Eosmbmtz)
C affy e

of another ki f aesthetic affront — the affront implicit in-the idea that for th

aesthetici : it of nature to be recognized it must first be considerec
a work of cond, they pose a general question — the question ofw
natur | pieces should be considered works of art in the first

place. In response to these problems, I suggest, concerning the second, that

there are adequate grounds for considering these natural picces not to be works.-

of art. And, concerning the first, if they are not so considered, they do not ,
constitute cases of intimate relationships between art and nature and, therefore, =

do not raise the p?x_%gi—l;ility of offering significant aesthetic affronts to patured.
If this is the case, we are, by these examples of env1r()111n§ntztl art, re-duegte !
to the issues addressed in the first part of this volume: the important questions

of how to recognize and appropriately appreciate nature’s own aesthetic interest

andnerit.*

\arcuLﬁ' land have been restored to the way they might have appeared before

"-}7;;“\ urbanrtzation. Depending upon the particular site, the land has been replanted
SR RN N g . PN e :
Qe N with different varieties of trees, shrubs, and grasses in an attempt to recreate

pf@—co@ﬁégmﬁﬁé'bﬁﬁ’c—éﬁﬁ :’"m_pmsentsn&ure ‘
in-an.upadulterated, unmodified state as the fundamental content of the work.”* L ] . - R , Kk City (Courtesy of
Envnronmcntal‘v’vz;rlgﬁ_such as Sonfisa_ﬁmﬁe’;lm—_\Md Ilustration 4 Time Landscape, by Alan Sonfist (1965-78), New York City (

i i | t ’ ; s lan Sonfist).
Haack’s pieces do alter nature’s aesthetic qualities, and Alan Sonfist)
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