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During the middle half of this century, one of the more 
universally accepted tenets of art was that people made 
two kinds of it: abstract and representational. If a work 
was abstract, then it was also by definition modern, 
whereas to produce representational art meant that 
one's position was defined in terms of a conscious re
jection of the modern, and a movement away from it to
wards the examples and practices of the past. That this 
distinction held more or less true from the early '20s up 
through the resurgence of figurative art in the mid-'70s 
says more about the popular tendency to ascribe to all 
new forms of expression the conditional status of in
truder or interloper than it happens to describe the real 
state of dialogue which took place between two not
always-opposing camps of artistic practice. 
Nevertheless, over the course of the 20th century, as we 
became more accustomed to abstraction as a way of 
life, so to speak, this in turn caused a marked reduction 
in the level of urgency that we came to invest in its defi
nition apart from representation. Perhaps we could say 
that the category of representation expanded to incor
porate abstraction, that abstraction simply became 
another form of reality. Whatever the explanation, the 
issue of difference between abstract and representa
tional art may hold some historical interest for us today, 
but the polarity between the two approaches no longer 
seems to matter. 
If we consider this somewhat outmoded distinction in 
order to see what could have taken its place in terms of 
the way we think about art at the present moment, there 
seems to be as much reason to draw the line today be

tween work that is based in the language of objects 
(unique or otherwise), and work that occurs more as a 
situation or event encompassing or involving the viewer. 
Or we could describe the distinction as being between 
'studio' artists and 'post-studio' artists. Considered as 
an international phenomenon, however, the past five 
years have probably seen a greater increase in the 
number of artists working within the field of installation 
art than perhaps any other increase within a single 
media since the explosion of painting in the early 
1980's. 
Accompanying this burst of inventive energy is a neces
sarily complex range of responses on the part of the 
contemporary art audience. On the one hand it seems 
to be well understood - just as it was clear with neD
expressionist and neo-conceptual art - that the forms 
and methods which artists are adapting today have their 
roots in an earlier, more exploratory moment in recent 
art history: in this case, the 1960s/'70s post-object art 
movements typified internationally by Fluxus and Per
formance Art, in Italy by Arte Povera, in Germany by 
Beuys, and in the U.S. by the Post-Minimalist and Earth
works artists. On the other hand, this current manifesta
tion of such tendencies brings with it a corresponding 
realization that the critical language and stylistic cate
gories used to wrest meaning from that work are some
what inadequate when applied to the art of today. Far 
from being a new quandary, however, this same critical 

impasse also presented itself at the dawn of the '80s, 
when the sudden shift from the modern to the postmo
dern era - with its accompanying parade of recycled 
and pastiched forms and styles - caused a similar 
mixed response of critical anxiety and hope. In the pre
sent situation, however, it may be that we are just now 
becoming used to the idea that we really are living in a 
different age, one which might continue this barrage of 
the past until well into the next century. 
For the sake of clarity, then, perhaps it is helpful to 
begin our examination of this work by proposing that 
the current interest in installation and site-specific art in 
both Europe and the U.S. should not be conceived of as 
a rupture with the two forementioned developments 
(neo-expressionist and neo-conceptual art) at all, but 
rather as a counterpart to them within the context of a 
larger, more sweeping transformation that has altered 
both the relationship between artmaking and society at 
large, and the way in which the production and dissemi
nation of art in our time contrasts to the way in which 
stylistic changes in the historical past (including the art 
of the first 3/4's of the 20th century) have tended to be 
treated. Subsequently, we should attempt to understand 
the very temptation to set up such contrasts in our 
minds between the different manifestations of post
modern art in terms of both a manifestation of resist
ance to certain fundamental precepts of post-modern
ity, as well as a remnant of earlier formulae (i.e., the 
avant-garde) for apprehending and incorporating such 
changes. 
One of the characteristics that comes to mind most 
readily when we consider the work of the eleven Ameri
can artists who have been brought together for the 
present exhibition is the idea that the new installation art 
is perhaps the first development in recent art history that 
cannot be traced primarily to either the American or the 
European side of the Atlantic, and as such encourages 
us to begin looking at the larger question of stylistic ori
gin from a more open-minded point of view. In other 
words, while neo-expressionism can be said to have 
emanated a recognizably European point of view, and 
while neo-conceptual art was seen as unmistakeably 
American, the current interest in installation as a pri
mary medium presents itself as a curiously bi-Atlantic 
phenomenon in the sense of seeming neither American 
nor European in either its outlook or taste. In fact, even 
though this is, on the face of it, an exhibition of eleven 
American artists, one of the artists was born in Europe, 
another has lived there for the past several years, one 
holds a Venezuelan passport, and still another fled 
Cuba as a child. 
Another quality inherent to much of this installation
based work is the artists' collective sense of operating 
outside most fixed cultural definitions of what an artist is 
or does. Although there have certainly been a large 
number of artists exploring a similar lack of parame
ters, it bears mentioning that virtually all of those in
cluded as part of the present exhibition are quite deli
berate in their decision to defy categorization in terms of 
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making work which belongs to a specific medium. 
Among other factors, this means that, far from being an 
investigation into the mere expansion of sculpture's 
physical boundaries, the works presented here straddle 
a number of discrete areas, encompassing architecture, 
landscape and industrial design, engineering, crafts, 
music and theater, linguistics, economics and politics, 
anthropology, communications (including signage and 
display technology) and even environmental studies. 
When we speak of the unfixed nature of the roots for 
much of this work, however, we must still be careful in 
the way we implicitly define such a characteristic. Cer
tainly, as with virtually all of the vanguard work being 
made today, the spirit of hybrid formal invention (if not 
its actual theoretical precedent) tends to be found prima
rily in early European modernism, specifically the pe
riod between the World Wars commonly referred to as 
the 'heroic' era of modernist innovation. Marcel Du
champ's 'ready-mades' can probably be singled out as 
the first dynamic expression of a need to extend the sig
nifying field of art from beyond the realm of taste, pre
ciosity and the artist's handiwork towards a standard 
drawn more from the mass-produced look of the Ma
chine Age. But unlike later generations of artists who 
would seek to define the artwork apart from its fixed ma
terial state, Duchamp did not invent the ready-made in 
order in inject a perception of literalized reality into his 
art, but to extend an almost purely mental aesthetic ex
ercise into the realm of the object. 
In order to understand the point at which avant-garde 
art crossed paths with the unadorned detritus of every
day life, we must move a few years later, into the mid
'20s and the example of the Dadaists. Although there is 
certainly no lack of serious literature available on the 
impact of Dada on perhaps every successive move
ment of the 20th century, a few points are worth bring
ing up under the present circumstances. The first is that 
Dada was the first art movement that was truly interna
tional, in the sense of taking place simultaneously in 
such widespread locales as Zurich (w,here it began), 
Berlin, Koln, Paris and New York. Secondly, Dada was 
pioneered by artists who were profoundly disillusioned 
by the newly-unleashed force of the first World War. 
Thirdly, and perhaps as a result of the first two points, 
Dada was unlike such comparatively idealistic move
ments as Cub1sm, Constructivism and the Bauhaus to 
the degree that the artists who gathered together be
hind the Dadaist creed of absurdist anti-art saw their ac
tivities more in terms of liberating the previously con
strained definition of artistic production to embrace a 
radicalized position that was in glaring contrast to the 
highly conservative spirit of the time. Last but not least, 
the art made by the Dadaists had the appearance - if 
not the actual intention - of being highly perishable. 
If the literary side of Dada can be distinguished by the 
apparently limitless imagination of figures like Tristan 
Tzara, whose nonsense epic, The Gas Heart, has had at 
least as great an effect on the development of experi
mental theater as the much more widely celebrated 

The poor man reta1ns the preJUdices of hiS forefathers w1thout the1r 
fa1th, and the1r 1gnorance w1thout the1r v1rtues. 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America. 

work of Frenchman Alfred Jarry, then its visual aspect 
-or, more accurately, counterpart was the art of Kurt 
Schwitters, whose collages and assemblages took their 
modest origins more to heart than did the more formal
ist-flavored works created by Braque and Picasso 1n 

Paris. However, even though Schwitters' studio works 
presented one of the most convincing arguments yet 
put forth regarding the meeting of the museum and the 
street, it is in fact the artist's transformation of his Ha
nover apartment into a single, monumental, perpetually 
unfinished accretion of wood, plaster and objects enti
tled Merzbau- two more of which were built in Schwit
ters' successive homes in Norway and Great Bntain -
that can be looked toward for the most advanced actual
ization of the principles of installation art some five 
decades before the medium even had a name. 
One characteristic that Dada shared with other move
ments from the 'teens and twenties was the central Im
portance of a plan to bring together all art-forms into a 
single composite medium. If, in fact, the Italian Futurists, 
Russian Constructivists and Suprematists, and even the 
German Bauhaus share a single trait in common, it is in 
the notion of the new century as bringing about a 'mar
riage' of various media to produce a social utopia 
whose form and content were largely determined by the 
artists themselves. Yet the profound sense of nihilism 
which seemed to be overtaking German society during 
this period had the additional effect of propelling the 
Dada artists towards a position where an unfixed point 
of aesthetic and/or moral reference seemed to embody 
a more accurate representation of the world than any 
system of stylistic expression intent on making that 
same world a better place to live in. As a result, the 
artists themselves saw their efforts as manifesting a 
largely destructive social energy, not one that would be 
categorized in history according to modern principles of 
aesthetic beauty. Hence, although this strategy came 
into being as a manifestation of the cruelty which they 
saw represented all around them, the Dadaists' art was 
effective largely because of their hard-won freedom to 
treat beauty as something which largely belonged to the 
romantic excesses of the past. 
Until the emergence of a first postwar European genera
tion of artists in the mid-1950's- Joseph Beuys, Marcel 
Broodthaers, Yves Klein, Lucio Fontana, Piero Manzoni 
and Yves Tanguy being foremost among them - the 
seeds of Schwitters' and the Dadaists' example lay 
mostly dormant. In terms of methodology the work of 
this generation of artists was based on underlying prin
ciples of reconstruction and reclamation - reflecting a 
process to which the political and economic energies of 
Europe and the U.S. were already jointly committed 1

. 

However, since the modernist equation of technical In

novation with populist idealism seemed to no longer 
bear much propagandistic fruit in the wake of the war's 
incomprehensible destruction, these artists began to 
find particular relevance in the appearance (if not the 
substance) of nihilism implicit in the activities of their 
pre-war predecessors. True, the artists who called 
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themselves "Nouveaux Realistes", or those who formed 
the membership of the Zero Group, may have been 
more circumstantially influenced by the philosophical 
problems of existentialism than by the specific program 
of objectivity inherent to most realist art. But their 
surprising extension of avant-garde practice into the 
culture of the Atomic Age did, in fact, require an unusual 
reinvestment of collective belief back in the creative 
process itself, albeit with more of an eye towards violat
ing standards rather than perpetuating them. 
The sense of cultural (and, in some cases, material) de
vastation from which Europe was forced to rebuild itself 
after the War helps to explain why artists living in Paris, 
for example, came to develop a vocabulary consisting 
largely of accumulations of objects, street debris and 
other conspicuous signs of proletarian culture to pro
duce striking 'slice-of-life' assemblages. Perhaps the 
most pervasive quality linking the diverse group of art
ists who emerged during this period was the idea that 
the energies of life itself should replace the restricted 
vocabulary of high art and its elitist patronage. Although 
the spirit of the day seemed to be best captured by the 
Atfichistes' fervent attacks on public billboards, the outer 
boundaries of new aesthetics were quickly reached 
with the absolutist vision of Yves Klein, whose anti-art 
gestures attempted to freeze manifesto and object into 
a single cathartic moment. Whereas Klein's work re
quired the constant titillation of the intellectual elite, 
there was also a universal, even populist aspect to his 
art, reflected in the Merzbau-like spirit of his largest 
sponge-reliefs, in the entertainment-like atmosphere of 
his action-spectacles, and in his recycling of certain of 
art history's most enduring cliches. The counterpart to 
Klein's smoothly orchestrated, neo-Duchampian art 
during this period was the more chaotic, environment
ally-based art of Jean Tinguely, which acted as a fatal
istic homage to the modern cult of science and pro
gress. With such a large number of parallels to be 
drawn between these two extremes of activity and the 

art of today, it is interesting to consider the frozen ta
bleaux of Daniel Spoerri, and the work of street collagist 
Mimmo Rotella in terms of their foreshadowing the 
broad overlap that has ocurred between different media 
and stylistic languages today. 
While many revisionist histories of the Paris/New York 
competition have set out to demonstrate the opposite, 
the effect which Cold War thinking would have on artists 
working in the U.S. was at first much less conscious 
than its impact within Europe 2 . In America, Robert Rau
schenberg's unbridled 'combine' structures appeared 
to link the Paris 'assemblage' generation of the early 
'60s with the spirit of frontier abstraction found in Pol
lock, while finding its avant-garde impact in the way in 
which it paid tribute to the mounting hegemony of Ame
rican media culture in the Western world. However, 
whereas Rauschenberg's work from the mid-'50s on 
can be said to have embraced a number of distinct 
theoretical possibilities (including the creation of some 
of the pioneer works of performance art), the first bona-

Sexualrty and death are srmply the culmrnatrng pornts of the holrday 
nature celebrates wrth the rnexhaustrble multrtude of lrvmg berngs, 
both of them signrfyrng the boundless wastage of nature's resources 
as opposed to the urge to lrve on characterrstrc every lrvrng 
creature. 
Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality. 

fide installations in the U.S. were both theatrically and 
sculpturally oriented, beginning with Allan Kaprow's 
Happenings and continuing with the environments of 
Jim Dine and Claes Oldenburg on the East Coast, and 
Edward Kienholz on the West. In fact, a seminal work 
like Kaprow's 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, presented in 
1959 at New York's Reuben Gallery, shows that the ma
turation of installation art and avant-garde performance 
can be seen in retrospect as concurrent processes with 
parallel roots in the same community. Hence, although 
we associate Andy Warhol's primarily career with the 
popularization of Pop Art, his multi-media performances 
in collaboration with the rock group the Velvet Under
ground helped set the stage for innumerable interac
tions between fine artists and the media for decades to 
come. 
During this crucial period from 1955-65, Amencan art 
began to consciously wean itself of the idea of being 
dependent on its European counterpart, a change that 
is most clearly reflected in the developments of Pop and 
Minimal Art - movements that occurred more decisively 
in America than anywhere else. As an inevitable result 
of this shift in American art's self-image, art that was 
associated with such conspicuously international move
ments as Fluxus was not always seen as being qu1te 
as 'progressive' as the work rnade by Andy Warhol or 
Donald Judd. One way of stating the discrepancy was 
that the conspicuously American art, due to its basis in 
media and technology, really did look new, while the 
more European strategies seemed to be based on for
mulas that belonged to a much older conception of the 
artist in relationship to his world. Despite the superfi
ciality of such a reading, however, Pop and Minimal art 
continued to define the official image which American 
art would have with European curators and collectors, 
thus allowing for the 'backlash' effect by which certam 
European artists of the late '60s and early '70s - parti
cularly those of the Arte Povera movement - could 
define themselves apart from, or even against, the 
Americanization of art by merely emphasizing stylistic 
currents that were in turn de-emphasized by the U.S. 
exports. 
For these among other reasons, the ebullient spirit of 
creative experimentation which was so vital to the rapid 
growth of American art through the early 1960s began 
to transform itself into a noticeably more critical con-
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sciousness by 1967 and '68, followed by what can only 
be called a gradual de-centering of the idea of style it
self. The involvement of the American government in 

Vietnam, itself predicated on the dangerously inflated 
threat of impending superpower conflict, may have 

created what might be called a schism of conscious
ness between artists working in the U.S. and those 

based in Europe, and it is this factor more than any 

other which seems responsible for the heavy emphasis 
on formal over contextual values in American art from 
this period, while in Europe artists seemed more natu
rally predisposed towards treating the sociocultural rup

ture which took place throughout the industrialized 
world in the spring of 1968 as a catharsis which fol

lowed logically on the heels of a larger process of cultu

ral evolution 3 Certainly, this awareness (or lack thereof) 
functions as a key turning point in the growing perception 

of art and the larger world surrounding it as interrelated 
entities - a point that becomes more palpable as art

ists of the late '60s and early '70s, on both sides of the 
Atlantic, sought to de-objectify the artwork and integrate 

it back mto its cultural milieu. 
If the advent of minimalism in American art tended to 

take the form of a clear postulation of sometimes op

posing variations on a theme, post-minimalism mani
fested itself more as a loosely-clustered group of vary
ing ideals and attitudes that seemed as diverse as its 
many practitioners. Two of the watershed pieces from 

the early years of this 'movement'- Robert Morris' 1968 

anti-form rooms, and Richard Serra's 1969 Casting se
ries (hot lead splattered to a wall and dried in place) -

were also among the first to actually propel the formal 

issues involved in room-sized art to the foreground of 
critical thinking. Nevertheless, we are more likely today 
to view even these landmark pieces from within a con
text that includes both the performance-based contribu
tions of a Kaprow, Robert Whitman or Yoko Ono, as well 

as the more physical work of key post-minimalists like 

Bruce Nauman, Keith Sonnier, Eva Hesse, Dan Flavin or 
even Robert Morris (whose work comfortably bridged 

both groups). Taken as a whole, this generation under
took to de-define rather than re-define the limits of art
making, therein establishing more of a parallel between 

themselves and Les Nouveaux Realiste.s, for example, 
than with more hardcore American conceptualists like 
Joseph Kosuth, Douglas Heubler and Lawrence Wiener. 

The problem is that interchange between the U.S. and 

Europe had by this time become insistently one-sided, 
which meant that many American artists had little if any 

way of knowing of the parallels that existed between 
their work and that of their European counterparts. 

As the de-objectification tendency becomes assimilated 
into the mainstream of American art in the '70s, one fac

tor emerges which makes the early work of Mel 
Bochner and Barry Le Va, for example, of such interest 

for us today: namely, their extension of operational aes
thetics into three dimensions, with the resultant depic

tion of the space itself as a conceptual extension of the 
work, rather than the other way around 4

. In fact, most 

documentation of the art of the early '70s reveals that 
the artists of the period were primarily concerned with 

installation issues. In other words, regardless of whether 
they were working in painting, sculpture, video, photo
graphy or any number of other media, a large number 

of artists during the period began to address them
selves directly to the direct manipulation of the space in 

which the art was presented. Sol Lewit's wall drawmgs, 

which are still created to this day as the result of a series 
of executed instructions, lent the notion of process extra 
meaning by seeming to give little attention to the parti
cularity of the work's manifestation: the same 'drawing' 

could exist simultaneously in more than one site, or 

from one site to another as the same artwork in every 
case. Depending on how it was considered, this insist

ence on art's ephemerality was either a refutation or a 

logical extension of formalism in the sense that, instead 
of taking the conditions of the spectator's encounter 
with the work for granted, these conditions in turn be
came the actual subject matter of the work. In this way, 

American sculpture began to move conceptually further 

away from its existence as a thing, and to gradually 
transform itself into a site, one that was realized either 

as an abstraction or idea about place, or as the physical 

manifestation of form itself, separated conditionally from 
its context and brought into being as a type of stylized 

essence of matter. 
However, if we are to consider the phenomenon of inter

action between artist and spectator as a critical factor 

in our examination of recent issues in installation art, 
developments occurring during this same period in Eu

ropean art, especially in Germany and Italy, cannot be 

neglected. Certainly, the art of Joseph Beuys is indis
pensable in terms of setting new standards for Euro
pean art. Essentially a utopian artist who staked his 
creative life on the principle that art is the highest and 

most urgent form of communication, Beuys' influence 
can be seen especially today in the recurring problems 

of representation vs. expression as they appear in the 

work of innumerable artists working with objects and 
sites. For Beuys, the object metamorphosed was a type 

of transfiguration of internal experience which could not 
be limited by the formal restrictions of late-modernist 
art. The resulting ephemerality of Beuy's creative process, 
which (like that of Duchamp) conferred the status of 'art' 

on a broad range of images, objects and activities, is of 

particular importance to the present discussion. His 
ideas thus opened the way towards a new understand

ing of the artist as a socially responsible agent of higher 
discourse, and the current profusion of significant 
sculptors in Germany- lmi Knoebel, Reinhard Mucha, 

Rebecca Horn, Wolfgang Laib, Katharina Fritsch, Gunter 
Forg, Rosemarie Trockel, Martin Kippenberger, Hubert 

Kiecol and Georg Herold, among others- is due largely 
to Beuys' enduring presence through his emphasis on 

manifesting a direct, sometimes confrontational, dis
course within an art that literally had no boundaries. 

It has often been said that the most characteristic art
movement of the '60s was probably Fluxus. In keeping 
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with that decade's preoccupation with pioneering new 
relationships, however, it too should probably be seen 
less as a period when completely new forms and ideas 
emerged, and more as the expression of a more re
laxed relationship between art, music, literature and 
theater, as well as the first glimmerings of the interna
tional sensibility which seems to have lain dormant for a 
quarter-century before again taking irrevocable hold of 
the art world's imagination. One intriguing aspect of the 
Fluxus philosophy was the tendency of its main partici
pants - Ay-0, George Brecht, D1ck Higgins, Alison 
Knowles, George Maciunas, Charlotte Moorman, Yoko 
Ono, Nam June Pa1k and Ben Vautrier each had a hand 
in it at one moment or another- to de-emphasize their 
individual contributions in favor of the group identity, 
Fluxus. Furthermore, the activities of the Fluxus artists 
overlapped with many other groups of the period, lend
Ing the whole undertaking an unfixed or scattered iden
tity that today seems almost pious in its self-abnegation. 
The same cannot be said, however, of Arte Povera, 
which remains the most concertrated phenomenon of 
sculptural innovation in Europe in the past half-century. 
Arte Povera, whose birth was linked to the manifesta
tions of social unrest of 1967 and 1968, was a more 
ideologically-based expression of similar cultural ten
dencies, in the sense that in spirit it became a con
scious rejection of the mdustrialized techniques and in
human scale established by the American Minimalists. 
However, far from producing a mere exercise in recy
cled forms, the Arte Povera artists sought to produce an 
art that neither rejected the modest conditions of street 
and political culture in favor of an exaggerated pres
ence known as 'art', nor degraded the we1ghty presence 
of history and culture in favor of head1ly pursuing an eli
tist avant-gardism. Another factor that distances them 
from the art of the U.S. during the same period was the1r 
comparative lack of immediate influence outside of 
Italy: although Giovanni Anselmo, Luciano Fabro, Jan
nis Kounellis, Mario Merz, Giulio Paolini, Michelangelo 
Pistoletto and Gilberta Zorio received some attention for 
recycling 'poor' materials 1nto confrontational, site-spe
Cific events, their lastmg importance as artists has only 
been recognized internationally since the mid-'80s. 
In the present context, however, it is the work of Kounei
IIS and Merz which seems to bear the clearest relation
ship w1th recent tendencies in installation. Kounellis in 
particular has always calibrated the theatrical effect of 
his work down to the smallest detail, setting up a context 
in which highly artificial juxtapositions take on the 
authority of natural phenomena. The artist's pioneering 
use of live animals within his work, for example, creates 
a deliberate tension between the installation as a di
dactic tableau, and as a more emblematic, 'slice-of-life' 
display. Merz' installations, famed in part for their unu
sual juxtapositions of materials, make use of large, pre
architectural structures- his igloos are the best-known 
example- that have been augmented with objects and/ 
or arrangements whose function appears to the viewer 
as being largely ritualistic. The underlying conflict be-

tween different, compartmentalized realms of human 
knowledge IS the primary theme in Merz' art, whereas 
with Kounellis the search for significance within the 
context of everyday life is what most informs his choices 
and arrangements of materials. 
Although he was a friend and collaborator of Beuys, the 
art of Marcel Broodthaers remains resolutely and deli
berately alone in relation to most artistic production at 
mid-century. Engaged primarily with understanding art 
in terms of taxonomy and semantics, Broodthaers 
created few bona fide installations, but each one is cru
cial to a view of the European contribution to this phe
nomenon. The image of the museum as a repository of 
language, and the implicit contradiction in this image 
between that which is fundamentally alive but must be 
dead in order to be appreciated, is echoed in such 
works as Musee d'Art Moderne, Departement des Aigles 
(1969, although the work exists in many variant forms) 
and Le Tapis de sable (1974). in which the art1st IS re
vealed as the ultimate collector of objects, one who anti
cipates the institution's need to clasify and arrange the 
artwork as a form of specimen. An iconoclast who saw 
the separation between artist and museum as a con
venient fiction, the influence of Broodthaers can be 
seen not only in the work of innumerable younger artists 
working today, but also on artists like James Lee Byars, 
whose highly emblematic installations continue to m1ne 
the broad expanse of meaning between the superficial 
and the profound. 
While American art of the 1970s IS generally thought of 
as eclectic to a fault, one of its most Influential figures 
was an artist and theoretician whose career was brought 
to a sudden and tragic close before the decade was 
even a third finished. Robert Smithson's use of a dialec
tical model to extrapolate his aesthetiC position was an 
important step in the evolution of the idea of installation 
because, by always positing the environment as one 
half of the dialectical equation, he was 1mplicity empha
sizing the artificiality of the gallery context as a pheno
menon which was too constrained by a single idea of 
literal space. Above all else, Smithson believed that the 
development of art was not determined by its relation to 
a rational model of technical progress, but rather by its 
increasing sensitivity and self-awareness towards the 
particulars of its own context. However, although his 
'non-site' installations are marked by their peculiar 
quality of wistfulness - the yawning mirrors and geo
graphical references bespeak an invisible dimension, a 
nod to infinity, that IS perhaps best read as a sign for his 
yearning toward the picturesque - his handful of site
specific works provided both a theoretical basis and a 
practical example for the generation of Earthworks 
sculptors. Although most of the significant figures in this 
movement - Walter de Maria, Michael Heizer, Robert 
Morris and Dennis Oppenheim - have continued to 
produce work through to the present, Smithson is the 
figure whose work casts the longest shadow across its 
development as a chapter in American art. 
Smithson's example is also cited frequently in terms of 
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the architectural 'excavations' made by Gordon Malta

Clark during the mid-'70s, which were among the first 
manifestations of the artwork as a type of permanent 
and/or structural intervention upon the site (in his case, 

abandoned urban structures existing on the periphery 
of the city's consciousness). Similarly, in the mid-'70s' 

performances and late-'70s sculpture/objects of Scott 

Burton, the vernacular flavor of the artist's fluent use of 
modern design blends with a more theoretical interest 

in site and context as the pre-eminent conditions of the 
work's appearance. Whereas both Malta-Clark and Bur
ton created work that could be described in terms of its 

self-limiting approach to style, the two American artists 
who can best be credited with providing a continuity 

between the exploratory work of the '70s and the more 

conventionalized or solidified genres of installation 

which exist today are those whose work has most firmly 
defied classification: Vito Acconci and Bruce Nauman. 

As the only major figure in recent American art whose 
output over nearly two decades consists almost exclu
sively of installations, Acconci has also been one of its 

most innovative practitioners in the late '80s. However, 

for the sake of establishing consistency with current is
sues in the medium, it is really only necessary to cite the 

germinal work Seedbed (1972), in which the artist hid 
from the viewer's sight beneath the false floor built 

within the Sonnabend Gallery. The fact that Acconci 
was actually present in the room seemed insignificant 

with regard to the anxiety which his supposed presence 
actually caused. It was enough for the spectator to 
believe that the artist was somewhere nearby, watching, 

to refute the superior position of inscrutability which a 

viewer has in front of a painting or sculpture. Reversing 
this dichotomy in order to stimulate the viewer into see
ing the finer points of this interaction, Acconci enclosed 

the viewer within his work while he, the artist, remained 
safely outside. With Nauman's work throughout the late 

'60s and '70s, the viewer is also made acutely aware of 
the invisible, or hidden aspect of the artist's thinking in 
terms of describing a highly personal logic that results 

in the creation of the work itself. Nauman's sprawling, 

seemingly unfinished room-pieces from this era, as well 
as his more technically complex video and/or sculptural 
presentations from the '80s, do not bear the signature 
presence of style which is so important to the studio

bound artist, but opt instead for a more fleeting ,identity 

which hovers midway between the role of scientist and 
shaman. 

«'There's no splendor in it', I answered. 'There 
is nothing sublime. Fooling helpless mortals, 
mocking them, and then going out from here 
at night to take life every night in the same old 
petty manner, one death after another in all its 
inevitable creulty and shabbiness so that we 
can live ... Play your violin forever. Dance as you 
wish. Give them their money's worth if it keeps 
you busy and eats up eternity' It's simply clever 
and beautiful. A grove in the Savage Garden. 
Nothing more',, 

Anne Rice, The Vampire Lestat. 

Setting aside for a moment the formal/historical empha

sis to our discussion of the recent return to certain anti

object, or pro-installation, tendencies in American 

sculpture, let us turn our attention instead to some so
ciohistorical issues which seem to be raised by the 

work itself, and examine how the emergence of such a 
collective point of view may be seen to constitute a 
bona fide development in American art. It is hoped that, 

once the larger cultural problem of meaning in this work 

has been adequately addressed, the need to re-tell the 
story of the last ten years in American art relative to the 

output of this particular group of artists will be some
what lessened. Also, because more than one genera

tion and stylistic group is being considered as a condi
tional unity within this project, what begins to link the 
artists' work is a mutual interest in articulating a certain 

tension that exists between the cultural notions of nature 

on the one hand, and technology - represented most 

often by the machine and/or the city- on the other. 
Whereas it may at first seem odd to draw upon a tradi
tion of interpretation that is both highly literary in nature 

and perhaps also somewhat outmoded 1n the last de
cade of the 20th century, an important underpinning to 
this entire thesis is our recognition of the highly self

conscious relationship which much of this art maintains 
with European aesthetics. In saying this, however, it 

should be pointed out again that the past work wh1ch 

seems to particularly inform the new American art was 
made by artists (both European and American) who 
emerged during the years 1960 to 1975 - in other 

words, those who represent the last phase of belief in 
modernity before it gave to the more skeptical ironies 

embodied by postmodernism. 
Although scholars are often divided on the subject, it is 

generally conceded that the development of the pasto

ral mode in European art, beginning with late Renais
sance landscape painting and ending with the German 
romanticists of the mid-19th century- was closely con

nected to two important events: the discovery of the 
New World at the end of the 15th century (and its gra

dual colonization over the succesive 200 years), and 
the first signs of the belief in science and rationality that 

would eventually lead to the Industrial Revolution. At the 
moment, however, it is the former consideration which 

most concerns us in relation to the rise of the pastoralm 
European art, for by acknowledging that America the 
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The use of natural h1story 1s to g1ve us a1d in supernatural history. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

wilderness played an important symbolic role in much 
of this art by serving as the real-life equivalent to an en

tity which had previously held the power (but also the 
distance) of myth, we are able to gain some clues as to 

how this idea crossed the Atlantic and implanted itself 
in the colonial imagination. America was, to the Euro

pean mind, both a lush garden where all the needs and 

desires of life were there for the asking, as well as a pri
meval wilderness which had to be tamed by the re

sources and discipline of man. Hence, a contradiction 
can already be seen in the fact that while America filled 
the European need for a pastoral model, it was also 

generally regarded as an opportunity for man to impose 
his vision of 'civilization' upon nature. The implied ten

sion between these two ideals is, in fact, an important 

source of how America continues to see itself in relation 
to Europe. 

Within American art and literature, however, the idea of 
the pastoral has always had a very different signifi

cance, owing largely to the fact that the gradual en
croachment of CIVilization upon nature- as opposed to 

the reclamation of the former by the latter- has tended 

to be measured in American culture by degrees, rather 
than as two absolutes pitted one against the other. The 

explanation for this has generally been the extraordi
nary abundance and variety of willderness and land
scape in the U.S. - an endless tabula rasa upon which 

civilization is somewhat hastily inscribed, writ in a large 
but seemingly perishable hand. As a result of this differ

ence, which in the final analysis is perhaps nothing 

more than a difference of scale, the monuments of 
American civilization seem more temporary than those 

of Europe, as if they do not need to withstand the same 
tests of time. The corresponding sense that nature is a 
disproportionately greater presence in the American 

psyche coincides ironically with the culture's obsession 
with speed and banality, expressions of the self as na

ture personified. Hence, the traditional role of the pasto
ral in American aesthetics is that which is too large to 

be considered as an entity in itself, and which therefore 
is best referred to in the familiar terms of the sublime. 

Although by the mid-19th century Europe had more or 
less discarded the pastoral as an outmoded idiom, it 
persisted in American art and literature until the early 
years of the 20th 5 Not surprisingly, this period coincides 

with the winding down of the industrial Revolution and 

the beginning of the Age of Electricity, as well as with an 

increased pace of migration to America, and a feverish 
settlement of the West. In others words, whereas Europe 

was again experiencing the metaphoric shrinking of its 
own borders, America was deciding quite pragmatically 

to expand hers. But more importantly, this coincidence 
signals that the prolonged meditation on man's rela

tionship to nature, which constitutes the fundamental 

subject of the pastoral mode, seems to take place any

time that a fundamental restructuring occurs in terms 
of the relationship between American and Europe, or 
between any old (New) world and any new (Old) one. 

As economic, political and cultural commentators seem 

eager to point out, certain changes have taken place 
across the world in the past two or three years which 
could seriously after the nature of international relat1ons 
for a generation or more to come. Hence, if an awak

ened interest in the pastoral can be said to typify much 

recent work in the U.S. and Europe, the best place to 
look for the seeds of 1ts development is not m art theory, 

but in Europe's renewed self-image, and in America's 
self-imposed decline. 

If we attempt to join together the specific sets or pro
blems relating to separate European and American 
conceptions of the pastoral, what we are literally left with 

is the image of the garden. Again, on one side of the At

lantic, this motif exists most commonly as the superim

position of a rational order upon a fragment of land
scape, whereas on the other side it is most often used 

as a metaphor for abundance and bounty - a point in 
t1me and space where nature's plenitude spills over into 

man's waiting hands. In both cases, however, the gar
den serves to represent the process of man's attempts 
to make an abiding, utilitarian sense out of nature, 

which is by definition untamed. The reason it has begun 

to re-emerge as a motif in the art of the end of this cen
tury is that the garden has come to provide a concrete 

means for bracketing the lingUistic idea of nature 

between two entirely different orders of thought. 
One order of thought, which we may call historicist or 
empirical in its leanings, bel1eves (or wants to believe) 

fervently in the cult of the noble savage, in the trajectory 
of recorded history as the gradual but irrevocable de

cline of man as a species, and in nature as a proces

sion of facts fused together inseparably. The other order 
of thought, which is of more recent vintage than the first, 

sees the entire dichotomy of nature and culture as little 
more than a linguistic projection, with man and his 
accomplishments occupying much the same position 

within the existing order as the layers of geologic strata 
in the side of a mountain. For this second group, which 
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we might refer to as representing a simulationist, or 
more allegorical, perspective, a landscape is no more 
real than its representation within language, and any 

attempt to conceptually render man and his accom

plishments as being somehow separate from nature is 
doomed to perpetuate one's felt sense of alientation 
from the other. 

For many of the artists included here, the motif of the 

failed pastoral, which is probably the only means by 
which the garden can be dealt with as a signifier, seems 
to be a direct response to some of the changes which 

have affected the world order- although they have per
haps registered most acutely in terms of the changing 

fortunes of the U.S. -over the course of the last several 

years. The promise of American prosperity, whtle still in

tact, was greaty eroded during the 1980s by the U.S.'s 
willingness to bury itself in debt, just as the numbing 

force of Reagan-era ideology left the nation unprepared 
to cope flexibly with the end of the Cold War, and the 
breakup of the formerly Eastern Bloc nations. On the do

mestic front, the social devastation of AIDS has recently 

found its economic counterpart in the massive (up to 
U.S. $1 trillion) fraud carried out by the architects of the 

savings-and-loan debacle. Racism, homophobia, anti
abortion activism and censorship all seem to be work

ing together to propel the nation backwards in time, to a 
point in recent history (the mid-1950s) when fear and 
xenophobia triumphed soundly over truth, compassion 
and justice. 

Even a casual observer of the New York art scene in the 

1980s cannot have helped but observe that, far from 

groping its way through adversity in the way that new 
cultural expression has always done in America, the art 

world thrived on the economics of that decade to a 
degree that is probably unprecedented in the history of 
art and its patronage. From Julian Schnabel through 
Jeff Koons, to be new and different in American art in 

the 1980s was to become wildly famous and successful 
almost overnight, with waiting-lists of collectors and up

wardly spiraling prices becoming more the rule than the 
exception. Speculation in new art, which was accompa

nied by (or fueled by, depending on whom one asks) the 
unchecked acceleration of the auctions and other se
condary markets, was responsible in turn for the 

launching of hundreds of new galleries, and even an 
entirely new gallery neighborhood (the East Village), 

which flared up and then disappeared over the course 

of three or lour seasons. Although at least some of the 
problems inherent to this hyper-stimulated situation 

seem to have been apparent to observers as early as 
1983, it was not until a few years later that artists actually 
began using their art to comment upon the conditions 

under which the work itself was being bought and sold. 
Whereas much of this work seems to have been wrong

fully critiqued at the time as being too cynical or blase 

about its own exploitation, the fact remains that the 
carefully considered position of 'ambivalence' taken by 
many artists at the time reflects not so much the lack of 

a collective conscience on their part, but rather the ina-

I should have l1ked to l1ve 1n the age of real travel, when the 
spectacle on offer had not been blemished, contammated, 
confounded; then I could have seen Lahore not as I saw 11 but as 
it appeared to Bern1er, Tavernier, Manucc1. .. 
Claude Levi-Strauss, Tnstes tropiques. 

bility of theoretical aesthetics to deal w1th the realities of 

the social order which surrounds and supports the art
world, beyond critiquing the image which serves as the 
most effective representation of that order. 

Continuing along this line of thought, if post-modernism 
can be said to have grown out of the self-proclaimed 

failure of modernism to adapt and change with the 

times, then perhaps it can also be said of at least some 
of this new work that it has developed as a type of res
ponse to post-modernism's pre-determined limitations 

of subject matter and form. In this light, then, we can see 
that the inclination towards the pastoral occurs as a 

means of extending the scope of art's discourse beyond 
the attenuated existence of the image, past the nee

expressionist cult of the sell, and towards a range of 

perception and sensation which is best described as 
'engaged'. In other words, while this group of artists has 

chosen to confront social conditions and issues more 
directly, they do so by making use of the post-minimal

ist device of the 'site' - not, however, as an instrument 
to extend the solipsistic investigation of art's outer limits 

of signification (limits that have been traversed innu
merable times already tn the name of the 'avant-garde'), 

but rather to signify the existence of a tangible, complex 

world beyond the boundaries of the art gallery. 
II at first this work appears to be promoting a predomi
nantly holistic approach to filling the charged discurs;ve 

gap between nature and culture, it should be remem
bered that the motif we are working our way towards is 

not that of a ruined garden - despite the above refer

ence to the 'failed pastoral' as the pervasive mood sur
rounding the present-day reality of 'America' -, but a 

garden whose nature is inherently savage. In such an 
environment, anomy and entropy have begun to take 
hold of civilization's various mechanisms for self-control, 

reducing them to chaotic parodies of themselves. In 
fact, the very co-existence of brutality and beauty side 

by side in the savage garden suggests that the dialecti
cal structure of aesthetic thought appears to be restored 

in such an equation. Painted in the broadest of strokes, 

we can even say that such a formulation allows us to 
merge, if only fleetingly, the aesthetic concerns facing 
artists today with ethical ones. Clearly, it is work that re
flects the peculiar state of siege existing in American 

culture at the moment, in which it is no longer neces
sary to refer to certain kinds of art as 'political art' be

cause everything, in the final analysis, is political. And 

while it cannot be said of much of this work that if offers 
an easy way out from any of the specific problems that 
confront America and the rest of the world at the pres

ent transition point in history, its value as art can be 
found in the surprising frankness with which it tackles 

these problems head-on. The further merits of the sav
age garden as a theme, however, lie in its capacity for 

demonstrating that ecology and democracy are really 

simply two different names for the exact same thing. 


