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By Ralph Samuel Grossmann, Phd Student, EHESS Paris, Art historian and Fine Art photographer. The conference is held as part of the Seminar, "Diversity as a marker of the temporality of the city" -First Day, Paris, June 1 st 2016.

Robert Smithson is a key figure of the American artistic scene. Not only an artist he's also considered an art theorist, who wrote many texts about art regarded as an important complement to his artworks. We will not enter the details of his curriculum but focus our attention on the years 1967-68 when he developed a set of works devoted to urban exploration.

Considering the cultural situation of the United States in the late fifties, Smithson developed the idea that entropy had gained everywhere and could open new ways of making Art. The premise of his analysis lies in his observation of the American urban sprawl of the fifties where the repetition of similar housing solutions, alongside with the development of suburban malls, movie theatre, highways and roads led to what he described as an entropic landscape1 . Which one should understand as being very dissimilar, in terms of its components, to the concept of "non-lieu" (which could be translated to non-site) developed by the French Anthropologist Marc Augé, in the early nineties. 2 The similarity of concepts can be traced back to a similar type of urban landscape, which originates in the US and was later also developed in European suburban architecture, although to a lesser extent. Both the sociologist and the artist consider also the city within the sprawls of suburbia as interconnected. This is a critical point we will see and develop along the presentation.

Both Smithson and Augé understood the city as having been deeply transformed by places, spaces, situations where one is being in transit, held out from any dynamic action, almost in a form of surrender to the given situation. These "non-lieux" can be understood as all the spaces where the person is considered as in motion in a space emptied out of meaning, built only to conduct the body and the mind in given patterns, dispositions or necessities of the life in a big city. These places are for instance, airports, stations, malls, urban housing, connecting-traffic road systems.

Not only did Smithson recognize this phenomenon, he also connected this issue to Minimal Art, considering that such a background could explain why Minimal Art designed Artifacts, avoiding subjectivity, mainly void of expressive qualities, in order to reinforce the idea of their being present. This concept of actual presence of the artifact emphasized perception as the main part of an artwork. It reversed the paradigm of modernism, shifting the attention from the artwork towards the perception at play when one discovers the artwork.

Why is this relevant to the issue of Urban exploration ?

Because in the flow of its reflection on Art, Smithson, with other artists, insisted on the current reality as a key source of inspiration and used a set of concepts such as displacements, exploration, body motion, mapping and collecting to imagine new art forms. And this event took place with much similar concepts, in geography and history and other Liberal Arts with the situationists movement. Observing some of Smithson works are an interesting case study to understand to which extend his type of urban exploration differs from those of the Surrealists or from Walter Benjamin, for instance. So, let's go back to Smithson. His first productions relate to Minimal Art, as can be seen in this example. They translate the idea of objecthood and presence and are linked by the artist to a set of science-fiction books and architectures and to the concept of entropy. Entropy manifests itself, according to Smithson, in the urban sprawl or in the invasion of printed matters in the daily life. This deconstructive force being an inspiration to Art as well as a new situation in which people have to live. 3 In his point of view the notion of monumentality is central: because Minimal Art has raised again the attention towards the shape of a form and the feeling of void associated to it, both aesthetic qualities that Smithson associates with monumentality. The next step in his exploration of the concept of entropy was to explore sites outside big cities both to expand the field of what could be Art, and to translate the Zeitgeist into his production. Known as Non-Sites a set of works of the years 1967-1968, are based on site-seeing. But unlike the common tourist who visits the monuments of importance, the sites discovered by Smithson are dumps, wreckage sites, abandoned airfields, etc. In these very accessible works, the non-site is presented under two forms : its map and a collection of items found there, usually absolutely useless material. The radicality of the gesture is difficult to understand to us, because Contemporary Art has constantly played with such transgressions since. Nevertheless, in a simple yet radical manner, Smithson, creates with these artworks, (called Earth Works as a generic title) a new form of representation of nature. The action of collecting items on a site can be directly linked to geologists or scientific explorers. Yet, the collected items and the chosen sites do not fit into the category of « scientifically relevant material or sites ». On the contrary they are unseen places, underestimated, bordering spaces of the city or unexploitable natural resources. In both cases their importance is absolutely minimal. By putting the accent on these sites, visiting them and collecting material there, the work underlines the importance of the action to do so, for itself, as well as the importance of such places in a greater scheme of things. In this last sense, one can see the relation to both scientific exploration and to the tradition of urban exploration, as progressively constructed from the Grand Tour to Walter Benjamin, around the notion of random or organized exploration of a given set of reality.

Smithson envisions his Non-Sites works as embodying a specific form of actuality, a presence that lasts in the shape given to the artform, by comparison to the experience on site. He has written many texts about the relationships between the site and the Non-site (the artwork). In them he underlines that both aspects of a reality are seen as two polarities bearing relations to each other. One being the source of the other, but also by means of displacement being somehow informing us about its source. The complex aesthetic criteria here at play exceed the present conference and we can't discuss this aspect here.

More important for our thoughts today is to underline, that all these non-sites have been explored in a similar way and represented in the gallery space under a similar pattern : by means of a container, the collected material in the form of rocks, earth, soil, and by a companion map of the 3 Robert Smithson, "Entropy and the New Monuments", Artforum, June 1966, p.66-72.

existing site. The work can therefore be understood as a geological survey, as well an archeology of the contemporary city.

If we replace these works in the lineage of city exploration such as these of Walter Benjamin or the Surrealists around André Breton or these made by the Situationists, which occurred during the lifetime of Robert Smithson, one can understand the gap. Smithson's Nonsites don't show any monument, they don't collect human artifacts, but stones and broken concrete rubbish, the work is only here to manifest in an ironical way how the city produces entropy (in particular Non-site « line of wreckage », Bayonne, New Jersey). On the contrary to former explorers of the city, who insisted and collected aspects of the urban, its shapes, its artefacts, its monuments and its history, as well as the experience within its layered landscape, Smithson insists upon entropy, as some sort of hidden side of the city.

In the same time frame, he reinforces this statement by using the term Earthwork in two dissimilar contexts. Quoting Earthworks, the title of a novel by Brian Aldiss, he discusses the possible meaning of the word in an important text published in Artforum in December 1967: The Monuments of Passaic. The text can be understood as some sort of a prequel to the title for his first Nonsite, which he actually realizes from January 1968 on, and will be presented in his exhibition at the Dwan Gallery, in March 1968 under the title "A non-site (Indoor Earthwork)4 ". The published text is a parody of exploration or travel narrative and describes the discovery of a set of Monuments all located in the outside of the suburban town of Passaic (hometown of Smithson in New Jersey). The idea to announce his upcoming exhibition in a publication by using a similar word in the text and concurrently in the title relates again to the entropic principle: it multiplies the informational signs and layers the meaning of the term to avoid a simple definition.

Initially Smithson had in mind to produce the Monuments of Passaic for the Gallery space, the entire piece is composed of 24 images of different « monuments », all are the elements of suburban industrial landscape found along the Passaic River. Visitors of the show would have been invited to follow a guided tour by the artist, starting in a bus and going towards this forgotten land, just outside New York City. But this part of the work only happened for a small group of friends of the artist and wasn't carried on for real. Therefore, the work exists under two forms: a published text with images and a photographic show. Under both aspects, the "represented monuments" are underestimated, overlooked parts of an urban environment. By describing the travel through the suburbs to the industrial landscape in Passaic, Smithson initiates in fact a new theme in Art : the exploration of debris, leftover land, forgotten spaces. Urban planner, as well as archeologists or historians have been keen to exploit, visit or study such neighboring spaces of the city to better understand, and / or, to define the patterns of organization within an urban area. But Smithson is one of the first artists to explicitly represent such an area as being interesting. Unlike, for instance, pictures by Eugene Atget of the Park of Sceaux (France), taken in the early 1920's, which show this historical monument in a state of actual decay, the monuments of Passaic are transitory elements of urbanism, and have in fact disappeared, to the exception of the bridge, replaced by a concrete bridge. The singular side of Smithson's work is to have not only taken the pictures but also to have described and explained every monument with a text. In this sense, he did what Kevin Lynch suggests in his book American

The image of the city, published in 1960 : « it is to every citizen to inform his environment with information and connections. So it can become a distinct and remarkable space.5 » In an interesting way, by exploring an insignificant part of the city, the artist underlines the importance of the contextualization and of the information in the representation of a monument. The visible shape is only one aspect of this representation, the written information being another. The link to the practice of history or archeology becomes obvious. The industrial landscape of Passaic, from vernacular becomes patrimonial. For two reasons: because of the actual destruction of the so-called monuments, the artwork remains and becomes a collection of souvenirs showing the destroyed scenery; because the text written by Smithson elaborates for each monument a singular commentary it enhances its relevance. He does not only describe his subjective experience about the monuments but also ascribes them to take place in a landscape that he describes in the form of travel literature. We see the connection with the topic of our seminar. The city produces not only meaning within its limits but also within the limits of its territory, be it a territory as space or a territory as time. Every item in the urban fabric can become important, shifting from vernacular to patrimonial in accordance to a changing cultural context.

[Here we read the text of Smithson6 and translate it simultaneously in French]

In the early 1990's, the collective Stalker7 , a group of Italian urban planners, architects and artists, has reaffirmed the importance of Robert Smithson by introducing in their creative practice a set of actions inspired by Smithson's reflections on the non-sites, as well as Marc Augé's « non-lieux ». The basic idea was to question the issue of walking within a city and outside it. The practice of walking is viewed by this collective as being able to inform urban planners about new ways to organize the urban space, be it patrimonial, urban or suburban. By specifically aiming the unconstructed areas in and around cities, the collective has remarkably influenced urban planning, as well as history in particular by enabling a better understanding of the issue of pedestrian exploration and motion within urban and suburban areas.

Insisting in their work on the issue of crossing, crossing a space, a leftover land, crossing a railroad, a fence, the collective has been able to underline the growing uncertainty of actually walking around the city. It enabled urban planner to better focus on the concept of fluidity in their urban design and contributed for instance to a revival of urban restoration of abandoned railroads, tunnels and such unused pieces of land. The Coulée verte (Green Path) in the suburbs of Paris, between Paris and Massy-Palaiseau initiated in the early 2000's and partially inaugurated in 2004 (achieved in 2008) is a example of such a novel use of abandoned territories to reconnect the city center with distant suburbs with a pedestrian and bicycle road. The unused land was reclaimed and organized in a way to bridge various neighborhoods and constitutes an interesting example of how the limits of different territories can become, instead of limits, a new situation for motion and exchanges between various suburbs. Identically the Parc du plateau we are about to visit later today, connects in a very successful way Montreuil and Bagnolet and tends to ameliorate the pedestrian connection between the two cities in a successful way. Although this garden is of course the design of a landscape architect, the groundbreaking research of Stalker was so influential, that it can be seen as a possible a source of inspiration for most urban parks since the mid-nineties. Stalker has notably influenced the practices of urban planning and landscape gardening by emphasizing the experience of walking through the territory.

Similarly, some of the efforts of the group to better understand the experience of walking in and around the city proved useful and suggested an explanation to one peculiar historical mystery. Francesco Carreri, one of the group main figures, proposed to read megalith stones, present in many areas in Europe from Italy to the England, France or Switzerland, as possible markers within a territory of ancient roads. If only an intuition, some aspects of the statement were positively accepted by archeologists. It shows again how History, art history and human sciences can interact when dealing with the issue of the territory or the landscape. What seemed to be only a forgotten fragment, a patrimonial monument, the standing stone, might have actually been a mere utilitarian artefact for practical purpose in historical time. Through the reenactment of an experience, through the creative practice and the observation of given situations, outside the usual pattern or outside the hierarchy of patrimonial importance, the collective Stalker initiated an important methodological renewal. If this renewal concerned mainly urban planning, it was also interesting in terms of archeological understanding and could be inspirational to other practices in the human sciences.

The theme of our two days conference about the territory, the history, the social diversity and the issue of markers in space, and in time, can also be seen as part of a renewal of methodology. In this bigger scheme of things, Stalker as well as Robert Smithson initiated interesting ways to observe the landscape as part of an environment and to link history, space and information (both in theory and in experience) in a constructive way. Their urban explorations opened a fundamental change: the territory or the landscape is no more seen as being self-relevant but considered in connection with its surrounding environment. Making the limits of this territory not the end of it, but also a specific area to study and observe in order to achieve a better understanding of its reality as a complete landscape, inhabited by social practices and history.

Link to the Seminar program: https://ishaparis.tumblr.com/
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