“Visualizing” Carleton’s energy future

David Lefkowitz


How can a visual artist contribute to a conversation about “Carleton’s energy future?”  Two approaches come to mind immediately, each a representative of dueling paradigms of how art operates in society.

1.  For centuries artists have used traditional, conventional art strategies (printmaking , painting, and photography for example) to draw attention to important issues- communicating the problems, challenges and possible solutions to those in power as well as broader communities-

Goya’s series of prints on the disasters of war, or the dignity of the common laborer expressed in Diego Rivera’s murals are just two obvious examples. 


More to the point of the topic, consider the work of contemporary realist painter Rackstraw Downes, who paints beautiful, yet deadpan panoramas of waste treatment facilities, power plants, and other ostensibly unpicturesque features of the American landscape- features that we rely on to maintain our material prosperity, but choose not to see. 


Artists working in traditional media to picture the unseen and the unnoticed- revealing, “unearthing” the buried physical infrastructure or visualizing otherwise invisible abstract systems help raise awareness of the complexity of our relationship to the environment and the resources we extract from it.

2.  For the past hundred years or so, many artists have taken it upon themselves to chafe at the status quo- they see the task of art to challenge assumptions, first about what constitutes art, and later about nearly every aspect of contemporary society. 


In 1979 critic Rosalind Krauss identified in her essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” a tendency among artists of the 60’s and 70’s to assert as sculpture the most unlikely of phenomena – 

“narrow corridors with tv monitors at the ends, large photographs documenting country hikes, mirrors placed at strange angles in ordinary rooms, temporary lines cut into the floor of the desert.” 


 Thinking of art as a discipline whose focus is to question conventional boundaries naturally lends itself to the kind of interdisciplinary inquiry this workshop is designed to encourage.


One artist whose work in this mode seems particularly germane to the subject of energy is the earth artist Robert Smithson. Best known for the earthwork “Spiral Jetty,” Smithson considered all his activities part of his art: making sculpture, writing essays, delivering slide lectures about a rickety hotel in the Yucatan, taking pictures of abandoned industrial sites in New Jersey. What’s more, his work was all about making entropy-the ultimate dissipation of energy- visible. The spiral Jetty was intended to change and decay over time. Smithson saw the separation of human endeavor from nature as a false dichotomy, and did his utmost to reveal the relation between people and their environment right up to his untimely death in 1973 at 35.


Another approach that comes out of a reconsideration of the artist’s role in society is the notion of art as activism, sociopolitical consciousness raising, collective action and institutional critique.


Many artists of the past 50 years have pursued this strategy, and many have directly tied their practice to issues of resource use. German artist Joseph Beuys developed the concept of “Social Sculpture,” declaring that “Everyone is an artist,” and used his scrappy installations, “shamanistic” performances and mixed media multiples to promote environmental awareness. Mierel Laderman Ukeles engaged in a 20+ year project drawing attention to the value of the efforts of New York’s sanitation workers through a series of exhibitions and performances. 


A more recent example is the Chicago artist Dan Peterman, whose 2004 exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, “Plastic Economies” reflected his wide ranging art practice that encompasses recycling, community organizing, and a spirit of curiosity about the cycles of production and decay of the products of consumer culture.


This short list also reflects some of the artists who have inspired my own work, which often addresses the paradoxes of our culture’s attitude to the environment, including our use of natural resources. On the surface, this may seem tangential to the topic at hand, but I’m convinced these artists’ work  provide innovative models for approaches to considering “Carleton’s energy future.” 


If I can get organized, I will bring some visual examples to our workshop.

