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The category of “contemporary art” is not a new one. What is new is the
sense that, in its very heterogeneity, much present practice seems to float free of
historical determination, conceptual definition, and critical judgment. Such
paradigms as “the neo-avant-garde” and “postmodernism,” which once oriented
some art and theory, have run into the sand, and, arguably, no models of much
explanatory reach or intellectual force have risen in their stead. At the same
time, perhaps paradoxically, “contemporary art” has become an institutional
object in its own right: in the academic world there are professorships and pro-
grams, and in the museum world departments and institutions, all devoted to
the subject, and most tend to treat it as apart not only from prewar practice but
from most postwar practice as well. 

Is this floating-free real or imagined? A merely local perception? A simple
effect of the end-of-grand-narratives? If it is real, how can we specify some of its
principal causes, that is, beyond general reference to “the market” and “global-
ization”? Or is it indeed a direct outcome of a neoliberal economy, one that,
moreover, is now in crisis? What are some of its salient consequences for artists,
critics, curators, and historians—for their formation and their practice alike?
Are there collateral effects in other fields of art history? Are there instructive
analogies to be drawn from the situation in other arts and disciplines? Finally,
are there benefits to this apparent lightness of being? 

—Hal Foster for the Editors

Questionnaire on
“The Contemporary”*

* This questionnaire was sent to approximately seventy critics and curators, based in the United
States and Europe, who are identified with this field. Two notes: the questions, as formulated, were felt
to be specific to these regions; and very few curators responded.

 



My response to this questionnaire involves several points of overlapping ref-
erence. One is pedagogical, and relates to my experience as an instructor of
requisite seminars on contemporary art at various art schools in the United States.
Another is topical, and pertains to my own work concerning discourses of ecologi-
cal sustainability in U.S. art over the past three decades. These points are linked
by the problematic of contemporaneity, understood in terms of the simultaneous
holding-up and handing-down of legacies between past, present, and future gen-
erations in light of Jacques Derrida’s caveat that “if the readability of a legacy were
given, natural, univocal, transparent, if it did not at once call for and defy inter-
pretation, we would never have anything to inherit from it.”2

I believe it is necessary to approach the institutionalization of contemporary
art in terms of what Derrida called “affirmative deconstruction”: “affirmative in a
way that is not simply positive, not simply conservative, not simply as a way of
repeating the given institution. I think that the life of an institution implies that
we are able to criticize, to transform, to open the institution to its own future.”3

Such a deconstructive approach to the contemporary would involve several analyt-
ical imperatives that are signaled in the questionnaire itself.

The first of these imperatives is sociological, and requires that we attend as
closely as possible to the vectors of economic, political, and cultural power mark-
ing contemporary art in its various institutionalizations across the globe. To use
Bruno Latour’s terms, contemporary art thus appears as a kind of “quasi-object”
constituted by a complex network of actors—artists, critics, historians, curators,
grant-writers, journalists, collectors, arts administrators, governmental agencies,
non-governmental organizations, universities, private donor foundations, audi-
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Without this non-contemporaneity with itself
of the living present . . . without this responsi-

bility and this respect for justice concerning
those who are not there, of those who are no

longer or those who are not yet present and liv-
ing, what sense would there be to ask the

question “where?” “where tomorrow?”
“whither?”

—Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx1

1. Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New
International (New York: Routledge, 1994), xix. 
2. Ibid., p. 16. 
3. Jacques Derrida, “The Villanova Roundtable: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida,” in
Deconstruction in a Nutshell, ed. John Caputo (New York: Fordham, 1997), pp. 5–6. 



ence members, and indeed art works themselves—all making claims on the limits
and criteria of the arena in question with varying degrees of influence, prestige,
and outright control. The multiple institutionalizations of contemporary art
entail new modes of affiliation, possibility, and complicity for artistic, critical, and
pedagogical activity. Without disregarding the importance of macrosystemic cri-
tiques, I believe that assessing the entanglements of contemporary art must be a
matter of site-specific and tactically-oriented reading rather than blanket celebra-
tion or denunciation. This means refusing to reduce contemporary art to a
flavor-of-the-month novelty either as peddled by art-market boosters, on the one
hand, or as preemptively dismissed by guardians of art-historical authority on the
other. Following the example of Okwui Enwezor, the increasingly transnational
scope of contemporary art in discursive, institutional, and economic terms needs
to be recognized as a productive intellectual challenge to entrenched critical posi-
tions, requiring the latter to engage artistic practice in light of the antagonisms of
what Enwezor has called the “postcolonial constellation”—an ongoing world-his-
torical conjuncture marked not only by the crises of post–Cold War neoliberalism
and post-9/11 militarism, but also the multifarious modes of democratic politics
that have emerged in resistance thereto.4

Enwezor’s project as a writer and curator opens onto a philosophical ques-
tion concerning the structure of contemporaneity itself. Without failing to
appreciate the refreshingly non-melancholic enthusiasm of Antonio Negri when
he writes that “contemporaneity is the only way to express the eternal will to resis-
tance and freedom,” it is crucial to reflect on the enigma of what it would mean to
belong to or share “the present” with others who are not present to us, those who
are dispersed in time, space, and discourse, and resist being joined together
under the sign of the here-and-now.5 This would involve a never-ending negotia-
tion between discontinuously inherited historical traditions, on the one hand,
and those unforeseeable events of artistic production and critical writing that are
always already exceeding our capacity to read or judge them (even as such events
are inevitably marked—with varying degrees of self-consciousness and historical
ambition-—by the very frames they exceed), on the other. 

What does this mean for the pedagogical and institutional task of imparting
knowledge of contemporary art to young artists-in-formation? A seminar lasts
fourteen weeks: when and where is one to start and stop? Is Richard Serra a “con-
temporary artist”? Martha Rosler? Gerhard Richter? Fred Wilson? Mary Kelly?
Robert Ryman? How does the ongoing production of such canonized “living
artists” replicate, respond to, or complicate the critical-historical frameworks into

4. Okwui Enwezor, “The Postcolonial Constellation: Contemporary Art in a State of Permanent
Transition,” in Antinomies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneity, ed. Condee,
Enwezor, and Smith (Durham: Duke, 2008), pp. 207–34. Following Enwezor’s lead, I explore these
problems in the post-9/11 work of the Pakistani artist Alia Hasan-Khan in “Suspicious Packages,”
October 117 (Summer 2006), pp. 109–21.
5. Antonio Negri, “Contemporaneity Between Modernity and Postmodernity,” in Antinomies of Art
and Culture, p. 29.
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which their masterworks have often been fossilized? How have younger artists in
various parts of the world taken up, elaborated, reinvented, or rejected such lega-
cies? How has the work of new generations of art historians rediscovered or
refracted the problems at stake in these legacies? The very impossibility of answer-
ing these urgent questions in an absolute way suggests the productive possibilities
for art, criticism, and education of affirming the challenge of contemporaneity. 

In considering these questions in pedagogical terms, I have found myself
torn between two extremes. Addressing students whose level of art-historical
knowledge is often uneven at best, a traditionalist impulse demands that we begin
contemporary art as far back as Robert Morris. But then why not Malevich, or
Manet for that matter? On the other extreme, I often imagine a kind of pedagogi-
cal fable in which the syllabus would be entirely empty, a calendrical grid of
weekly blanks waiting to be filled by whatever event, exhibition, or review comes
to pass over the course of the class. 

Obviously, neither of these is viable in and of itself; however, without uncriti-
cally acquiescing to the authority of a single publication, I believe that these poles
have been mediated in a very productive fashion in the month-by-month features,
profiles, columns, and reviews of Artforum over the past few years. The impressive
levels of historical awareness, theoretical rigor, political concern, interdisciplinary
expansiveness, and, to some extent, geographical diversity evident in the maga-
zine have at once reflected and helped to construct the contemporary artistic field
along the lines of a highly productive pluralism.

I use this last term advisedly. In a 1982 essay titled “Against Pluralism” that
anticipates the concerns of the current questionnaire, Hal Foster diagnosed plu-
ralism as a form of Marcusean “repressive tolerance” legitimizing a superficially
liberated anything-goes relativism that in fact functioned to neutralize the claims
of the previous two decades of art and criticism.6 While heeding Foster’s admon-
ishment, I think that the principle of pluralism should be reassessed in light of
Chantal Mouffe’s notion of “agonistic pluralism,” which sustains a multiplicity of
voices and claims concerning the limits and organization of the polity.7 Mouffe
convincingly disarticulates the liberal principle of pluralism from market-funda-
mentalist ideologies of consumer-choice, calling instead for the democratic
articulation of positions that may enter into various forms of alliance, coalition,
debate, and supplementation, without ever assuming an ideal of consensus—
including an indifferent consensus of no-consensus. Crucially, she brings into this
equation a revisionist reading of Carl Schmitt in which the identification of com-
mon enemies becomes an essential feature of the political. Transposing this
model of agonic pluralism to the contemporary artistic field, advocates of a tacti-
cal media group such as the Yes Men, for instance, might find common cause with

6. Hal Foster, “Against Pluralism,” (1982) in Recodings: Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics (Bay Press,
1985), pp. 13–32.
7. Chantal Mouffe, “Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic Pluralism?,” Social Research 66 (1999).
Also see Rosalyn Deutsche, Branden Joseph, and Thomas Keenan, “Every Form of Art Has a Political
Dimension: An Interview with Chantal Mouffe,” Grey Room 2 (Summer 2001).
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supporters of an exemplary navigator of the “post-medium condition,” such as
William Kentridge in drawing a friend/enemy distinction vis-à-vis such contempo-
rary phenomena as the ghoulish neo-neo-expressionism of Marlene Dumas, the
decorative design-confections of Ryan McGinness, the unapologetic fashion-
shoots of Vanessa Beecroft, the masochistic mannerism of Lisa Yuskavage, the
small-time Wagnerianism of Matthew Barney, the crypto-Victorian nudist tableaux
of Spencer Tunick, the deluxe functionalism of Andrea Zittel, the eco-idealist pas-
toralism of Andy Goldsworthy, the cynical market manipulations of Damien Hirst,
or the Urban Outfitters-cum-Deitch Projects brand of pseudo-Situationist “graffiti
art” associated with Banksy (to cite only a few of the “favorite contemporary
artists” that have routinely appeared on the top-ten list that I require of my stu-
dents on the first day of class).8

Crucially, the co-occupants of the “friend” camp—a rich spectrum of curato-
rial and critical voices whose extremes would be defined by Rosalind Krauss on
one end and Nato Thompson on the other—would not identify with a unitary art-
historical narrative or critical criterion, and would have plenty to argue about in
ways that would echo the classical Adorno/Benjamin debates of the 1930s con-
cerning semi-autonomy and cultural-political activism. But, in Mouffe’s terms, this
would be an agonic debate in which the positions would respect and appreciate
one another while posing interrogative questions about the interpretation of
shared terms, such as the neo-avant-garde or postmodernism. The “enemy” would
be those tendencies that a) pretend such developments never happened at all; b)
treat the latter as so many forms of stifling intellectual orthodoxy to be trans-
gressed in the name of insouciant hedonism, spiritual transcendence, neo-Gothic
nihilism, countercultural nostalgia, or apathetic hipsterism; c) recycle (neo)
avant-garde terms such as the readymade object, the performative event, the mini-
malist modular series, or the appropriated “picture” as so much stylistic pastiche
rather than a historically-laden problem-set (determining the criteria for the lat-
ter distinction is obviously a matter of endless critical debate).

Over the past decade, such tendencies have been relatively marginalized by the
increasing prominence of October-related discourse in the academic, critical,
museum, and, to some extent, commercial worlds. While such developments are of
course welcome, they change the stakes for young artists-in-formation, repositioning
figures such as Kruger, Serra, Smithson, Matta-Clark, Wiener, Wall, Ruscha, Wilson,
Gonzalez-Torres, Prince, Holzer, and Nauman (to cite just a few neo-avant-garde and
postmodernist figures granted major U.S. museum retrospectives and Venice

8. Admittedly, this litany is composed of sitting ducks who are indifferent to serious critical dis-
course; a more challenging list of figures that would not map easily onto such a friend/enemy logic
would include those inventively engaged with particular art-historical or formal problem-sets but who
fail to open the latter in a convincing way onto a socio-political register, however subtly concieved
one’s criteria. Here I have in mind figures such as Olafur Elliason or Pierre Hughye, who are undeni-
ably significant artists but who often receive a free if not celebratory pass from critics—a situation that
can prove highly productive as a case-study in the pedagogical arena.



Biennale representation in recent years) from transgressors of a villainous status quo
to a venerable canon of ancestors to be worked through in (hopefully) unexpected
and inventive ways.

In a recent article that echoes the Mouffeian sense of agonic pluralism out-
lined above, Foster has suggested that criticism needs to develop a series of
“situated stories” that can make forceful, historically informed claims on contem-
porary practice without the authoritative pretensions of a single grand recit.9

Beginning with a consideration of the sociological, philosophical, and insti-
tutional conundrums of contemporary art as a category, the primary “situated
story” that I teach is that contemporary art begins with the advent of “critical”—as
opposed to “reactionary”—postmodernism. Proceeding with Gregg Bordowitz’s
contribution to the 2003 issue of Artforum devoted to the legacies of the 1980s,
“My Postmodernism,” I frame critical postmodernism not as a vague cultural
Zeitgeist, an ideological symptom of late capitalism, or a finite art-historical
period, but rather as a broad-ranging and ongoing elaboration of neo-avant-garde
concerns with language, authorship, art-as-institution, democratic public space,
historical memory, and especially the problematization of subjectivity in ethical
and political terms as theorized by figures such as Craig Owens, Rosalyn Deutsche,
and Douglas Crimp.10 The exemplary figure in my story is Gonzalez-Torres, inso-
far as he productively suspended his practice between the expanded networks of
democratic cultural-political activism pursued by Group Material, on the one
hand, and a highly self-reflexive working-through of the art-historical legacies of
post-Minimalism on the other, resulting in rigorously abstract, affectively charged,
and historically open-ended counter-memorial works such as his candy spills and
paper stacks. 

Insisting on the importance of this tension between “horizontal” and “verti-
cal” axes of critical interpretation, I then move my students through October-based
accounts of site-specificity, relational aesthetics, and neo-situationism before
drawing their attention to several strands of contemporary art that, contrary to
any anxiety about “floating free [from] historical determination,” as the editors
put it in the current questionaire, have been explicitly preoccupied with questions
of history and memory on both artistic and socio-political registers. Here we
might consider the “archival impulse” evident in works by artists ranging from
Tacita Dean, Walid Raad, Oscar Tuazon, and Speculative Archive; the model of
what Mark Godfrey has described as the “artist as historian” adopted by Matthew
Buckingham, Kara Walker, Anri Sala, Otolith Group, Emily Jacir, and Andrea
Geyer; and the emergent performance-based subgenre of counter-historical reen-
actment as surveyed in Nato Thompson’s Ahistoric Occasion: Artists Making History.
Among the most compelling example of the latter is Sharon Hayes’s In the Near

9. Hal Foster, “The Funeral Is for the Wrong Corpse,” in Design and Crime (New York: Verso, 2002),
pp. 128–29.
10. Gregg Bordowitz, “My Postmodernism,” Artforum 41, no. 71 (March 2003), pp. 226–29, 273–74.
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Future, an analogue slide-show of photographed performances in which the artist
uses her “own” overdetermined white, female body to anachronistically re-stage in
contemporary urban spaces protest signage pertaining to historical U.S. social
movements ranging from early labor unions to the civil rights and feminist move-
ment s to ACT UP—a form of what Rosalyn Deut sche has called
“transgenerational haunting” that explores the affective bases of polit ical
(dis)identification across time and space, unsettling without diminishing the
urgency of activist claims on the “now.”11

Cutting across these various archival and historical concerns is the relatively
under-theorized genre of the experimental documentary essay-film in the vein of
figures such as Chris Marker, Chantal Ackerman, and Harun Farocki. Exemplary
in this regard would be the work of Ayreen Anastas, whose video Pasolini Pa*
Palestine (2005) combines neo-Dada language poetry, Situationist dérive, and
Brechtian cinematic techniques such as the hyper-extended still-shot and the dia-
logical voice-over in retracing the itinerary of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s site-visit to the
West Bank in search of an “authentic” biblical landscape for his Gospel According to
St. Matthew (1964). An eloquent meditation on the question of inheritance in
both art-historical and geopolit ical terms, Anastas’s video interrogates the
Orientalist-—and Christo-centric—gaze of “papa” Pasolini while obliquely affirm-
ing his desire to locate a messianic potentiality in the subaltern populations of
what is now the post-1967 Occupied Territories. 

Anastas’s insistence that the video constitutes a “map” of contemporary
Israeli apartheid opens onto another strand of recent practice defined by Nato
Thompson as “experimental geography,” which encompasses projects such as
Anastas’s own Camp Campaign, as well as artists and architects like Trevor Paglen,
Center for Land Use Interpretation, Lize Mogel, Spurse, Ashley Hunt, Sarai,
Laura Kurgan, Center for Urban Pedagogy and Eyal Weizman.12

Operating at the intersection of left-liberal art-world platforms (Creative
Time, Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, 16 Beaver Group, Storefront for Art
and Architecture, the Whitney Independent Study Program, certain curatorial
capillaries at the Whitney, the New Museum, the Queens Museum, and the
International Center for Photography), interdisciplinary academic initiatives (the
Center for Advanced Visual Studies at MIT, the Vera List Center for Art and
Politics at the New School, the Spatial Information Design Lab at Columbia, the
Bard College Human Rights Project, the Research Architecture program at
Goldsmiths in London), and a wide array of non-governmental foundations and

11. Rosalyn Deutsche, Aruna D’Souza, Miwon Kwon, Ulrike Müller, and Senam Okudzeto,
“Feminist Time: A Conversation,” Grey Room 31 (Spring 2008), pp. 56–57. Drawing on the work of Julia
Bryan-Wilson and Ben Young, I read Hayes’s work in term of the “haunting” of the present by the polit-
ical and art ist ic legacies of the 1980s—especially Group Mater ial’s Democracy project—in
“Contemporary Art and the Legacies of Democracy,” in A Guide to Democracy in America, Nato
Thompson, ed. (New York: Creative Time, 2008), pp. 26–27. 
12. See Nato Thompson, Experimental Geography (Brooklyn: Melville House, 2008), and T. J. Demos’s
discussion of Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri’s collaborative work in “Means without End: Camp
Campaign,” October 126 (Fall 2008), p. 13.
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act iv ist organizat ions (the Open Societ y Inst itute, Witness, Center for
Constitutional Rights, B’Tselem), such practices require multiple frames of refer-
ence in forming a judgment as to their aesthetic quality and political efficacy. 

While formal and art-historical concerns are often downplayed, if not dis-
avowed altogether, in discussions of such practices, the latter in fact evidence
highly self-conscious critical dialogues with prior artistic legacies. Among the most
striking art-historical reiterations in this regard is the use by Eyal Weizman,
Alessandro Petti, and Sandi Hilal of Gordon Matta-Clark’s subtractive procedures
of “cutting and splitting” in a proposal to transform evacuated Israeli suburban
homes in Gaza into a physically open-ended network of Palestinian civic infra-
structure that would make productive re-use of the remains of Israel’s ongoing
“civilian occupation.” 

Insisting on the art-historical dimensions of such work is both of a matter
of respectful fidelity to the formal and conceptual singularity of the artworks in
question—which are all too often reduced to their putative political content—as
well as a way of probing both the unforeseen possibilities and, in some cases,
debilitating problems of particular legacies as they are mobilized with varying
degrees of self-consciousness in contemporary practices claiming the mantle of
“social engagement.”

This has proven to be an important question in my own work on environ-
mentalism in contemporary art, a starting point of which has been to investigate
the micro-canon of so-called “eco-art” that has been rehearsed in a largely
uncritical fashion in numerous anthologies, exhibitions, and catalogues over
the past decade and a half. Harnessing together figures as heterogeneous as
Robert Smithson, Richard Long, Helen and Newton Harrison, Hans Haacke,
Joseph Beuys, and Andy Goldsworthy on the basis of a supposedly common
ethos of ecological concern, the purveyors of this micro-canon have both
ignored the radical divergences between such figures and failed to interrogate
the self-evident goodness of ecological discourse, whether the latter is under-
stood in terms of spiritual communion with an idealized nature, technocratic
resource-management, or some ideological synthesis thereof. 

Especially troubling in this regard is the adulatory tone often adopted with
regard to Beuys, whose 7,000 Oaks tree-planting project for Documenta 7 (1982)
is routinely held up as an exemplification of socio-ecological responsibility, with-
out attending to the organicist model of post-political “operative community”
professed by the artist in his visionary quest to provide an Energy Plan for Western
Man. Beuys plays a starring role, for instance, in a recent catalogue essay by Victor
Margolin entitled “Reflections on Art and Sustainability” (2005), which draws on
the official definition of the term established by the United Nations Commission
for Environment and Development in its report Our Common Future (1987): “devel-
opment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs.”13

13. Victor Margolin, “Reflections on Art and Sustainability,” in Beyond Green: Towards a Sustainable
Art, ed. Stephanie Smith (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, 2005),  p. 21.
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In recent years, sustainability has become a kind of categorical imperative
for a range of writers, artists, designers, curators, and institutional administrators
in the United States and beyond who aspire to partake of the heightened visibility
and cultural legitimacy of environmental concerns catalyzed by Al Gore’s docu-
mentary An Inconvenient Truth (2006), as well as the avowed commitment by the
Obama administration to address the global climate-change crisis. 

Many leftist critics have cast a jaundiced eye on discourses of sustainability,
charging that they amount to little more than a form of neoliberal “greenwashing”
that in fact obfuscates the ongoing reality of capitalist environmental destruction
while encouraging a narrowly voluntarist paradigm of consumer-citizenship in
which design, branding, and lifestyle displace properly political analyses and
demands. While such critiques are indispensable, they risk forfeiting the produc-
t ive inst abilit y and contestedness of sust ainabilit y as a pr inciple of
intergenerational exchange that might be articulated with historical concerns as
much as with future-oriented appeals to the rights of generations to come. 

Along with the artist Matthew Friday (a member of the Spurse collective), I
am currently working to enact such a détournement of sustainability in the institu-
tional context of the School of Art at Ohio University (OU). OU is a large public
school situated in the Appalachian region of southeastern Ohio that has recently
instituted an Office of Sustainability, the mandate of which is to make the univer-
sity itself an exemplary practitioner of both carbon emissions-reduction and public
environmental consciousness-raising. What can the School of Art contribute to such
an encouraging—but inevitably limited and problematic—campus-wide initiative? 

In our current graduate seminar “Entangled Citizens: Site-Specific Art, Critical
Regionalism, and Political Ecology,” Friday and I have taken as one of our founda-
tional texts an October essay from 1980 by Robert Morris entitled “Art as/and Land
Reclamation” that begins with the following quotation attributed to an “anonymous
strip miner”: “Maybe only God can make a tree, but only that shovel, Big Muskie, can
make a hole like this.” Big Muskie was, during its lifetime (1969–1991), the largest
“giant earth-moving machine” (GEM) in the world, displacing millions of tons of top-
soil in its tapping of a highly productive coal vein several miles outside OU that has
suffered from the exhaustion of its resource deposits over the past two decades.
Friday and I have required our students to undertake a collaborative research/exhi-
bition project that will address the politico-ecological conditions of the region in
terms of the entanglement of local economies, national policies, and the planetary
climate system. While situating our work in terms of a radically expanded field
encompassing the voices of activists, administrators, historians, and everyday citizens
both on and off-campus, we have stressed to our students that the environmental
conditions of our region have an irreducibly aesthetic and indeed art-historical
dimension, as the mining industry has shaped, marked, and contaminated the local
landscape over the past century into a remarkable series of unintentional earthworks
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that span the whole spectrum of processes, procedures, and morphologies as out-
lined by Smithson in his early essays on what he called “land as a medium”: holes,
borings, cuts, trenches, ponds, canals, quarries, shafts, mounds, heaps, spills, excava-
tions, and craters (not to mention the invisible trace-effects of mining operations in
the atmospheric conditions, water-supplies, and organic tissues of local populations).
Indeed, in the final years of his life, Smithson was explicitly interested in the OU
region as an exemplary “dialectical landscape,” remarking that the “man-made
desert” on which Olmstead constructed Central Park “reminds me of the strip-min-
ing regions I saw last year in South-Eastern Ohio.”14 Smithson’s trips to Ohio gave rise
to one of his final art works—King Kong Meets the Gem of Egypt—a kind of pop-surreal-
ist collage referring to a mining operation in Ohio’s Egypt Valley that suggests his
ambivalent desire to engage the material and psychic aftermath of monstrous-cum-
monumental large-scale environmental destruction. 

Smithson’s late proposals to Ohio mining companies shadow Morris’s 1980 arti-
cle, which, drawing on Hans Mangus Enzenberger’s remarkable New Left Review essay
“Critique of Political Ecology” (1974), meditates dialectically on the possibility that
art concerned with ecological remediation could very well become an aestheticizing
alibi for the very capitalist forces it would claim to critique. Following Enzenberger,
Morris suggests that ecology should indeed be an urgent concern of artists, but only
on the condition that they acknowledge the uneven interpenetration of cultural pro-
duction with capitalist political economy, technoscience, and ecological systems,
which would mean abandoning certain well-established tropes of traditional environ-
mentalism: “the notorious ‘pollution of the earth’. . . is misleading insofar as it
presupposes a ‘clean’ world. This has naturally never existed and is moreover ecologi-
cally neither conceivable nor desirable.”15

Blasting this citation out of the academic archive of JSTOR, Friday and I have
presented it to our students in terms of the following imperative: any “ecological
art” worthy of the name would need to acknowledge the originary contamination of
ecology by traces of death, loss, and injustice endemic to the history of capitalism
itself. In other words, the oikos (“household”) of ecology would need to be
rethought in terms of what I have called “haunted housing”—an axiom that opens
onto questions of uneven development, public health, and human rights that
exceed the complacent “green” ideals often put forth by artists and critics profess-
ing an interest in sustainability.16

Mired in the ruins of twentieth-century fossil-fuel capitalism and its devastating
consequences at local and global scales—from the blackened lungs of mineworkers
to the melting of indigenous people’s life-support systems in the Arctic—it is per-
haps no coincidence that the OU region is frequently cited as being among the
“most haunted places in America” and marketed as such by local municipalities

14. Robert Smithson, “Frederick Law Olmstead and the Dialectical Landscape,” in Robert Smithson: The
Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996), p. 158.
15. Robert Morris, “Art as/and Land Reclamation,” October 12 (Spring, 1980), p. 94. 
16. Yates Mckee, “Haunted Housing: Eco -Vanguardism, Evict ion, and the Biopolit ics of
Sustainability in New Orleans,” Grey Room 30 (Winter 2008).
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desperate for tourist revenue as local coal-seams have been depleted over the
last half century. Faced with abandoned mines, toxic gob-piles, dead acid-
drainage rivers, and de-populated ghost-towns, I discourage my students from
indulging a simple poetics of rural derelection, emphasizing instead aesthetic modal-
ities such as the “spectral” and the “nonsynchronous” as the vanguard of twenty-first
century art.17 Teaching contemporary art and sustainability in Appalachian Ohio
thus means, among other things, “learning to live with ghosts.”18 Far from a melan-
cholic fixation on the past, recognizing the “non-contemporaneity with itself of the
living present” is the very condition of anything genuinely new to emerge in the
future, and thus enables the “contemporary” to survive as an ethico-political ques-
tion rather than a glib affirmation of novelty for its own sake. 

17. See Foster, “The Funeral Is for the Wrong Corpse,” pp. 137–38.
18. Derrida, Specters of Marx, xviii.

Robert Smithson. King Kong
Meets the Gem of Egypt. 1972.
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