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Abstract
Contrary to prominent New York art critic Hilton Kramer and others who have
lamented the weakening and death of the historical avant-garde and its fomenting
political unrest, this dissertation argues that the avant-garde attitude is very much
alive and thriving. The drive to challenge what exists and to locate oneself outside of
a dominant paradigm in order to change it most certainly continues after the so-called
triumph of modernism in the 1960s. Yet the contemporary avant-garde has
undergone two significant changes. For one, to be avant-garde is no longer
synonymous with antagonism against academic institutions. Secondly and more
importantly, the contemporary avant-garde is no longer constrained by the modernist
idea of polarizing revolutions as the driving force of change. Scholars Bruno Latour
and Rosi Braidotti provide theoretical frameworks for understanding the work of art,
for example, as complementary and not inherently oppositional to the work of science
and technology. For Braidotti, nomadic studies across academic domains and cultural
geographies are necessary to come to terms with the complexity of the world.
To substantiate my argument about the ongoing vitality of the avant-garde, I
draw primarily from the archive of two California artists named Helen and Newton
Harrison. Born in New York City in 1927 and 1932 respectively, the Harrisons came
of age in the years following the Second World War and married in 1953 with
ambitions to develop and use their respective abilities in a way that would benefit
society. I present an intimate portrait of the young couple in the postwar era to show
that training and self-reflection in those early years is key to appreciating their more
than 50-year career in the University of California system, first at UC San Diego and
subsequently at UC Santa Cruz, from 1967 to the present. For even within the UC
system, the Harrisons have maintained a reputation as self-critical and inquiry-based
learners. The latter part of this dissertation is dedicated to an expanded discussion on
their nomadic approach to avant-garde aesthetics as it developed in the 1970s on the
periphery of theoretical formations and artistic movements, driven by the common
goal of realizing a life-support system that bridges social and environmental justice.
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Introduction
Social and Environmental Consciousness since the 1960s
Amid the first Earth Day demonstration staged in cities across the United
States on April 22, 1970, a freelance photographer in New York City captured an
evocative image of a student protester named Peter Hallerman from Pace College.
In this image, the young man wears a vintage 1940s gas mask and cranes his neck
to smell a magnolia blossom. Following the Second World War, manufacturing
companies had marketed their army surplus of masks to civilians, primarily as
protection from everyday household chemicals like insecticides and spray paints, but
also as toys for young children.1 On Earth Day, Hallerman transformed the mask a
third time, heightening the symbolic register of this paradoxical boundary object.2
The shatterproof goggles and filtering canister of the gas mask function as
physical barriers that protect Hallerman’s eyes, nose, and respiratory tract from
harmful substances, be it tear gas deployed by the New York City Police Department
or asthma-inducing smog produced by factories and cars. He is prepared for both a
social and environmental emergency. But the mask also restricts his ability to see
and smell the fragrant magnolia flower, which is left vulnerable to the elements. It is
a barrier that isolates him from the rest of the world.
Then again, Hallerman’s bird-like posture, where he cranes his face up
towards the magnolia, mirrors the stem of the flower and draws attention to the
exposed flesh of his neck. This is a paradoxical photograph that both mourns the
need to isolate oneself from the external world and disbelieves in the very notion of
1

Gas masks were introduced in the First World War to protect soldiers from a new category of
debilitating and lethal chemical weapons including tear gas, chlorine, mustard gas, and the
phosgene compound. See Thomas I. Faith, Behind the Gas Mask: The U.S. Chemical Warfare
Service in War and Peace (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2014). Surplus masks
were later advertised to readers of Boys’ Life, the official magazine for the Boy Scouts of
America, as the “Greatest Toy Sensation In Years. Loads of Fun,” Boys’ Life, June 1946, 48.
2
The term “boundary object” was introduced by sociologists Susan Leigh Star and James R.
Griesemer to describe objects that “have different meanings in different social worlds but their
structure is common enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a means of
translation.” See Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griesemer, “Institutional Ecology,
‘Translations’ and Boundary Objects: Amateurs and Professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of
Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39,” Social Studies of Science 19, 3 (1989): 387-420.

1

isolation. And it is a paragon of a broader turn towards social and environmental
consciousness in the United States in the 1970s.
The 1970s were a seminal decade for environmental politics in America. Science
writer Rachel Carson had galvanized concern about the use of the chemical insecticide
DDT on American soil as early as 1962. In her controversial publication Silent Spring, she
presented empirical evidence revealing that DDT, introduced as a miraculous solution for
disease control and food production, was actually a contaminant with major collateral
effects.3 Public concern about the adverse effects of chemicals on human health and the
environment was further heightened by the prolonged Cold War conflict with the Soviet
Union and other communist governments including Vietnam.4 Protest against United
States involvement in the Vietnam War grew increasingly virulent in the late 1960s in
response to scientific reports that the military was using chemical herbicides and
defoliants, such as Agent Orange, to eliminate forest cover and farmland in the enemy
North Vietnamese and Viet Cong territories without due consideration of serious health
issues that American soldiers and non-combatant Vietnamese communities in the region
would experience as a result. Other environmental threats developing on a planetary
scale in the 1960s included human population growth, resource depletion, and the
dispersion of radioactive material from nuclear weapons testing. A Partial Test Ban
Treaty was signed by the United States and Soviet Union in 1963, but the two countries
conducted over 400 underground tests in the decade following.
Historian Donald Worster has traced the main branches of environmentalism in
Western thought to the 18th century, and he too underlines the 1960s as the time when
environmental politics burst onto the international scene with warnings of global nuclear
catastrophe and the staging of Earth Day in 1970 in cities across America as well as

3

Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1962).
The Cold War (1947-1991) was a heightened state of political and military tension between a
Western Bloc led by the United States and an Eastern Bloc led by the Soviet Union following
the end of the Second World War. The division was largely ideological: capitalists in the West
opposed communists in the East. There was no direct fighting between the United States and
Soviet Union, however major proxy wars broke out in Korea (1950-1953), Vietnam (19541975), and Afghanistan (1978-1992). Western nations attempted to prepare civilian
populations for atomic attack through staged drills, evacuations, and field exercises. See
Tracy Davis, Stages of Emergency: Cold War Nuclear Civil Defense (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2007).
4

2

other countries advocating for planetary survival.5 He relays that the legacy of
environmentalism in America is particularly strong in Madison, Wisconsin where Aldo
Leopold lived and worked for much of his career. Leopold moved to Madison in 1924 to
serve as Associate Director of the U.S. Forest Products Laboratory, but it was in 1933
when he became Chair of Game Management at University of Wisconsin that he began
to work more intently on developing a moral philosophy of nature that was compatible
with conservation science and resource management. Sand County Almanac, published
posthumously in 1949, one year after Leopold’s death, lionized him as the spokesperson
of an alliance between nature’s economy and the economy of civilization driven by a
fellow feeling across human, animal, and plant communities, an alliance that he referred
to as a “land ethic.”6
As a young man, Leopold trained in Connecticut at the Yale Forest School, cofounded in 1900 by Henry S. Graves and Gifford Pinchot. Pinchot became a key figure in
President Theodore Roosevelt’s administration and served as the first Chief Forester of
the U.S. Forest Service from 1905 to 1910. When Leopold graduated from the Yale
program in 1909, he joined the first generation of professional foresters in America who
followed the Pinchot doctrine that her woodlands be conserved for high productivity, such
that the resource could be managed to meet both the present and future demands of
society. The problem with this doctrine was that it neglected the needs of nature. After a
period of employment in New Mexico and Arizona, Leopold grew increasingly concerned
about the livelihoods of the wild animals that populate America’s woodlands. He began
thinking about forests, not only as a resource for humanity, but as habitat to foster
diversity across human, animal, and plant communities.
When Leopold moved to Wisconsin in 1924 to work at the U.S. Forest Products
Laboratory, he published some of those developing ideas about game management in a
sequence of works that argued for a more comprehensive approach to conservation such
that deer and quail would be regarded in the same manner as trees, as resources to be
skillfully cultivated in the wild. “Effective conservation,” he declared, “requires in addition
5

Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 340.
6
There is no legal entity called “Sand County” in Wisconsin. Leopold invented this place name
in reference to a region of the state with especially sandy soil. See Aldo Leopold, A Sand
County Almanac, and Sketches Here and There (New York: Oxford University Press, 1949).

3

to public sentiment and laws, a deliberate and purposeful manipulation of the
environment—the same kind of manipulation as is employed in forestry.”7 It was only
after joining the faculty at University of Wisconsin in the late 1930s that he boldly
augmented the Pinchot doctrine, arguing that neither animal nor wood ought be viewed
solely as a resource to be cultivated and manipulated by humans. Leopold thereby
dedicated the remaining years of his life to outlining a moral philosophy around the “land
ethic” by which he saw humanity as having a moral obligation to coexist in relation with
nature as a species among species—or, as citizens among citizens.8
Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin was thus well positioned to organize a
nationwide environmental protest called “Earth Day” in 1970. He recruited a team of nine
staff members and pledged $15,000 of his own money to form a Washington DC-based
nonprofit called Environmental Teach-In.9 Denis Hayes, who had been enrolled as a
graduate student at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, moved to
Washington to serve as Senator Nelson’s National Coordinator. He and the other staff
members were well versed in campus protest, having witnessed the activities of civil
rights, free speech, women’s liberation, and anti-war movements develop through the
1950s and 1960s. The core mission of Earth Day was to build a broad and deep
grassroots environmental movement through educational events called “environmental
teach-ins.”10 Volunteers across America would lead discussions about local
environmental concerns and strategize remediation. The reach of the grassroots
movement would then be amplified by a series of lectures by academics and politicians
including Barry Commoner, Paul Ehrlich, René Dubos, and Ralph Nader as well as a
performance by beat poet Allen Ginsberg. Their celebrity would attract an even greater

7

Aldo Leopold quoted in Worster, Nature’s Economy, 272.
Worster, Nature’s Economy, 284-290.
9
Sam Brinkley, Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2007), 137-138.
10
Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins and faculty colleagues at the University of Michigan in Ann
Arbor coined the “teach-in” concept modeled after Civil Rights era “sit-ins.” The UM Students
for a Democratic Society organized the first major event on March 24, 1965. The event format
included debates, lectures, movies, and musical performance that addressed issues and
arguments in opposition to the Vietnam War. Teach-ins took place at numerous other
university and college campuses that spring, and the National Coordinating Committee to End
the War in Vietnam (NCC) conducted a teach-in at the Oakland Army Base and a number of
campuses nationwide in the fall. See James S. Olson, Historical dictionary of the 1960s
(Portsmouth: Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., 1999), 26 and 441.
8

4

number of people to the movement, and force the issue of environmental protection onto
the national agenda.11
Senator Nelson estimated that over 20 million Americans joined the first
nationwide Earth Day demonstration on April 22, 1970.12 People assembled and
discussed environmental concerns at colleges and universities as well as high
schools and grade schools, and enormous crowds flooded the downtown corridors
and riverbanks of metropolitan cities including Boston, Philadelphia, New York,
Madison, Milwaukee, Chicago, Miami, New Orleans, Albuquerque, Seattle, and San
Francisco. Self-organized marches, rallies, concerts, and symbolic actions amplified
the efforts of Environmental Teach-in. In San Francisco, activists dumped oil into the
reflection pool at Standard Oil Company’s corporate headquarters. Another group in
Tacoma blockaded a freeway on horseback to protest auto emissions. And at a
power plant in Coral Gables, one of South Florida’s oldest cities, people paraded
around with dead fish and a dead octopus.13 It was amid this surge in activism that
Hallerman stopped to “smell” the magnolia blossom in midtown Manhattan.
Precedents for environmental policy began as early as 1945 after the Second
World War. But after Earth Day, the November 1970 midterm election more forcibly
ousted politicians who did not align with the popular environmental agenda, enabling the
House and Senate to pass new legislation to regulate air and water pollution, endangered
species, ocean dumping, and toxic substances.14 On July 9, 1970 President Richard
Nixon, also under pressure from the environmental movement, signed an executive order
to form the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)—a regulatory body to enforce
these new federal laws that protected the environment. The EPA began operation on
December 2, 1970.
The first Earth Day demonstration resulted in some of the most significant
pieces of environmental legislation in American history. But dogged environmentalists
11

Worster, Nature’s Economy, 357.
Gaylord Nelson, “Earth Day ’70: What It Meant,” EPA Journal (April 1980), accessed March
8, 2017, https://archive.epa.gov.
13
Bill Christofferson, The Man From Clear Lake: Earth Day Founder Senator Gaylord Nelson
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 4.
14
EPA Administrator Karl Brooks, appointed by President Barack Obama in February 2010,
shows the origins of American environmental policy were established in unexpected places
long before Earth Day. See Karl Brooks, Before Earth Day: The Origins of American
Environmental Law, 1945-1970 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2009).
12

5

like Barry Commoner, whom TIME magazine declared the “Paul Revere of Ecology,”
were dissatisfied.15 They demanded a more vigorously progressive approach to political
reform that would hold both the government and corporations accountable to a vision of
environmental and social justice for all. They held that efforts to maintain clean air and
clean water are stymied by the damaging effects of war and military weapons, cheap
consumer goods and manufacturing technologies, the alienation of underpaid and
impoverished workers, and the enormous waste produced by the logic of infinite growth
under free market capitalism.16 Environmental justice cannot be achieved without social
justice. In fact, environmental justice is social justice. And it cannot be achieved in
America without achieving it in the world.
Air and water are fluid metaphors of the global commons. There is no fixed
boundary; there is no wall that can separate one country’s atmosphere, ocean, or
wellbeing from another’s. Global environmentalists saw hypocrisy in President Nixon’s
founding of the EPA in America because he continued to wage an aggressive and
violent war in Southeast Asia. Disillusionment following the Kent State shootings that
occurred in Ohio just weeks after Earth Day was especially palpable. National
Guardsmen summoned on May 4, 1970 to suppress a crowd of anti-war demonstrators
who set fire to an R.O.T.C. building at Kent State University had killed four students and
wounded nine.
An even deeper problem with the Earth Day movement in America was the
supposed novelty of environmental legislation. The primarily white and affluent baby
boomer organizers at Environmental Teach-In neglected to connect with the longstanding politics of racism and land use (e.g. social and environmental justice) that
Native Americans called forth during the Occupation of Alcatraz from November 1969
to June 1971 in San Francisco Bay. This neglect foreshadowed the green washing of
environmentalism in America whereby the grassroots activism of 1970 grew into a
market-based luxury economy that appeals to a primarily white and affluent
population.17 In the 1980s and 1990s, civil rights advocacy groups reprimanded
15
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environmental advocacy groups for ignoring environmental issues faced by “working
people in general and people of color in particular.”18
Critics from outside America’s environmental movement have continued to
disparage the success of its so-called revolutionary efforts to save the planet.19 A
conspicuous point of contention is the use of whole-Earth photographs taken by
NASA satellites and astronauts as icons for protest paraphernalia without considering
the implications of such space-orbiting cameras for government use in
reconnaissance, propaganda, and national security. Peace advocates may justify the
use of such photographs by emphasizing the ontology of the image as a direct tracing
or cut from the world that shows all the planet’s species coexisting together in a
fragile state of balance. Yet whole-Earth photographs simultaneously strip the planet
of multiperspectival tension, and diminish ongoing struggles for freedom and selfdetermination in a world that is still largely governed by oppressive regimes of
economic and political power. A 2013 exhibition at Haus der Kulturen der Welt (HKW)
in Berlin, entitled “Whole Earth: California and the Disappearance of the Outside,”
describes Stewart Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog as an emblem of the utopian
assumption that America would provide the planet with benevolent and democratic
technological innovations. Co-curators Diedrich Diederichsen and Anselm Franke
deconstruct the neoliberal California ideology espoused by the Whole Earth Catalog

expanded in a talk entitled “Ecology and the Critique of Modern Society” (1979). See Herbert
Marcuse, “Ecology and the Critique of Modern Society,” Capitalism Nature Socialism: A
Journal of Socialist Ecology 3, 3 (September 1992): 29-38.
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2008): 536-555.
19
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to show the conditions of exploitation and degradation that endure as collateral
effects of technological innovation under the regime of free market capitalism.20
In the 2008 book Sense of Place and Sense of Planet, literary scholar Ursula K.
Heise also remarks on NASA’s whole-Earth photographs as icons of a “globalist
consciousness” that has been taking shape since the 1960s.21 But she does not limit her
study of globalism to California and the utopian beliefs of its neoliberal technocracy.
Heise instead shows that emerging discourse on globalization, globalism, globality, and
cosmopolitanism is geographically wide-ranging and multidisciplinary with varying
perspectives on the kind of attachment individuals and communities form to different
types of space “from the local and regional level all the way to the national and
global….”22 She acknowledges how theories of identity are shaped by hybridity,
creolization, mestizaje, migration, borderlands, diaspora, nomadism, exile, and
deterritorialization. And she thus sees the new paradigm of globalism as a milieu of ideas
about belonging, all of which require analytical scrutiny in terms of their cultural and
political use, be it homogenizing American imperialism or validating ethnicity and local
identity in a progressive but quasi-essentialist way. It is to this end that Heise critiques
the American environmental movement for its overinvested in local, land-based
environmentalism—which she calls “eco-localism”—while neglecting the struggle for
social and environmental justice at the regional and planetary level—which she calls
“eco-cosmopolitanism.”23 Not that one orientation is superior to the other, but that the
interplay in scales of belonging is vital to ecological awareness.
Heise continues her quest for new, or rather multiperspectival kinds of
environmentalism in the 2016 book Imagining Extinction. In this book she more pointedly
surveys narrative strategies and critiques the globalist environmental movement for its
overinvestment in stories of decline in nature due to “human activities” broadly
speaking.24 The implication of this narrative strategy is that restricting human activity is
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necessary to protect nature and alleviate the downward trend. Such restrictions may work
to protect charismatic species like lions, elephants, and wolves in areas designated as
wilderness preserves. But the designation of wilderness preserves does not sufficiently
address ecological crisis in agricultural and urban landscapes. Nor does it recognize the
complexity of global ecological crisis. Climate change has resulted in new patterns by
which people, animals, and plants are now moving across landscapes in new
configurations that defy efforts to partition the world as if degraded or wild, domesticated
or untouched.
In this second book, Heise seeks to expand the repertoire of environmental
narrative strategies to include stories of novel ecosystems and intervention ecology, for
example, which describe outcomes of human activity without the underlying declensionist
assumption. Ecologist Richard Hobbs and his colleagues define a “novel ecosystem” as a
self-organizing system that manifests novel qualities that differ from the conditions known
historically. This process is spontaneous, not needing control by an external agent, and
the novel qualities are not necessarily negative. Whereas, Hobbs et al. describe
“intervention ecology” as an optimistic approach to actively managing ecosystems in
order to conscientiously achieve conservation objectives derived from analysis of past,
present, and future states of an ecosystem—especially in anticipation of climate change.
Rather than limit ecological understanding to what is missing in nature, these new futureoriented studies expand the field to include understanding about what is changing in
nature and who is responsible for that change, such that we can be thoughtful and
deliberate about achieving multispecies justice.
Heise remains attuned to cultural context in Imagining Extinction. Different scales
of belonging produce different perceptions of what is changing and who is responsible for
that change. And she does not frame cultural differences as if inherently in conflict with
one another. Heise says “such divergent cultural meanings are the stuff of living in
multispecies communities. Multispecies justice has to define itself with these different
cultural framings in mind...these differences can be expressed and negotiated with a view
toward finding justice across different humans and different species….”25
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The Role of Contemporary Artists and Art Historians

The objective of this dissertation is to make an original contribution to the
discourse on multiperspectival environmentalism by examining the role of
contemporary artists in traversing scales of belonging from local to global levels to
foster greater ecological awareness, and in challenging the stereotypical narrative of
nature’s decline to foster a sense of agency in advancing multispecies justice.
Simultaneously, I am making an original contribution to the history of art and art
criticism by developing a discourse on “the social and environmental turn” in late 20th
century art whereby contemporary artists began to engage directly with issues of
social and environmental justice after the so-called triumph of modernism and
abstraction in the 1960s.
Prominent New York art critic Hilton Kramer and others have lamented the
weakening and death of the historical avant-garde and its fomenting political unrest
due to its reification and absorption under the auspices of modernism, as if the avantgarde attitude existed only in the form of art objects that could be collected,
historicized, and controlled by authoritarian institutions. This nostalgia is contingent
firstly upon the premise of modernism as antagonistic against the authority of
tradition, which in the early 1900s was upheld by academic institutions such as the
French Academy of Fine Arts (est. 1648), and contingent secondly upon the
antagonistic position of historical avant-garde artists against the ideology of
modernism in art itself. The implication is that, in the 1960s, the governing institutions
of the art world—including academic institutions—absorbed the historical avant-garde
under a now self-critical and triumphant regime of modernism. From this view, the
contemporary avant-garde is no longer capable of taking a revolutionary position
outside and against the academic establishment. They are the establishment. And the
avant-garde attitude is said to have subsequently weakened, dispersed, and died.26
Contrary to Kramer and others who have lamented the death of the historical
avant-garde after the triumph of modernism, I draw upon the philosophical work of
Bruno Latour and Rosi Braidotti to argue that today the avant-garde attitude is very
26
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much alive and thriving with ever-greater diversity of approach to thinking, working,
and making art. The drive to challenge what exists and to locate oneself outside of a
dominant paradigm in order to change it most certainly continues through the late 20th
century and now the new millennium.27
To substantiate my argument about the ongoing vitality of the avant-garde
after the social and environmental turn, I draw primarily from the archive of Helen and
Newton Harrison, two California artists who have collaborated in partnership as “the
Harrisons” since the 1970s. I began to research the life and work of the Harrisons in
the fall of 2006. At that time, I was a Masters student in the Exhibition and Museum
Studies program at the San Francisco Art Institute (SFAI), and I was enrolled in a
studio course called “The Ecology of Materials and Processes” led by John Roloff. In
this course, we discussed the work of the Harrisons along with the work of Joseph
Beuys, Mel Chin, Sharon Daniel, Mark Dion, Hans Haake, Ann Hamilton, Alfredo
Jaar, Robert Smithson, Alan Sonfist, Mark Thompson, and Mierle Laderman Ukeles,
among others.
The Stanford University Libraries (SUL) acquired the Helen and Newton
Harrison Papers—a manuscript collection—in 2010 and introduced the archive to the
Stanford community in the exhibition and symposium "Art Meets Technology: Core
Samples from Nine Archives" in the fall of 2013.28 When the National Endowment for
the Humanities awarded SUL a grant to process the Harrison archive, I asked Peter
Blank who is Senior Librarian in the Bowes Art and Architecture Library if I could work
27

“Avant-garde” and “vanguard” are interchangeable terms that stem from the same
etymological root in Old French, now obsolete, which described the leading part of an
advancing military formation deployed to secure ground in advance of the main force;
whereas, the rearguard described a detachment of troops that would protect the rear of a
retreating force. These terms acquired a new connotation by the early 1900s. At that time the
“avant-garde” also referred to a group of people developing new concepts and techniques to
challenge the status quo, especially in the field of art and politics.
28
Some manuscript collections are valued as artifacts or objects of art, and others because of
their association with a famous person. However, most are collected for their informational or
evidentiary value. They are primary sources, often unique, upon which the writing of history
may be based. They provide evidence of human activity, and as such, are generated naturally
during the course of an individual's or an organization's life. Once collections have been
acquired and accessioned by an institution, the work of properly archiving and describing
begins. An archivist’s hands-on work is a crucial intellectual process that determines the
“making” of a collection. They shape the way collections are organized, preserved, and
described for use by the public. See “Manuscript Division,” Library of Congress, accessed
April 12, 2016, www.loc.gov/rr/mss/.

11

alongside archivists Lucy Waldrop and Freya Channing at the processing facilities in
Redwood City to do preliminary research for this dissertation. He then put me in touch
with Glynn Edwards who is responsible for managing the cataloging and processing
arm of the Department of Special Collections. And Edwards granted me permission to
work alongside Waldrop and Channing, beginning in the fall of 2014 and continuing
through the completion of processing in the spring of 2016.
Photographs, original drawings and collage, exhibition posters, audio and
video recordings, and topographic maps are major components of the Harrison
archive. But a series of 72 project files more accurately documents the breadth of
their artistic research across a variety of media, disciplines, and cultural geographies
since the 1970s.29 What I learned in my initial survey of the project files is that, for the
Harrisons, the work of art is never finished. It never resolves into an objet d’art
because it is always in the process of becoming. The project files are thus a loose
collection of research ephemera that led to exhibitions and performances more so
than acquisitions. As Roloff put it in the course syllabus at SFAI, “The mediums of art
and life, whether film, installation, objects, food, clothing or shelter, engage at some
level, with a materiality born of nature.”30 The Harrison archive thrives in this space of
ambiguity between art and life—or living as form.
From the fall of 2015 to the spring of 2016, I joined a cohort of Graduate
Research Fellows at Stanford’s Center for Spatial and Textual Analysis (CESTA) to
workshop data management and modeling in our respective dissertation projects. We
met regularly throughout the year at the laboratory environment of CESTA to
problematize data structures and visualizations. Tools for data management were
especially appealing to me because the Harrison archive contains nearly 260 linear
feet of material divided into 547 containers (e.g. manuscript boxes, flat boxes, audio
cassette boxes, and map tubes). Evaluating the material in such quantifiable terms,
the majority of it un-digitized and requiring a manual scrape for metadata, I quickly
decided that neither an examination of the whole archive nor an examination of all 72
project files would be possible within the scope of this dissertation project.
29
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Furthermore, in the preliminary phase of my archival research prior to the
CESTA Fellowship, I had come across a series of “early work” attributed to Newton
Harrison that predated the 72 project files.31 In the initial draft chapter that I submitted
for review by colloquium with my committee in the spring of 2015, I had performed a
close reading of that series, which includes scrapbooks that document Newton’s
figurative sculpture from the 1950s as well as his abstract modernist paintings from
the 1960s. I had already prioritized an analysis of Newton’s early work as a
compelling prelude to the social and environmental turn in the Harrison archive in the
1970s. In writing that initial draft, I also began to wonder whether and where in the
archive I would discover the means by which Helen developed her early career prior
to building an artistic collaboration with Newton in the 1970s.
Reflecting back on that preliminary phase of research and writing, I realized
that I could design this dissertation as a case study that pivots on the question of why
and how the Harrisons joined together in the 1970s to abandon the tenets of
abstraction and its reverence for art objects—after the so-called triumph of
modernism—and engage more directly in the compositional fields of the physical
environment. The data model that I developed to aggregate and manage the input of
metadata from the Harrison archive thus expanded the conceptual schema of
“projects” to include the early work of both Helen and Newton. The earliest data point,
when sorting the projects by date, is thus “Cornell University.” Helen matriculated at
Cornell in 1943 to begin a Bachelors degree in Psychology. The latest as well as the
longest running project in my data model is “The Lagoon Cycle,” which dates from
1972 to 1985, amounting to a total of 31 projects more or less evenly distributed
before and after 1970.32
I built the data model for this dissertation using Microsoft Excel, using the
spreadsheets to organize different kinds of metadata that I scraped from the Harrison
archive. I created 9 spreadsheets in total, including: a “primary” table listing the
project names, alternative names, start and end dates, and information about the
physical boxes in which the project materials are housed; a “projects” table listing only
31
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the project names and dates; a “places” table listing cities and geographic
coordinates associated with project development spanning research, construction,
exhibition, performance, and acquisition; a “people” table listing individuals associated
with project development along with a biographical description, gender if known, and
disciplinary affiliations in science, politics, or aesthetics; an “institutions” table listing
institutions associated with project development; a “media” table listing media used in
making art objects associated with project development; a “topics” table listing
recurring themes associated with project development; an “exhibitions and
performances” table listing event titles, institutions where the events took place, event
locations, and event dates; and finally an “acquisitions” table listing art objects that
have been acquired by individuals and institutions, the names of those individuals and
institutions, and the locations and dates of acquisition. These 9 spreadsheets are
included as supplemental material for this dissertation.
In conversation with design academics Jacquie Lorber-Kasunic and Kate
Sweetapple, frequent visitors to CESTA and collaborators with CESTA-affiliated
faculty, I learned that the scrollable and sortable Microsoft Excel spreadsheet is a tool
for modeling data (e.g. collecting, updating, and storing data) as well as a tool for
visualizing data (e.g. placing data into a visual context to expose patterns, trends, and
correlations). But given the size of the “people” table, which listed nearly 1300
individuals, I found it difficult to scroll, sort, and see patterns in the data. I thus began
working with CESTA Research Director Nicole Coleman to develop a circular
dendrogram using an open source data visualization framework called RAWGraphs
released by DensityDesign Research Lab (Politecnico di Milano) in 2013.33
RAWGraphs describes circular dendrograms as “tree-like diagrams used to represent
the distribution of a hierarchical clustering. The different depth levels represented by
each node are visualized on the horizontal axes and it is useful to visualize a nonweighted hierarchy.”34
The inner nodes of the circular dendrogram that I developed with Coleman are
“male” and “female.” This binary distinction is not intended as an affirmation of the
heteronormative belief that people are born into one of two groups, which are
33
34

“About,” RawGraphs, accessed March 9, 2017, www.rawgraphs.io/about/.
Ibid.

14

naturally opposed both in sex and sexual orientation, as if gender is predetermined at
birth for all individuals who must identify as either male or female.35 There is greater
ambiguity and diversity in the list of people with whom the Harrisons have worked
than this binary expresses. The reason for a heteronormative analysis was precisely
to examine the deep-rooted and dominant heteronormative culture in the United
States that has systematically excluded women and generally underrepresented
issues of gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity in its historical framework of cultural
achievement. Indeed, the circular dendrogram shows that the Harrisons have
navigated an art world that is complicit with such pervasive forms of inequality. Over
75% of the nearly 1300 individuals with whom the Harrisons worked or whose work
they studied, from 1943 to 1985, are men. Less than 25% are women.
The second level of nodes in the circular dendrogram further parses those
men and women by disciplinary affiliation with science, politics, or aesthetics.
Accordingly, the second level shows that the Harrisons worked with only a fraction of
female arts professionals in comparison with the large number of male arts
professionals represented. The third level of this visualization then lists the profession
of each individual to provide insight into the specific roles of men and women with
whom the Harrisons worked or whose work they studied during this time. Finally, the
fourth level lists the names of individuals. Readers can zoom in and out of a highresolution PDF version of this circular dendrogram attached with the supplemental
material for this dissertation.
The spreadsheets and circular dendrogram visualization that I developed as a
Graduate Research Fellow at CESTA provided structural insights into the
entanglements and liveliness of the Harrison collaboration. Helen and Newton have
traveled the world through myriad cultural contexts complicated in many instances by
ideological, ethnic, and military conflict, especially conflicts in Europe, South America,

35

Queer theorist Michael Warner coined the term “heteronormativity” to describe a pervasive
ideological system of norms, institutions, and practices in modern societies that mandate
women and men accept placement within binary and complementary gender roles determined
for them at birth—presupposing and reinforcing the male position as superior to the female
position (e.g. men dominate the political economy and women are subjugated at home).
Within this system, heterosexuality likewise is understood as natural and superior to all other
expressions of sexuality. See Michael Warner, “Fear of a Queer Planet,” Social Text 29
(1991): 3-17.

15

and South Asia.36 But the deeper insights that I have gleaned about the Harrisons’
avant-garde approach to thinking, working, and making art have come from thinking
slowly, critically, and directly with the archival materials themselves.
There is a notable collection of letters in the archive written and received by
the Harrisons as a young married couple on their first trip abroad to Florence, Italy
where they lived for three years, from 1957 to 1960, with partial funding from
Newton’s Scheidt Memorial Scholarship at Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
and the rest financed by Newton’s parents Estelle and Harvey Harrison. The Florence
letters express the couple’s experience coming of age as young Americans living
abroad and honing their career ambitions in the postwar era. They read tenderly, as if
part of a classic bildungsroman story. “Many thanks,” begins one letter to Estelle and
Harvey, for you both “enable us to find ourselves. The way of the artist is not an easy
one, but the rewards for us are many, and the promise of being able to use ourselves
significantly according to our capacities is the only promise that holds meaning for
us.”37 A topic analysis of these letters as a corpus would not grant me access to the
intimate moment of encounter with the age of the paper, the gesture of the
handwriting, and the weight of the words expressed on the page.
While living in Florence, Newton worked and solidified his ambitions to
become a professional artist. Helen meanwhile took on the role of Director at the
International Nursery School and tended to the care of their first two children, Steven
and Joshua (b. 1954 and 1956). Many of the letters from Florence are written with
plural first-person pronouns, signed with love from “Us,” but it was Helen who penned
nearly every one and in them she expresses her compassion and understanding of
36
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Newton’s growth as a young artist. There is one letter written by Newton to his
parents in which he describes his journey of self-discovery with great self-awareness.
“Again and again in my life,” he writes, “everything happens in good order, as long as
I submit to order (i.e. life) rather than attempting to manipulate it, and now, indifferent
to your desire and my stubbornness, out it comes.”38 Abroad for three years, the
Harrisons both developed strong personal and shared points of view on the value of
art as a discipline, as well as the value of traveling across cultures as a means of
bringing both greater clarity and greater complexity to the role of art and artists in the
world. Traveling abroad and returning home is a recurring pattern in the Harrison
archive.
Born in New York City, in 1927 and 1932 respectively, Helen and Newton
moved to California in 1967 when the founding chair of the Visual Arts Department at
UC San Diego, abstract expressionist painter Paul Brach, offered Newton a faculty
position. And for the past 50 years, California has been their home. The Harrisons
eventually both secured tenured faculty appointments in the Visual Arts Department
at UC San Diego and subsequently emeriti faculty appointments in the Art
Department at UC Santa Cruz where they continue working to this day at 90 and 85
years old. In the body of this dissertation, I show that, unlike the historical avant-garde
that defined itself as antagonistic against the authority of traditions such as those
upheld by academic institutions, the Harrisons represent a contingent of the
contemporary avant-garde that is inclusive of many different traditions including
academic ones. Helen and Newton’s career in the UC system has enabled them to
disavow conventional “art objects” as resolved and reified things to sell on the art
market and instead, in the words of art historian Tom Holert, to “adopt a strategic
stance vis-à-vis research and the academic world and call for a critical reorganization
of the fields of knowledge and practice.”39 Helen and Newton have consistently
exhibited and performed their work in art galleries and art museums, but they have
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simultaneously reached outwards to diversify and extend the value of art for new
audiences. They have looked both to cultures of science in universities and further
afield into other economic and political arenas of civic life.
In Forgetting the Art World, art historian Pamela M. Lee addresses the past 50
years of the art world as it is generically understood to be simultaneously growing in
size, speed, and hype while also becoming tenuous and stretched in service of
politics, economics, and civil society.40 In this dissertation, I will show that the
Harrisons forgot the art world by sidestepping into the academic world, yet remained
solidly on the periphery of both such that they could challenge their dominant
paradigms. In the academic world, that meant dismantling social research and
environmental research as discrete formations such that they could combine
methodologies in a new mode of arts research that searches for a deeper
understanding of disciplinary norms and values, while also taking part in the action of
making art and in the action of knowing and making the world.

Writing from Memory, Writing from the Archive

It was becoming harder and harder and less and less interesting to
separate fact from our memory of our memories. So armed with our
references we decided to write about that which we enjoyed remembering
and that seemed to shed light on the making of this work...Roy Dandrade
[in his study on Mexican funerals and the act of remembering a funeral
event after a number of years had passed]…noted that memory changed,
detail was lost, emotional tone changed, the amount of time taken to
describe the funeral event became shorter. Finally, he observed that
people’s memories of similar events began to lose specificity, the memory
of one funeral, losing its particularity, became close to or very like the
memory of another funeral as particular memories melded into a generic
memory.
–Helen and Newton Harrison on making “The Lagoon Cycle”

In reflecting on the making of “The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985), which was an
ambitious career-defining work that crystallized the Harrisons’ collaborative approach
to artistic research and avant-garde aesthetics, Helen and Newton have professed
that they are unreliable narrators. This is not meant as a marker that weakens their
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ability to narrate the events of their lives as if false or delusional. To the contrary, the
Harrisons’ assessment of memory changing and being less reliable through time has
strengthened their resolve to record, interpret, and reinterpret the liveliness of
experience as it recedes in time and perhaps even clarifies in new and interesting
ways. In this way, contradictions between the Harrison archive and the ongoing
creative process whereby the artists are shaping and imprinting the legacy of their
lifework are to be expected and embraced. The archive itself is an iterative historical
record with frequently shifting organizational schema that demands flexibility and
patience from those who venture to explore it.
I had the opportunity to work directly with Helen and Newton Harrison at their
studio in Santa Cruz during the first year of my doctoral studies at Stanford University
in the fall of 2011 and then again in the summer of 2012. They hired me to assist with
the development of two projects. One was an ecosystem-adaptation project in
response to climate change in the Sierra Nevada, called Sierra Nevada: An
Adaptation (or Sagehen in the Sierra Nevada), which is one of four ongoing works
that comprise “The Force Majeure” series (2007-present). The other project was a
book manuscript. The Harrisons had begun preparing a definitive survey on their joint
career organized chronologically and by decade, featuring works from the 1970s,
1980s, 1990s, 2000s, and “The Force Majeure” series. My role in both projects was
transcription. I sat at the computer typing while Newton sat in a nearby office chair
speaking. Helen meanwhile sat upstairs in the living room where I delivered draft
copies of the transcriptions, including correspondence with individuals working on the
Sagehen project and backstories to be published in the survey of their lifework, such
that she could read and revise them. It was gratifying work. I enjoyed listening to
Newton and observing the recursive, collaborative process by which he and Helen
developed and expressed ideas together. As Helen had begun to show signs of
dementia, I was especially impressed by their ongoing effort to consult with one
another in shaping a common memory of the past as well as a common vision of the
future. But I assisted them in this capacity for only a short while. The commute from
Palo Alto to Santa Cruz was long and the graduate-level coursework at Stanford was
demanding. Moreover, I realized that I could work on strengthening the legacy of the
Harrisons by other means.
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The Harrisons published the definitive survey of their lifework, entitled The
Time of the Force Majeure: After 45 Years Counterforce is on the Horizon, in the
summer of 2016.41 The 464-page volume includes six critical essays by Anne
Douglas and Chris Fremantle, William L. Fox, Eleanor Heartney, and Roger F.
Malina, Paul Mankiewicz and Dorion Sagan, and Anne Whiston Sprin. But the artists
reserved oversight as to the manner of the book’s progression. The Time of the Force
Majeure is an artists’ book. Or as the Harrisons ultimately put it, “we have framed at
least in our minds, a book within a book, with diverse works including backstories
functioning somewhat like a picaresque novel and the essays grouping almost as a
monograph.”42
By proclaiming themselves as pícaros (Spanish for rascal or rogue), the
Harrisons ally themselves to a genre in Western literature that began in the 16th
century and enjoyed a revival in the 1960s for its capacity to show the psychological,
moral, and economic struggles of working class anti-heroes. The genre does not fit
precisely. Neither Helen nor Newton is an orphan; they were born to educated, upper
middle class Jewish-American families in New York City. The characteristics of the
picaresque novel with which the Harrisons more likely identify are the non-conformity
and wit of delinquent protagonists, and the manner by which the picaresque plot
moves in a sequence of loosely connected episodes.
But in my experience assisting the Harrisons with transcription, I understood
that The Time of the Force Majeure would be more akin to a book of memoirs than a
picaresque novel. A well-trodden literary genre, the objective of memoirs is to reshape
what is past such that it becomes fit and intelligible as a written story containing
prophesies of the present and future. Memoirs are also marked by the first-hand
account of real lived experiences (e.g. backstories).
The historiographic work of this dissertation is to establish critical distance
from the memory of memories as framed by the Harrisons in The Time of the Force
Majeure, and to instead investigate primary archival evidence of their contributions to
arts research, avant-gardism, and environmentalism leading up to and directly
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following the social and environmental turn in late 20th century art. I aim to identify
precise moments of revelation, friction, entanglement, and fortitude in the Harrison
archive from the 1940s through to the 1980s when they completed “The Lagoon
Cycle.” This contextual and analytical resource will be useful for contemporary artists
who desire to take part in the action of making art and in the action of knowing and
making the world, contributing to and challenging the search for solutions to
ostensibly discrete social and environmental issues.
Chapter 1, “The 20th Century Avant-Garde,” introduces the legacy of the
historical avant-garde as it formed in the early 1900s and shows the social and
environmental turn in the late 20th century to be a continuation and broadening of the
avant-garde tradition. For the contemporary avant-garde, the chapter shows, has
undergone two significant changes. For one, to be avant-garde is no longer
synonymous with antagonism against traditions such as those upheld by academic
institutions. Secondly, and more importantly, the contemporary avant-garde is no
longer constrained by the modernist idea of polarizing revolutions as the driving force
of change. Latour and Braidotti provide critical terms and theoretical frameworks for
understanding the work of art, for example, as complementary and not inherently
oppositional to the work of science and technology. For Braidotti, nomadic studies
across academic domains and cultural geographies are necessary to come to terms
with the complexity of the world.
Recognizing the vitality of the avant-garde after the so-called triumph of
modernism and abstraction in the 1960s is complex, especially as many artists
working in this way are inconsistent in referencing themselves as such. The first
chapter is forthcoming about the impossibility of describing the full range of
transformations and instantiations of the avant-garde between the 1960s and 2000s,
especially given its global reach. It instead provides a brief overview of avant-garde
individuals and attitudes that are inflected in the subsequent case study of Helen and
Newton Harrison whose more than 50-year career as collaborating artists and
professors in the UC system substantiates the continued life of the avant-garde in the
late 20th century. Rather than revolt against academic institutions, some
contemporary artists began working inside the academy to experiment with new
forms of conceptual, physical, and social intervention.
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Nam June Paik singles out Alan Kaprow, a colleague of the Harrisons at UC
San Diego for many years, as the archetypal artistic researcher of the 1960s. Kaprow
and the Harrisons certainly influenced one another in developing research
methodologies. However, in the concluding section of the first chapter, I trace a more
direct aesthetic lineage that links the Harrisons with Man Ray, an archetypal artistic
researcher from the historical avant-garde. The generative principle that drives the
avant-garde aesthetics of both Man Ray and the Harrisons is that images are
migratory, mutable, and enduring over time. This aesthetics is distinct from Kaprow’s
conception of pure artistic research and his instruction to “forget all the standard art
forms…and make something new.”43 This aesthetics is also divergent from the
iconoclastic aesthetics of Marcel Duchamp who worked tirelessly and sarcastically
against the ideology of modernism—to change it or even perhaps to destroy it.
Chapter 2, “Becoming Artists in the Postwar Era,” presents a more intimate
portrait of young Helen and Newton before they commenced their artistic research
collaboration at UC San Diego, leading up to the social and environmental turn in late
20th century art. Helen and Newton came of age in the years following the Second
World War and married in 1953 with ambitions to develop and use their respective
abilities in a way that would benefit society. This chapter details the means by
which—through the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s—Helen came to study language,
learning, and social psychology and Newton came to study figurative sculpture and
abstract painting. That period of training and self-reflection is key to appreciating their
50-year career in the UC system, first at UC San Diego and subsequently at UC
Santa Cruz, from 1967 to the present.44
The second chapter shows that Newton especially delighted in the creative
freedom of being an artist.45 He began his training in 1948 at age 15 when his parents
arranged an apprenticeship near their family home in New Rochelle with WPA-era
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sculptor Michael Lantz. Lantz was best known for a public monument entitled Man
Controlling Trade (1942), which commemorated the opening of a new headquarters
for the Federal Trade Commission in Washington DC. Young as he was, Newton felt
bothered by the structural antagonism and the violence against nature manifest in the
monument’s depiction of men struggling against wild horses, which Lantz had
intended as proxies for the idea of economic liberty. Newton was intent to explore the
material dynamics of sculpture and figuration on his own terms, and he did so as a
BFA student at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. He even channeled the
structural antagonism of Lantz’s monument in his first public art commission, entitled
Love Groups (1957), except that he explicitly undermined the violence at the heart of
it. To Newton’s surprise, controversy erupted upon installation of the first two Love
Groups because the figures were nude and local residents deemed them a threat to
public morals. But he was relatively unfazed because the attention affirmed that his
work merited public debate, and strengthened his resolve to become an artist actively
engaged in civic life.
After living abroad in Florence for three years, from 1957 to 1960, Newton
ultimately earned his BFA and MFA from Yale University, where he studied color
theory with Sewell Silman and hard-edged abstraction with Al Held. Graduating in
1965, he then secured his first faculty position teaching visual fundamentals at the
University of New Mexico (UNM). While raising four school-aged children, Helen also
joined UNM teaching literature and co-wrote an essay with Newton published in an
edited volume entitled, New Perspectives on Poverty (1965).
The narrative of Chapter 2 shifts with the Harrisons’ move to California in
1967 to join the newly founded Visual Arts Department at UC San Diego. Soon after
arriving, Newton became a member of Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.),
founded by engineers Billy Klüver and Fred Waldhauer and artists Robert
Rauschenberg and Robert Whitman. Newton was also one of the principal artists to
participate in the Art and Technology program curated by Maurice Tuchman for the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA). This led to an intensive three-year
period of experimentation, from 1967 to 1970, in which Newton abandoned the tenets
of high modernism relating to abstraction and transcendence, to instead reflect on the
paradoxical feeling of the technological sublime—described by historian David Nye as
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the awesome and fearsome transformation of raw environments by human power—in
fields ranging from cell biology to ocean engineering and meteorology.
Newton did carry forward and synthesize key insights from his studies with
Sillman and Held at Yale as he came to a revelatory understanding at UC San Diego
that color field painting is a fabricated illusion of the original fields of earth, sky, forest,
and ocean. Indeed, in the large-scale art and technology projects that followed, he
embraced the notion of paradox whereby two opposite things that may seem
irreconcilable and in tension with one another—such as interiority and exteriority or
beauty and fear—are not inherently in conflict. But Newton became increasingly selfcritical of those same projects as he became conversant in the real consequences of
their physical construction and display. His determination to make large-scale work
beyond the confines of the museum and art gallery, especially the emblematic “white
cube” gallery, was tempered by a certain egotism whereby he endeavored to improve
himself as a tool.
There is a noticeable reemergence of the human figure in three consecutive
works by Newton in 1970, signaling a renewed interest in the scale of the human
body—especially the scale of the individual—as a physical and social being whose
agency is defined in relation to a larger environmental field. But by that time, he was
no longer interested in sculpting figures in stone, clay, or bronze. He was interested in
the human figure and fleshy bodies in the most literal sense. Path, Body Bags, and
Making Earth were three experiments in performance art that led Newton away from
object making and towards a more direct engagement in the economic and political
arenas of civic life—developing a new art of direct action.
This second chapter reflects that becoming an artist was for Helen a more
circuitous and gradual path than for Newton and one that was shaped, in part, by the
politics of first- and second-wave feminism. Given the progress of first-wave
feminism, she was primed in her childhood and adolescence to lead both a public and
private life. She received a full tuition scholarship in 1943 at age 16 to attend Cornell
University, but ultimately earned a BA in English from Queens College in 1948 and
then an MA in the Philosophy of Education from NYU in 1952. Helen and Newton
married in 1953 before second-wave feminism and the Women’s Liberation
Movement took root, and largely conformed to socially constructed gender differences
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of the time, namely that Helen as the woman and wife of Newton stay home and be
the primary caretaker of their four children. But as early as 1965, Helen and Newton
co-wrote and published the essay in New Perspectives on Poverty. Shortly thereafter,
matriculating in a new doctoral program in the Graduate School of Leadership and
Human Behavior at United States International University, Helen synthesized the
three dimensions of inquiry—language, learning, and social psychology—that would
be foundational to her career as an artist while also collecting writings by the
vanguard of the Women’s Liberation Movement.
Helen’s decision to begin an artistic collaboration with Newton in 1970 was not
one that radical feminists would recognize as an act of liberation. She began
collaborating with him on the occasion of the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition at the
Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City, experimenting with new
approaches to the production as well as display of knowledge in a work called An
Ecological Nerve Center (1970-1971). Yet her name was absent from the catalog and
other materials published in tandem with the exhibition. “Furs and Feathers” was an
imperfect beginning. It would take more time and dedication in the wake of secondwave feminism for Helen to come forth as an equal and recognized collaborator
working with Newton towards the common goal of realizing a life-support system that
bridges social and environmental justice.
Chapter 3, “Working between Nature and Society since the 1970s,” delves into
the first decade of the Harrison collaboration at UC San Diego—the 1970s—to
elaborate on key developments of their avant-garde aesthetics following the social
and environmental turn. Key to this developing aesthetics is the principle of working in
the middle space of mediation, between nature and society, in order to think
relationally with intelligent matter about the posthuman future of social and
environmental responsibility. This is a departure from the oppositional ideology of
modernism as described by Latour and Braidotti. The Harrisons, like other
contemporary artists working in the avant-garde tradition, instead began working in a
nomadic way to come to terms with the complexity of the world and to explore the
myriad ways that art can merge with life.
Yet my aim with this third chapter is to differentiate the Harrisons’ nomadic
approach from other avant-garde artists working in the late 20th century, especially in
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pointing to the way that the Harrisons benefited from being on the periphery rather
than the core of theoretical formations and artistic movements of the 1970s. This
peripheral position led the Harrisons to define themselves paradoxically as both
inside and outside of ideologies—resisting them, but not destroying them—and to
ground themselves in the heuristic process of learning things for themselves as much
as possible.
In Chapter 3, I specifically address the development of the Harrison
collaboration in the early 1970s at the periphery of Rosalind Krauss’s structuralist
theory of “sculpture in the expanded field,” Jack Burnham’s three-part treatise on
“systems aesthetics,” the Land Art movement, and the Feminist Art movement that
emerged as part of the Women’s Liberation Movement. The Harrison archive
provides abundant documentation of an iterative project by the Harrisons, entitled
“Survival Pieces” (1971-1973), that emerged at this crossroads of theory and practice.
In this work, they explored the role of individuals and especially the role of artists in
producing sufficient food for all of society without degrading the earth.
I perform close readings of artists core to the Land Art movement and
Feminist Art movement such that it becomes clear how Helen and Newton overlap
with and yet diverge from them. The Harrisons shared in the artistic impulse to use
earth as material in remote sites beyond familiar art contexts, which defined the Land
Art movement broadly speaking. But it becomes clear in looking at works by Michael
Heizer, who is central to the Land Art movement in America, that the Harrisons’
iterative approach to growth form and growth activism differed from Heizer’s
underlying modernist conviction in the need for some level of abstraction and
autonomy in art.
Likewise, Helen’s decision to come forth as a collaborator with Newton was
aligned with the Feminist Art movement that emerged as part of the Women’s
Liberation Movement, which aimed to give women a just place in the world equal to
men, beyond the right to vote in public elections and beyond the opportunity to pursue
education at a level equal to their male peers. The ad hoc Los Angeles Council of
Women Artists, for instance, demanded that women attain the same status accorded
to men in the exhibitions and collections of LACMA. Admittedly, Helen was not a
radical feminist at the core of the Feminist Art movement. In fact, the division of labor
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by which Helen and Newton made the “Survival Pieces” appeared to many radical
feminists as upholding deep-rooted structures of gender inequality. Helen appeared to
cradle plants and design feasts in a way that fit with the stereotype that women are
the caretakers of society and their place is in the kitchen. Whereas, Newton worked
with tools and designed structures, which fit with the stereotype that men are the
builders of society and their place is in the boardroom. Even though Helen challenged
the masculinist and conflict-driven assumptions of the art world in the “Survival
Pieces” and in her interlude of solo work where she made Strawberry Jam (1973) and
Off Strawberry Wall (1974), the fact that she was not fully liberated from her husband
overshadowed her efforts. Art historian Arlene Raven is the primary person on record
who took notice of Helen. Raven appreciated that both she and Newton saw
themselves as capable of embracing the paradox of a traditional marriage in order to
realize a life-support system that bridges social and environmental justice.
Indeed, the paradox of difference and discourse across difference is key to
understanding the Harrisons’ distinctive aesthetics of “hardcore conceptualism,”
which crystallizes in “The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985); not just at the level of gender,
but at multiple scales of belonging including the level of species, of academic
disciplines, and of cultural geographies, all of which require analytical scrutiny in
terms of their cultural and political use.46 As early as 1968, with his exhibition of
shaped paintings at La Jolla Museum of Art, Newton began to see himself as working
on the periphery of the art establishment. And in 1970, he and Helen connected with
the World Wildlife Fund to gather information on habitat destruction and species
extinction for the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition, which led to establishing their broad
poetic and pragmatic ambition of realizing a life-support system that bridges social
and environmental justice. This third chapter demonstrates how multiperspectival
nomadism coupled with resistance to established ideologies has been central to their
efforts ever since—especially when it comes to presumptions about what it means to
do the “right” thing ecologically. This has not been an evasive strategy; the Harrisons
have experimented freely across ideologies in an inclusive and integrative way, while
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making sure to recognize the intelligence of matter (not exclusive to humans) and
degrees of intensity in fleshy bodies as vital to their work.
The third chapter concludes with a close reading of conceptual imagery and
narrative text in The Book of the Seven Lagoons, a smaller-format translation of “The
Lagoon Cycle,” to provide an experiential account of the Harrisons’ aesthetics of
hardcore conceptualism. I describe one page from each of the seven lagoons in order
to trace the nomadic process by which the Harrisons, in dialogue with other
interlocutors and the world at large, pursued research on aquatic food systems with
the aim of producing sufficient food for all of society without degrading the earth. This
ambitious career-defining work developed over more than a decade and across
multiple scales of belonging, marrying contemplative introspection with a new art of
direct action that explores the scale of the individual as a physical and social being—
a performative body—whose agency is defined in relation to a larger environmental
field. And yet The Book of the Seven Lagoons is not totalizing or heroic in its
revelations. It does not follow the conventions of the modern epic. It remains open to
the revisionist process of exploring new knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery
in dialogue with old knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery. The value of
modernity may be that it allows us to see antiquity as more advanced than we initially
realized.
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Chapter 1. The 20th Century Avant-Garde

1.1 Degrees of Intensity in Fleshy Bodies

Even a cursory Google search of the term “avant-garde studies” will produce
an abundance of evidence that avant-gardism remains a relevant cornerstone in the
history of art. Thousands of results appear, including the European Network for
Avant-Garde and Modernism Studies, the Nordic Network of Avant-Garde Studies,
the Centre for Avant-Garde Studies at University of Iceland, and the Philadelphia
Avant-Garde Studies Consortium. A more thorough search will produce an important
tome by literary historian Steven Lee on The Ethnic Avant-Garde: Minority Cultures
and World Revolution. Lee draws heavily from Russian archives to show the Soviet
avant-garde’s influence on 20th century African American and Asian American artists
who advanced radical cultural and political experiments to condemn Western
imperialism and imagine the world anew.1 Continuing down the hierarchy of search
results, canonical case studies of vanguard art and literature in Latin America as well
as the Caribbean appear. But there is a nagging irony about the use of Google’s
search engine to establish a discursive field of inquiry into avant-garde studies.
Especially in the context of this dissertation that aims to articulate the social and
environmental turn in late 20th century art as a continuation and broadening of the
avant-garde tradition.
Forbes magazine recently proclaimed Google’s parent company, Alphabet, to
be the world’s most valuable technology company. But value in this context is merely
a measure of the company’s monetary worth (e.g. its fiscal performance). A financial
magazine, Forbes does not assign value to a company’s performance in the arenas
of social and environmental responsibility. In fact, Alphabet’s ability to generate
revenue is so great that Forbes has proclaimed it to be the most valuable company in
the world overall, outpacing Apple, Microsoft, and Exxon Mobil in its earnings.2 In
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contrast, Newsweek has ranked Google as the 229th most green company in the
world using eight indicators to assess its environmental performance including
measures of energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, water use, and waste
generated.3
Indeed, readers will be skeptical of this recourse to Google to support an
argument about the continuity of avant-gardism. Many have witnessed, and in some
cases participated in, Bay Area social and environmental movements galvanized by
the hypocrisy of Google’s corporate motto “Do the Right Thing” (formerly “Don’t Be
Evil”). The company epitomizes the rapid influx of high tech industries to this region.
And the affluent class of technocrats and engineers that staff those industries is the
primary driver of gentrification, which is displacing middle and low-income residents at
alarming rates—many of them artists and activists.4 Over the past decade, the price
of renting a home or apartment in the Bay Area has skyrocketed. “The typical Silicon
Valley income—more than $114,000 a year, according to the federal government’s
Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages—is twice the national average,” reports
the Mercury News and, “Competition for the available stock feeds the runaway
market.”5 Tech companies are reluctant to integrate social responsibility much less
environmental responsibility as part of their business model, dismissing the Bay Area
housing crisis as a complicated issue. But the connection is abundantly clear. Amidst
the growing epidemic of evictions in the Bay Area, Forbes ranks Google co-founders
Larry Page and Sergey Brin as the 9th and 10th richest people in America. And
neighboring tech titans Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook and Larry Eillison of Oracle are
ranked as the 4th and 5th richest, respectively.6 Technology builds fortunes, but alone
it does not address social and environmental issues nor provide a path to civic
engagement and multispecies justice.
3
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My reason for invoking Google’s search engine in these opening passages is
precisely to demonstrate the fraught relation of the late 20th century avant-garde and
the specter of technological advancement. Sometimes new technology is conflated
with the avant-garde project, and yet others see opposition to new technology as the
primary driver of the contemporary avant-garde. I argue here and throughout this
dissertation that both views are red herrings. Concern about the relation of art and
technology at this generic level misleads and distracts from a more nuanced
discussion of avant-garde methods, media, collaborators, and forums for imagining
the world anew. My aim in this first chapter is to write a grounded and detailed history
of the late 20th century avant-garde after modernism, drawing heavily from both
historical archives and online data with conviction in describing the Latourian “middle
space” where everything happens by mediation (or interaction) rather than opposition.
In We Have Never Been Modern, sociologist Bruno Latour deftly critiques the
way that scientists slowly build up artifacts, draw data from laboratories, reference
each other in papers to establish their authority and influence, and celebrate
advancements in science and technology.7 It is not that Latour disbelieves in science.
He rather intends to show that science is a steady and evolving discipline built upon
evidence and discursive argumentation, rather than truth in nature. It is valuable to
society, but not the dominant form of knowing the world.8 Historians of art and art
criticism work in a similar manner. We are well equipped to slowly build up artifacts,
draw “data” from exhibitions and performances, reference each other in papers so as
to establish our authority and influence, and celebrate as well as critique
advancements in art, which are complementary to advancements in science and
technology.
Feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti provides a second theoretical apparatus
that further elucidates my approach to writing about the late 20th century avant-garde
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as nomadic, rather than conflated or oppositional.9 Similar to Latour, who denounces
the oppositional duality of nature and society in modern thought, Braidotti denounces
the oppositional duality of modern thought that pits human reason against human
emotion. She also describes a philosophical system that is based on relational action.
However, Braidotti manifests a differently unified and collective “posthuman” subject.
The system that she describes includes mediation as well as conflict, yet conflict in
this system is not predicated on the structural antagonism of Hegel’s dialectics—
where Latour locates the “middle space”—and the violence at the heart of the
Hegelian worldview. Braidotti instead describes a way of thinking that includes
reasoning and feeling, predicated on the intelligence of matter (not exclusive to
humans), degrees of intensity in fleshy bodies, and self-organizing differential
coexistence. For Braidotti, nomadic studies across academic domains and cultural
geographies are necessary to come to terms with the complexity of the world. But
pointedly, Braidotti and Latour resist data fetishism (vampirism of all that lives) and
reification (when a relationship is expressed as an object), respectively. Scholars and
artists must negotiate representational schemas across difference to avoid human
exceptionalism, and our work must not solidify as unequivocal truth. We are thinking
and feeling beings among beings.
Braidotti describes the state of mourning and melancholia that results from
uncritical acceptance of the duality of modern thought as triumphant truth, dividing
nature from society and pitting reason against emotion as if a zero-sum game. Such
oppositional thinking closes down the horizon of hope for the future.10 The modern
era, Latour and Braidotii argue, has always been more than this.
What then is the future? Who are the thinkers, doers, and makers of change?
How can thinking relationally together and through difference focus our collective
capacity of regeneration and survival? At what scale and at what speed can social
and environmental justice be achieved? And will human thought ever be triumphant?
Or will we always be imperfect, lumbering, and irregular in our success?
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1.2 Death and Life of the Avant-Garde

To be avant-gardist in the early 1900s was to make art that went against what
already existed, as with the art establishment, and required one to be on the outside
of that thing in order to experiment and change it. Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), born
in France and later naturalized as an American citizen, typifies this impulse and his
legacy may reign above all in the celebrity of the art world. Interestingly though, art
critic Hilton Kramer describes the painting that made Duchamp an overnight
sensation in the Armory Show of 1913—Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2—as
less adventurous than the Analytic Cubist paintings of his contemporaries Georges
Braque and Pablo Picasso.11 The mechanistic and monochromatic descent of the
Nude, speculated to be an androgynous self-portrait of Duchamp, and painted in a
palette of flesh- or wood-colored browns was also seen as inferior to the wildly
expressive colors of Henri Matisse and the intricate compositions of Fernand Léger.12
According to Kramer, celebrity was thrust upon 25-year-old Duchamp who actually
did not rank at all in the Parisian avant-garde before the First World War. Kramer
explains that Americans mistook the young artist’s painting on display at the Armory
Show in New York City as a major representation of modernism, and only thereafter
did Duchamp begin to work, tirelessly and sarcastically, against the ideology of
modernism itself—to change it or even perhaps to destroy it.
After the First World War, Duchamp energized the Surrealist and Dada
movements with provocative works of art and performance that were seemingly
indifferent to politics. Well known are his mocking series of “Readymades”—such as
the porcelain urinal signed by R. Mutt, entitled Fountain (1917), framed by the art
museum and thus proclaimed as art—paired with his feminine alter-ego “Rrose
Sélavy” and musings on the meaninglessness of art whenever queried by the mass
media. Duchamp developed a range of more personal interests less concerned with
the subversion of existing ideologies and institutions, including motorized kinetic
11
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sculpture, music, and the game of chess, all of which pivoted on his trailblazing
interest in the conceptual rigor of art. He demanded a radical transformation of the art
experience in the early 20th century such that the spectator would come more fully in
contact, not with the object of art, but with the work of art as defined by the creative
relation of matter and the mind.13
Duchamp’s celebrity waned briefly in the traumatic period leading up to and
following the Second World War, markedly due to the circumstances of forced as well
as deliberate migrations from the coalition of fascist regimes in Europe. Indeed, the
flight from oppressive ideologies gave rise to the international avant-garde movement.
Exiled to America, Duchamp’s iconoclastic celebrity surged again in the 1950s and
1960s.
Duchamp died on a return visit to France in the commune of Neuilly-sur-Seine
on the outskirts of Paris in October 1968 and was buried in Rouen Cemetery. And
today, more than a century after Nude Descending a Staircase, No.2 appeared in
New York City, he demands greater esteem in the academy and museums than
virtually any other avant-garde artist of his generation. Kramer notes that the artist’s
esteem within the academy may be “the ultimate Duchampian irony: a revolution in
sensibility buried in a cemetery of scholarly footnotes.”14 Indeed, scholars continue to
debate what of Duchamp’s legacy is “vital and worth preserving” while resisting the
descent into mindless celebrity adulation and voyeurism.15
My reason for invoking the life and death of Duchamp is to unsettle the
nostalgia for him as an icon of the lost historical avant-garde. Kramer erroneously
describes the great vigor and energy of Duchamp and other artists working in the
early 1900s as consolidating under the auspices and ascension of modernism in the
1960s.16 Modernism may have become the governing ideology of the art world, but it
has not reified the work of the avant-garde as if existing only in the form of art objects
that can be collected, historicized, and controlled by authoritarian institutions. This
nostalgia is contingent firstly upon the premise of modernism as antagonistic against
13
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the authority of tradition, which in the early 1900s was upheld by academic institutions
such as the French Academy of Fine Arts (est. 1648), and contingent secondly upon
the antagonistic position of the avant-garde artist against the ideology of modernism
in art itself. The implication is that, in the 1960s, the governing institutions of the art
world—including academic institutions—embraced the iconoclastic celebrity of
Duchamp under the now self-critical and triumphant regime of modernism. The avantgarde attitude is said to have subsequently weakened, dispersed, and died.
From this view, the contemporary avant-garde is no longer capable of taking a
revolutionary position outside and against the academic establishment. They are the
establishment. Furthermore, naysayers of the possibility of a contemporary avantgarde, such as anthropologist Matti Bunzl, contend that modern and contemporary
museums faced with the imperative for continued growth have abandoned support for
art with political agency in favor of entertainment programs that guarantee mass
appeal and profitable attendance.17 The more troublesome issue raised by Kramer,
who draws upon the scholarship of cultural historian Jerrold Seigel, is that the triumph
of modernism has resulted in a higher level of suspicion as to whether any given
object or performance belongs within the sphere of art and whether the art world
retains the energies capable of creating new forms of life.18
Contrary to Kramer, Bunzl, and Seigel who have lamented the death of the
historical avant-garde, I draw on the philosophical work of Latour and Braidotti to
argue that the vitality of the avant-garde endures beyond and in spite of the discourse
on modernity and its triumphalism. This is not a direct aesthetic genealogy with
Surrealism and Dadaism, per se, but rather a necessary repositioning of avant-garde
work outside the art establishment in order to experiment and change it. Yet the
avant-garde of the 2000s neither defines itself as inherently antagonistic to the art
establishment, nor the authority of tradition. The contemporary avant-garde is
inclusive of many different traditions, working strategically in the middle space of
mediation, between nature and society, and thinking relationally with intelligent matter
about the posthuman future of social and environmental responsibility. And yet many
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of the avant-gardes who now work in this way are inconsistent in referencing
themselves as such. For instance, Ursula Biemann, Charles Lim, Trevor Paglen, Lisa
Reihana, and Mika Rottenberg are intermediaries working at the crossroads of art
and forest law, art and maritime ecology, art and government surveillance, art and
cultural identity, and art and women’s work.
It is not possible to describe the full range of transformations and
instantiations of the avant-garde between the 1960s and the 2000s, especially given
its global reach. However, I will provide a brief overview of avant-garde individuals
and attitudes after the so-called triumph of modernism, which will be inflected by my
case study of Helen and Newton Harrison in subsequent chapters. Recall the
massive student and worker protests that erupted in Paris in May 1968, just months
before Duchamp’s death, galvanizing over 10 million people to demonstrate in the
streets and to occupy universities and factories across France. The protestors of
1968 did in a way antagonize the authority of tradition, this time the entrenched
economic establishment characterized by free market capitalism, commodity culture,
and its attendant forms of social inequality. Revolt flared across France, Italy, and in
Czechoslovakia with the Prague Spring as well as in Japan and in Mexico prior to the
1968 Summer Olympic Games. In America, in August 1968, tens of thousands of
Vietnam War protesters swarmed the 35th Democratic National Convention in
Chicago. Fights between delegates and reporters even broke out on the convention
floor. These events invigorated debates about new directions for the avant-garde in
the contemporary world.
During the May 1968 protests in Paris, a young Swiss artist named Grégoire
Müller, who was then enrolled at the Académie de la Grande Chaumiére, was
arrested and imprisoned for three days. Albeit a minor figure in the history of art,
compared to Duchamp, a brief telling of this young man’s travels between Switzerland
and France and eventually to the United States will demonstrate the continuity and
steady growth of the international avant-garde following the Second World War. The
year following the protests, Müller returned to Switzerland to work under one of the
foremost contemporary curators of the time, Harald Szeemann, to produce the
landmark exhibition, “Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form,” mounted at
Kunsthalle Bern. “Live in Your Head” is a pivotal exhibition in the history of the avant36

garde because the artists in this show broke free from the reified modernist aesthetics
of abstraction and iconoclasm to experiment with new forms of conceptual art that
engage directly with the social and physical dimensions of the world.19
Rather than show art objects that consolidate artistic thinking and expression
as discrete drawings, prints, paintings, sculptures, photographs, and films, “Live in
Your Head” transformed Kunsthalle Bern into a workshop for artists who embraced
the liveliness of making history together. The exhibition demonstrated the value of
bringing people together in a common space and time to explore the relative
unpredictability of bridging the creative work of the mind with the creative work of the
world. Around 70 people contributed to the Bern exhibition, almost all of them from
Europe and America, and fitting to the inequities of the time, almost all of them white
men. Hanne Darboven and Eva Hesse, two German-born artists, and the American
artist Jo Ann Kaplan were the only female artists in the show. Despite this blatant
underrepresentation of women and diversity more broadly, “Live in Your Head” was a
joyous celebration for the participants. But Szeeman resigned from the Kunsthalle
after much mockery and disdain from the public who clung fast to the conventions of
the reified art object.
Müller also moved on, making his way from Bern to New York City where he
met a young photographer from Italy named Gianfranco Gorgoni. In 1971, Müller and
Gorgoni began collaborating to produce a visually powerful book entitled, The New
Avant-garde: Issues for the Art of the Seventies. This book featured 12 artists, each
of them photographed candidly by Gorgoni. Nearly all of them carried over from
Szeemann’s selection for “Live in Your Head” at Kunsthalle Bern.20 Furthermore, in
The New Avant-garde, all of the artists were white men. Müller attempted to provide a
gender-neutral curatorial frame for this selection, characterizing these 12 artists as
having “an acute awareness of the weaknesses inherent in the accepted ideas about
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art…If art is to exist, it will only do so insofar as it is effective enough to find its place
in real life.”21 He further explains how “this leads to a strengthening of not only the
work’s physical presence, but also its intellectual ratio…Today’s works have replaced
vague, poetical allusions by a rigorous methodology [emphasis added] in the
experimenting with reality…an art that openly acknowledges time within a work, and
which is no longer concerned with the making of an ‘object.’”22 In this writing, with its
thinly veiled masculinist language, Müller echoes many concerns of the historical
avant-garde who also identified their project as merging art into life, or bringing the
work of art into direct contact with a larger public (as with Duchamp, Breton, and
others). However, in place of vague and poetical allusions, Müller asserts that there is
greater strength in the rigorous methodology of the contemporary avant-garde and
specifically the art of these 12 men characterized by their foregrounding of the work’s
physical presence and intellectual ratio. Not merely in a museum or art gallery, but in
the world.
Indeed, the candid portraits and accompanying images of artwork in The New
Avant-garde featuring Robert Smithson, Richard Serra, and Dan Flavin, for example,
show a masculinist trend in the 1970s art world whereby artists and especially
sculptors began to clearly demarcate and occupy physical space over extended
periods of time as compared to producing a series of art objects to be dispersed, sold,
and stored in a museum or art gallery. The notion of a rigorous methodology,
advanced by Müller, does differ in some profound ways from Szeemann’s idea of a
free-form workshop, and it highlights another key transformation in the attitude of
avant-garde artists in the late 20th century. Formerly against and in contradistinction
to the academy as an epitome of tradition and the art establishment, Müller points to
a movement within the avant-garde to adopt and undermine its regimentation (e.g. the
strict discipline and uniformity of academic institutions). However, affinity with the
academy would also lessen the artists’ obligation to keep pace with the demands of
the economic establishment (e.g. the art market and the art museum as it is
imbricated with the art market), essentially positioning them as intermediaries
between the academy and the economy as governing institutions of the art world.
21
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Müller’s artists signaled an aberration in the system of historicizing and exhibiting
proprietary art objects, and thereby advanced the work of merging art into life.
New York City publishing house Praeger Publishers printed Müller and
Gorgoni’s book, likely without concern over the complete absence of women, and
more broadly speaking, the absence of diversity in the volume. Many women artists
were making large-scale sculpture and especially Land art, including Cecile Abish,
Alice Adams, Alice Aycock, Agnes Denes, Harriet Feigenbaum, Suzanne Harris,
Nancy Holt, Patricia Johanson, Mary Miss, Patsy Norvell, Jody Pinto, Mary Shaffer,
Michelle Stuart, and Athena Tacha.23 Such large-scale ambitions of occupying
physical space over extended periods of time were also broadly international in
scope, not solely European and American, and many of those international artists
worked in precarious conditions of war and political violence that demanded a
different set of avant-garde strategies.24 The paucity of diversity and inclusion in both
“Live in Your Head” and The New Avant-garde is complicit with forms of inequality
that were pervasive in the late 20th century art world and remain problematic into the
new millennium.
Lucy Lippard is the legendary feminist curator of contemporary art who
published her own landmark book with Praeger Publishers to redress this negligence.
Lippard’s book, entitled Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966
to 1972, included more than 200 images of work by dozens of artists, many of them
women and from a range of social contexts.25 There is some affinity between Müller’s
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small stable of avant-garde male artists and Lippard’s more expansive selection: they
all worked to overturn the reification of knowledge and art as objects, to challenge the
forces of capital and commodity culture, and ultimately to merge art with life. That
said, Lippard advanced a different facet of transformation in the attitude of avantgarde artists. She pointed to a movement within the avant-garde to experiment with
language, performance, and casual even banal processes that comprise day-to-day
social existence. These artists did not assert that the strength of art is relative to
scaling up its physical presence and intellectual ratio. The works included in Six
Years: The Dematerialization functioned more comfortably as fragments, documents,
and annotations of ideas, events, and experiences.
Praeger Publishers recognized The New Avant-garde (1972) and Six Years:
The Dematerialization (1973) as complementary texts that diversified the work of
“Live in Your Head” (1969), and extended the avant-garde attitude into the
decentralized fray of contemporary art and politics in the postwar era. That avantgarde artists coming of age in the 1950s and 1960s, including Helen and Newton
Harrison, would begin to see themselves as intermediaries who work physically and
socially, rigorously and casually within rather than against the academy, is not so
surprising. Duchamp laid the initial groundwork for producing art for the mind and not
mere retinal art for the eyes. In many ways, he helped to position artists as producers
and performers of a new politics of knowledge that would energize the epistemologies
and ontologies of academia, especially challenging the positivist epistemology of
cumulative scientific evidence and the private life of intellectuals.
It is along this trajectory that I argue the Harrisons’ career as collaborating
artists and professors at University of California substantiates the transformation and
continued life of the avant-garde. Rather than revolt against the academy, my case
study of the Harrisons will demonstrate how some contemporary artists began
working inside the academy to experiment with new forms of conceptual, physical,
and social intervention, and to benefit from the freedoms that academic culture
affords, especially freedom from the issue of art labor and its undervaluation in the art
market. Such artists are resolute that bringing art into direct contact with knowledge
art, occurring now in the Americas, Europe, England, Australia, and Asia (with occasional
political overtones) (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973).

40

formations will broaden the horizon of hope for the future. And I agree. Contemporary
artists who think relationally and through difference can advance our collective
capacity to achieve social and environmental justice.

1.3 Artistic Research Methodologies since the 1950s

Providing further context for Müller’s 1972 statement about the new avantgarde and its affinity with the academy, German contemporary art magazine Texte
zur Kunst dedicated its June 2011 issue to an investigation of the historical and
systematic preconditions for “artistic research” in postwar art since the 1950s. The
editors noted that, in the last two decades (the 1990s and 2000s), the topic of artistic
research, or simply arts research, has been increasingly discussed at the level of
higher education. “In the most various milieus of postwar art…one can find artistic
articulations seeking to establish a relationship to research and scientific concepts,
and that often regard artistic work itself as a research method...this opens up other
approaches to knowledge production that lie beyond positivistic standards and
objective criteria of evidence.”26 But the editors also voice several concerns. “[W]hat
opportunities and risks are connected to the institutionalization of artistic research in a
neo-liberal system of output control and performance records? And how do the actors
themselves view their practice, operating in the field of tension between artistic
autonomy and institutional guidelines?”27 This passage from Texte zur Kunst provides
a succinct overview of the dialectic between the aspirational and complicit nature of
arts research. Except that the described tension between autonomy and institutional
guidelines is misleading. The editors neglect the historical role of wealthy patrons who
historically provided artists with the means to subsist, and who have similarly
influenced their output and performance. Postwar artists who adopted research
methodologies and joined the ranks of university professors worked in a field of
tension between the academy and the economy as the governing institutions of the
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art world. There is no wholly autonomous extra-institutional position, but there is now
a paradigm of working between and across institutions.28
Numerous contemporary publications are deepening and broadening
discourse on the paradigm of arts research. Communication scholar Fred Turner also
pressures the assumption of artistic autonomy in his 2006 book, entitled From
Counterculture to Cyberculture, which unmoors the radical reputation of 1960s and
1970s counterculture in America given that in actuality it reproduced core principles
and advanced objectives of the military-industrial complex. Turner demonstrates that
the U.S. government in the 1940s and 1950s developed a robust culture of
interdisciplinary collaborative research and that counterculture was an extension of,
rather than a departure from that culture.29 The counterculture, including many artists
and activists, saw itself as autonomous at the time. One of their core beliefs was that
utopia of mind could be achieved by exploring the frontiers of consciousness.
However, Turner shows that this frontier was tangled up with new technologies of
networked communication. Many people coupled their belief in utopia of mind with the
belief that computational tools would be liberation machines.
Looking back on the counterculture, Turner carefully disentangles beliefs from
actions that in actuality served to popularize and carry forward what was to become a
new apparatus of neo-liberal political and economic power—which he calls
cyberculture—involving the securitization of the state and privatization of the market.
In a 2009 essay entitled, “Burning Man at Google,” Turner further explores how the
infamous search engine and the contemporary milieu of startup culture, with its
flexible modes of production and consumption, continues to exploit creative research,
collaborative work-styles, and the bohemian ethos of ecstatic participation (e.g. free
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labor performed for its intrinsic value). It is through strategic deployment of autonomy
in the workplace that high tech industries manufacture new information goods and
legitimate new forms of wealth concentrated in the hands of few rather than many.30
This underhanded approach to business as usual fuels disdain for Google’s corporate
motto “Do the Right Thing” (formerly “Don’t Be Evil”).
Turner’s critique of counterculture corroborates the philosophical work of
Latour and Braidotti. The oppositional dualities of modern thought no longer suffice as
explanation of world-making processes. Art historian Tom Holert contributed a
compelling essay to the June 2011 issue of Texte zur Kunst, entitled “Artistic
Research: Anatomy of an Ascent,” which better identifies the aspirational, not
oppositional, merit of regarding artistic work as a research methodology. Holert cites
Nam June Paik, who in turn singles out Alan Kaprow as the archetypal artist of the
1960s “who adopt[ed] a strategic stance vis-à-vis research and the academic world
and call[ed] for critical reorganization of the fields of knowledge and practice.”31 In
Paik’s own words, “Kaprow has been preaching since 1964 that pure research should
be propelled in art and art education like it is in any other academic field, and avant
garde-think-tank [!] should be mobilized to vitalize the often too cautious academic
community.”32 In proposing an avant-garde “think tank,” Paik implies that artists can
position themselves strategically within the academy as a body of experts who
challenge the instrumentation of knowledge in service of political and economic
power, and reveal the inertia of knowledge applied to social and environmental
justice.
Holert also cites anthropologist Arjun Appadurai who describes the alleged
value-neutrality of positivist research in science as a “practice of the imagination,”
closely affiliated with the North American and European West and its central role in
legitimizing the colonial logic of modernity. For Appadurai, artistic intervention in
30
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Western academia signals the reintroduction of epiphany, flash, states of intuition,
non-discursive thought, physicality, not-knowing, absurdity, purposelessness, and
other modes of inquiry into pluralistic and postcolonial cultures of research.33 I agree
with Holert when he concludes that ultimately arts research must produce self-critical
objects, which belong to no one and which are not reliant on property rights in order
to destablize existing regimes of knowledge. In other words, resistance to the
reification of knowledge and the principled desire for artistic autonomy are of utmost
importance in retaining a field of tension between the academy and the economy as
the governing institutions of the art world.

1.4 Avant-Garde Think Tank at UC San Diego

My aim with this dissertation is to argue that the social and environmental turn
in late 20th century art is a continuation and broadening of the avant-garde tradition
after modernism. It is not possible to describe the full range of transformations and
instantiations of the avant-garde between the 1960s and the 2000s, especially given
its global reach. However, I have provided a brief overview of avant-garde individuals
and attitudes, which will be inflected by my case study of Helen and Newton Harrison
in subsequent chapters. In the remainder of this chapter, I will investigate the
historical and systematic preconditions for artistic research at the University of
California at San Diego (hereafter UC San Diego) where the Harrisons would build
their joint career as university professors.
The origins of UC San Diego began prior to its incorporation in the statewide
university system. 34 Initially, in 1903, local community leaders joined with members of
the affluent Scripps family to charter the Marine Biological Association of San Diego
(later renamed the Scripps Institution of Oceanography). When newspaper tycoon
E.W. Scripps moved from Cleveland to La Jolla, he said “There [was] little scientific
33
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concern…for investigating the living things of the ocean and the ocean itself. Hardly
anybody [knew] or care[d] much about this. Yet sometime it may make additions to
knowledge that will be of great value to the world. So I think I’d better give to it.”35 The
UC Board of Regents acquired the Marine Biological Association in 1912 and
constructed the iconic Scripps research pier, extending 1,000 feet into the Pacific
Ocean, in memory of Ellen Browning Scripps’ lifelong support of the institution in
1915. But the Regents would not consider incorporating UC San Diego as a fullfledged university campus until 1956.
Acquiring land to open the new UC San Diego campus took several years.
One of the larger acquisitions was a 436-acre piece of land called Camp Matthews
that the City of San Diego had leased to the U.S. Marine Corps in 1917 for use as a
rifle range for training in marksmanship. Recruitment peaked during the Second
World War, especially after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7,
1941. However, there was a decline in activity during the Korean War and local
residents became increasingly concerned over the proximity of the military range to
civilian neighborhoods. Thus in 1959, Congressman Bob Wilson introduced a bill to
transfer Camp Matthews back to the state for use by the University of California.
While waiting for this bill to move through the legislative system, the UC Board of
Regents confirmed smaller state appropriations as well as donations, including a 63acre gift of pueblo land from the City of San Diego.36 This was enough to establish an
official campus for pure and applied science. UC San Diego enrolled its first students
in 1960. Then, in 1962, President John F. Kennedy signed the bill to transfer Camp
Matthews, and UC San Diego began developing a more holistic campus with
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departments of philosophy and literature alongside physics, engineering, and
biology.37
Professor of economics Clark Kerr served as president of the statewide
University of California system from 1958 to 1967, and so he oversaw the planning
and construction of the new UC San Diego campus. He utilized a team of researchers
to study a variety of British institutions of higher education as alternatives to the
Humboldtian model to demonstrate camaraderie with the Allied powers after the
Second World War.38 And from this study came the idea for a system of six
undergraduate residential colleges that would foster small-scale liberal arts
communities, each with a diverse student body, whereas the campus as a whole
would provide the opportunities and resources of a large research university with toptier graduate programs and professional schools.
Kerr professed great pride in California’s statewide public university system,
and its tremendous capacity to grow the “knowledge industry” in service of
government and business in particular. It was under his tenure as UC President,
between 1963 and 1965, that students at UC Berkeley formed the iFree Speech
Movement and organized a series of protests insisting on the right to speak openly
and critically about the administration and its ideology. They were infuriated by his
operational logic and his minimization of the Humboldtian principle of integration
whereby the arts and sciences would contribute equally to a holistic learning
program.39 Students insisted especially on upholding a program of knowledge in
service of humanity and the environment.40
Helen and Newton Harrison (b. 1927 and 1932) arrived at UC San Diego in
1967, in the wake of the impassioned Free Speech Movement, with four school-aged
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children. Steven and Joshua are the elder brothers (b. 1954 and 1956). Their younger
brother is Gabriel (b. 1961) and their younger sister is Joy (b. 1962). This was the
founding year of the Visual Arts Department at UC San Diego and the year that
anchors the Harrisons’ more than 50-year career in the University of California
system.
UC San Diego diversified its humanities curriculum and founded the Visual
Arts Department with abstract expressionist painter Paul Brach as the founding
department chair. Along with his wife Miriam Schapiro, an acclaimed pioneer of
feminist art, they quickly grew the department’s faculty base with a number of new
hires including Newton Harrison, Donald Lewallen, David Rifat, John Baldessari,
Eleanor and David Antin. Newton had earned a Bachelors and Masters degree in
Fine Art from Yale University, whereas Helen had earned a Bachelors degree in
English from Queens College and a Masters degree in the Philosophy of Education
from NYU. She did not consider herself to be a professional artist at the time of the
department’s founding, and instead joined UC Extension Division’s Education
Programs as a program coordinator and later program director. Helen began
collaborating with Newton in 1971 to prepare for the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition at
the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City. And in 1972, she resigned
from UC Extension to “switch careers midstream” and pursue art full-time.41
The conditions for Helen’s joint appointment with Newton as faculty in the
Visual Arts Department at the main campus of UC San Diego were advantageous
from the beginning—especially given the early feminist influence of Miriam Schapiro
and later Eleanor Antin—although securing a permanent faculty position would take
more than a decade. The process officially began in 1978 when the Visual Arts
Department, then chaired by art historian Jehanne Teilhet, began preparations for
Helen’s appointment file, pending approval by Academic Reviewers and the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, in accordance with university regulations. To
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emphasize his support for Helen becoming a professor of art, Newton proposed the
division of his full-time faculty appointment, given that Helen did half of the work
produced in the 1970s such as “The Lagoon Cycle,” Sacramento Meditations, Spoils
Pile Reclamation Project, and Law of the Sea at the Venice Biennale of 1976. And
given that “students came [to class] expecting to learn from both of us and that other
artists and critics came to visit with both of us,” Newton reasoned, “we should in fact
be sharing the teaching in the university as we share a career external to it.”42
In reviewing the correspondence between Newton and Teilhet from 1978-79,
the Visual Arts Department was for the most part supportive of the split position or
rather joint professorship with Helen. Yet obstacles remained in university
deliberations over the new hire in compliance with the Academic Personnel Manual
and Campus Affirmative Action policy, which regulated equal employment
opportunities and challenged the procedural ethics of reallocating 50% employment
from Newton to Helen without opening up the faculty search to a broader pool of
applicants. Nonetheless, the Harrisons persevered and the outcome of the
bureaucratic process is a detailed defense of their collaborative approach to artistic
research, especially as it differs from other research collaborations, for example in
cultures of science.43
One of the primary distinctions the Harrisons make between their artistic
research collaboration and collaborations in science is the relinquishing of disciplinary
identities in favor of relatively gender-free conceptualization, making, and
performance of work. The Harrisons maintain that the broad spectrum of their
educational backgrounds in fine art, language, learning, and social psychology
generates a unique mode of working and dialoguing simultaneously, playfully, and
with internal disagreement. In fact, disagreement is often made transparent vis-à-vis
narration, poetry, word-image structures, performance, and public events. It is valued
as a form of constructive criticism and feedback that expands their respective
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capabilities and strengthens their collaboration. The Visual Arts Department at UC
San Diego ultimately hired Helen as part-time permanent faculty in 1981.
Helen and Newton eventually transitioned to full professors at UC San Diego’s
Visual Arts Department. Brach had moved to a private art school in Los Angeles
called California Institute of the Arts after serving just two years as department chair
along with Miriam Schapiro and John Baldessari. In fact, Helen and Newton would
continue working and teaching at UC San Diego for 25 years. Eleanor and David
Antin similarly anchored the department, and the faculty grew to include many
acclaimed artists and art historians. Harold Cohen, Alan Kaprow, Phil (or Phel)
Steinmetz, Tony Labat, Moira Roth, and Faith Ringgold, among others, helped
establish UC San Diego as one of the foremost places to study conceptual art in the
country, today carried forward by faculty such as Teddy Cruz and Grant Kester.44
In 1993, at age 60, prompted by an economic recession and severe budget
cuts, Newton accepted an early retirement package along with David Antin, Allan
Kaprow, and more than 300 other faculty and staff members across campus.45 Helen
continued teaching part-time at UC San Diego through 1994 when, at age 65 she too
retired and joined Newton as an emeritus professor. However, neither one of them
was truly ready to retire. As emeriti professors, they recruited their youngest son
Gabriel and Vera Westergaard to join them in establishing the Harrison Studio.
Gabriel and Vera had trained as architects, at UC Berkeley and the Royal Danish
Academy of Fine Arts respectively, and would over the next decade, among other
collaborators, help Helen and Newton revitalize their reputation as internationally
acclaimed contemporary artists with large-scale ecosystem-adaptation projects such
as A Vision for the Green Heart of Holland and A Brown Coal Park for Südraum
Leipzig.
When the Harrison Studio relocated from San Diego to Santa Cruz in 2004,
Elizabeth Stephens, who was then chair of the Art Department at University of
California at Santa Cruz (hereafter UC Santa Cruz), recognized that they had yet to
realize the full scope of their ambitions. In 2007, she invited them to serve as advisors
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in creating a new Ph.D. program for artistic research entitled, “Art Practice: A Whole
Systems Approach with a Global Reach.”46 The Ph.D. program did not gain sufficient
support from the university administration. However, the administration did support
Helen and Newton, at age 80 and 75 respectively, in the founding of the Center for
the Study of the Force Majeure, essentially resituating the Harrison Studio within the
Art Department at UC Santa Cruz to demonstrate the ongoing need for avant-garde
think tanks to vitalize the often too cautious academic community.
The Center for the Study of the Force Majeure brings artists and scientists
together to design ecosystem-adaptation projects in response to climate change in
critical regions around the world.47 Sagehen in the Sierra Nevada and The Bays of
San Francisco, for example, are two ongoing works in “The Force Majeure” series
(2007-present) that advance discourse on drought, fire, flooding, sea level rise, and
infrastructure needed to adapt for a warming atmosphere.48 Pleased with their
contributions, UC Santa Cruz appointed Helen and Newton as Arts Dean’s Visiting
Eminent Professors in 2014, and provided them with a monetary award to support
their outstanding research and contributions for another five-year term. This
appointment will carry the Harrisons through 2019, amounting to over 50 years in the
UC system.
In the subsequent two chapters, I will more closely examine the lifework of the
Harrisons leading up to their arrival at UC San Diego and in the first decade of their
artistic collaboration, the 1970s, to demonstrate that the University of California has
been vital to the manner in which they have advanced the legacy of the historical
avant-garde as university professors strategically positioned between the academy
and the economy as the governing institutions of the art world. I will show that the
Harrisons have consistently exhibited and performed their work in art museums and
art galleries. Yet faculty tenure in the UC system has also afforded them the audacity
to challenge the art world’s complicity with the forces of free market capitalism,
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commodity culture, and its attendant forms of social inequality. Likewise, the
Harrisons have worked rigorously and self-critically within the UC system of higher
education to articulate and challenge disciplinary assumptions in cultures of science
and technology and in relation to economic and political power, to reveal the inertia of
knowledge as it is applied to social and environmental justice.
Even after transitioning to emeritus status upon retirement from UC San
Diego in the early 1990s, Helen and Newton have continued to advance radical
cultural and political experiments to condemn business as usual and imagine the
world anew. They have continued exhibiting and performing their work in art
museums and galleries, and interloping in the vast range of disciplines and degree
programs offered by universities. But their ultimate ambition has been to expand the
scope of their practice into non-art and non-academic contexts, reaching outwards to
diversify and extend the value of arts research into other economic and political
arenas of civic life.
Alan Kaprow, whom Nam June Paik singled out as the archetypal artistic
researcher of the 1960s, was a colleague of the Harrisons at UC San Diego for many
years, and they certainly influenced one another in developing research
methodologies. However, the Harrisons do not identify with Kaprow’s conception of
pure artistic research and his instruction to “forget all the standard art forms…and
make something new.”49 Helen and Newton instead think of themselves as applied
researchers who mix the standard art forms with concepts and methods from cultures
of science and technology to develop purposeful and self-critical ways of problem
solving about social and environmental justice. In the concluding section of this
chapter, I will trace a more direct aesthetic lineage that links the Harrisons with Man
Ray, an archetypal artistic researcher from the historical avant-garde.

1.5 Drawing from All the Disciplines to Imagine the World Anew

Describing Helen and Newton Harrison’s approach to artistic research seems
a difficult task at first. Anyone who looks at their archive will see that they were
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“involved in almost everything,” as they themselves explained to an LA Times
reporter.50 In sculpture, painting, drawing, performance, photography, mapmaking,
collage, poetry, video, design, architecture, anthropology, urban planning, resource
management, physics, biology, and technology, the Harrisons have developed so
many combinatory modes of research, not to mention exhibition and performance,
that it seems pointless to try and keep track of them all.
But in 2015, the Phillips Collection in Washington DC organized a compelling
exhibition of comparable ambition and scope entitled, “Man Ray—Human Equations:
A Journey from Mathematics to Shakespeare.”51 Taking a brief moment to consider
the avant-garde legacy of Man Ray, who was a lifelong friend of Duchamp and yet
developed a more generative (and less iconoclastic) approach to challenging the art
establishment, will further demonstrate that the Harrisons have retained the great
vigor and energy of avant-garde artists working in the early 1900s. Indeed, the
Harrisons’ wide-ranging approach to artistic research has a greater affinity with Man
Ray than with Alan Kaprow and other contemporary artists who in the 1960s were
searching for ways to advance the purity of their medium.
Man Ray, whose given name is Emmanuel Radnitzky, was a Jewish American
artist (1890-1976) and lifelong friend of Duchamp’s. But unlike Duchamp, who
rebuked the celebrity thrust upon him after showing Nude Descending a Staircase,
No. 2 at the Armory Show of 1913 as if the painting was a major representation of
modernism, Man Ray was obsessed with and even celebrated the iconic power of the
female form. His best known images include the back of French singer and painter
Kiki de Montparnasse fashioned into a violin, the eye of American photographer Lee
Miller affixed to the pendulum of an oscillating metronome, and the face of American
dancer Juliet Browner whom he married in 1946 and who was his muse until his
death.52 The image of Kiki’s disembodied hips and Miller’s metronomic eye are
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indelible and hypnotic. In fact, it was Man Ray who produced the portraits of
Duchamp embodying his feminine alter-ego “Rrose Sélavy” in the early 1920s.
Man Ray was also prolific in his exploration of media and technique. He was
tireless in experimenting with painting, sculpture, photography, film, and mixed media.
He even invented a way of making camera-less photograms coined by avant-garde
poet Tristan Tzara as “Rayographs.” In those photograms of everyday objects the
artist appears driven to abstract and objectify the life of things and, in doing so, one
wonders if he degrades them from animate bodies to fetish objects. Each Rayograph
gives the impression that it is an index of the artist’s desire to isolate, have, and hold
a thing, or group of things, in his possession. But this is not the case. Looking at the
Rayographs as isolated and reified objects of art belies the artist’s roving interest in
the power and transmission of images from one medium to another, whereby images
can also animate objects and bring them to life.
“Man Ray—Human Equations: A Journey from Mathematics to Shakespeare”
was a compelling retrospective exhibition because it included exemplar pieces from
the full spectrum of work that the artist completed over the course of his lifetime. It
showed that Man Ray did delight in contemplating the reified aesthetics of
abstraction. The central muses of this exhibition were mathematical models that Max
Ernst, a German artist who was central to Dada and Surrealism in both Europe and
North America, had introduced to Man Ray. Ernst had described the suite of 19th
century models in vivid terms. He said they were “languishing in the dusty cases of
the Poincaré Institute in Paris” while Man Ray was living there in the 1930s.53 Man
Ray was likely intrigued by Ernst’s description, but also by the prevailing belief that
scientific forms of cognition, such as geometric forms, are the output of pure reason.
According to this belief, mathematical science and geometric theorems manifest the
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real objects of nature, whereas objects of art manifest subjective human experience
(e.g. judgments of aesthetic taste and morality).
In the work that Man Ray derived from this collection of 19th century
mathematical models, he challenged and traversed that categorical modernist divide
of nature from society (foreshadowing the work of Latour and Braidotti). To begin,
Man Ray photographed the rational mathematical objects made of plaster, wire,
wood, and papier-mâché as if they themselves were curious subjective beings with
incarnate bodies. Mingling in the world of human thought and experience, the
photographic images soften the edges, curves, and angles of each model as if the
anatomy of skin on bone. The resulting gelatin silver prints are exquisite as a
photographic series with a full range of grayscale value from bright white to deep
black. But those photographs were just the beginning of a decade-long mixed media
exploration. Man Ray continued to think with and rework the images of those
mathematical beings along a meandering trajectory from photography to sculptural
assemblage, back to photography, and ultimately to a series of emotionally charged
paintings called the “Shakespearean Equations.” By the time he finished the
paintings, in the late 1940s, he had left Paris to live in Hollywood as a safe haven
during the devastating years of the Second World War.
Art historian and visual studies scholar Hans Belting, in his book entitled An
Anthropology of Images (2011), aptly theorizes the significance of Man Ray’s decadelong exploration of 19th century mathematical models.54 In his book, which features
Man Ray’s photograph Kiki with African mask (1926) on its front cover, Belting
proposes a new anthropological approach to studying the way that all objects are
perceived by humans as images. Humans invest some degree of conceptual imagery
in all objects, says Belting, including the human body itself thanks to its outward
appearance, and those images colonize our bodies and our brains (or imaginations),
especially if they are transmitted through a variety of different media. The medium, be
it plaster, wire, wood, a Rayograph (Man Ray’s term for a camera-less photogram), or
54
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painting, can appear to own the presence of an object. But fundamentally, Belting
argues, it is the image more so than the object that we ought behold as a thing of
great value. The image of an object can migrate from one medium to another, and
find new embodiment. It will accumulate features and traces of new media along the
way, but nonetheless endure.
Belting even goes so far as to say that images control us and not the other
way around for one can destroy the medium, as with obsolete media objects, but not
the image. Images reappear and act on us in profound and often ambiguous ways, at
the level of both an individual’s imagination and society, and inform both our beliefs
and our actions. One who sees and understands the image of a mathematical model
to be a real object of nature, distinct and divided from objects of art that they see and
understand to be manifestations of subjective human experience, is inclined to act as
if the natural world is divided from the social world (e.g. excluding issues of judgment
and morality in relation to the natural world). Man Ray challenges and traverses this
categorical thinking in the process of making “Shakespearean Equations.”
Man Ray is certainly not the only artist in the early 1900s who was working
across academic domains and cultural geographies in this nomadic way. But there is
a particular aesthetic lineage between Man Ray and the Harrisons that is helpful in
distinguishing their work from Kaprow’s conception of pure artistic research. Man Ray
and the Harrisons are avant-garde artists who are radical—not because they forget all
the standard art forms—but because they draw from all the disciplines to imagine the
world anew. They traverse art, science, and technology to experiment with a wide
range of conceptual imagery and its attendant ideology—not to destroy it, as
Duchamp and other Dada-influenced postwar artists have sought to destroy dominant
ideologies in the 20th century—but rather to challenge beliefs and actions established
in connection with conceptual imagery as if immobile, immutable, and thus enduring.55
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The generative principle that drives the avant-garde aesthetics of both Man Ray and
the Harrisons is that images are migratory, mutable, and enduring over time (perhaps
even indestructible). The multimedia quality of work by Man Ray and the Harrisons
may appear all over the place, at first glance, compared to Donald Judd’s minimalist
obsession with the square, for instance. But there are transformative insights to be
found in the generative sequence of images and objects as images—not forgotten—
but unmoored and reimagined in unexpected ways.
No single medium, movement, discipline, or object can be reified as a pure or
totalizing description of truth in the world. In a 1992 interview published in Art Journal,
the Harrisons explain “…every model of an ecosystem functions as a kind of
distancing agent. Now, that model may be helpful, it may be a lens that lets you see;
but the idea that you need total information in order to act with safety is ridiculous.
The fact is that you can never obtain total information. There are many languages of
nature that we do not understand and don’t even know exist. These languages are
part of complex ecological interactions, and we may never understand them.”56 Even
earlier, in the abstract for a keynote address at the Western Regional Conference on
the Society of Photographic Education in Morro Bay, held in 1987, the Harrisons
wrote “For the past 15 years, photography has been the playground, and the camera
the main image generator in our art. We have used images straight off the camera,
blown 35mm negatives up to such size that the image has acted as a grisaille-like
cartoon for painting, used serial imagery for stories, sometimes inventing arrays that
add verisimilitude to politically critical work. The snapshot and the slide have done for
us what they have done for so many, acted as a quick and dirty image collector. We
use aerial photography extensively. Generally we find the single image limiting and
feel free to modify it by addition, subtraction, multiplication, or division.”57
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Latour would certainly approve of the generative aesthetic principle of Man
Ray, the Harrisons, and others who work in this way. In Latour’s catalogue essay for
the exhibition “Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion, and Art,” he
argues that the more we acknowledge the capacity of images to welcome, gather,
and recollect truth and sanctity—the stronger is the certainty in truth claims.58 Key to
Latour’s turn of the century work is the archaeology of image worship as well as
hatred based on the strength of conflicting ideologies. Latour seeks to expose
ideologies that harden as icons in science, religion, and art. For many secular-minded
people whom he has pejoratively called “moderns,” scientific images convey truth in
nature as opposed to truth in society. They belie the artifacts, data, and social
relations that buttress their truth claims. But it is precisely those mediations that make
them “objectively” true, says Latour. Working thoughtfully with a plurality of images
from science, religion, and art instead presents those differences in ideologies to be
negotiated and expressed with an open mind. As Latour puts it, a cascade of images
reminds us that they, as much as we, are fragile and even complementary mediators
in the production of the world. Or as Braidotti would say, we are thinking and feeling
beings among beings.
In the following chapters, I will show that the Harrisons, akin to Man Ray more
so than Kaprow, have embraced the artistic freedom to study and generate a wide
range of conceptual imagery across academic domains and cultural geographies. But
both the pure and generative approaches to arts research are certainly viable. With
this dissertation, I aim to establish the ongoing need for avant-garde think tanks in the
academic community with ever-greater diversity of approach to thinking, working, and
making art. The Harrisons are two artists among many who have advanced the avantgarde tradition in the late 20th century after modernism.
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PLATE 1 Portrait of Helen as a young woman (b. New York City, 1927).
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PLATE 2 Portrait of Newton as a young man (b. New York City, 1932).
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Plate 3 Portraits of Helen and Newton Harrison (m. 1953) with their children (c. 1960s).
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Plate 4 Newton sculpts a plaster nativity sculpture for the yard of Fort Totten Chapel in
Queens, New York while serving in the U.S. Army (c. 1955).
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Plate 5 Newton Harrison, Portrait of Walter Steumpfig (c. 1957). Two views of life-sized clay bust.
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Plate 6 Newton sculpts Pregnant Woman (c. 1957).
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Plate 7 Newton leads a studio visit at Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia (c. 1957).
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Plate 8 Newton Harrison, Love Groups (1957). Two figure groups made of polymer
plastic commissioned by Mr. and Mrs. R. Barclay Scull.
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Plate 9 “A QUESTION has arisen: Is it art or is it a traffic jam?”
Sally Tyler reports on the crowd surrounding Newton’s first
public art commission in the Philadelphia Daily News
(Saturday, August 3, 1957).
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Plate 10 Installation view of sculptural works that Newton submitted to the J. Henry Scheidt
Memorial Scholarship Competition at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia (1957).
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Plate 11 Newton Harrison, The Mendicant (from Latin: “begging”)
(1957). An abstract, crouching figure submitted to the Scheidt
scholarship competition.
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Plate 12 Newton painting in New York City or New
Haven (c. 1965).
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Plate 13 Painting by Newton showing influences from Sewell Sillman and
Al Held (c. 1965).
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Plate 14 Arthur B. Shostak and William Gomberg, eds., New
Perspectives on Poverty (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
1965).
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Plate 15 Exhibition poster for “Newton Harrison” solo show at La Jolla Museum of
Art (Nov. 6 – Dec. 4, 1968).
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Plate 16 Schematic drawing for whistle buoy mechanism from Office of the Superintendent of
Lighthouses, Third District, Staten Island, New York (c. 1969-1970). Incorporated into Newton’s
proposal for Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field with John D. Isaacs at the Scripps
Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego.
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Plate 17 Schematic drawing for a series of work entitled “On Growth Form and Dissolution”
including The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell, On Growth Form and Dissolution (A Time
Piece), Fluorescent Seascape, Time Module, Mushroom Gradient and Forest Smells (A
Landscape), and Wall (A Landscape) (c. 1968).
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Plate 18 Newton demonstrates the glow discharge phenomenon at UC San Diego (c. 1967-1968).
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Plate 19 The making of Plasma Chambers (1969-1971).
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Plate 20 Newton Harrison, Plasma Chambers (1971).
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Plate 21 Syun-Ichi Akasofu, “The Aurora,” Scientific American 213, 6 (December 1965): 54-62.
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Plate 22 Maurice Tuchman, ed. A Report on the Art and Technology Program of the
Los Angeles Museum of Art, 1967-1971, designed by Louis Danziger (Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, 1971).
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Plate 23 Schematic drawing for Thermal Wall and Path (c. 1970).
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Plate 24 Body Bags performance led by Newton Harrison in Revelle Plaza with
students at UC San Diego (May 26, 1970).
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Plate 25 Newton Harrison, Making Earth (1970-1971).
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Plate 26 Paul J. Smith, ed., Furs and Feathers (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts of
the American Crafts Council, 1971).
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Chapter 2. Becoming Artists in the Postwar Era
2.1 Born in the Boroughs of New York City

Helen and Newton Harrison arrived at the University of California at San Diego
in 1967, the founding year of the Visual Arts Department and the year that begins the
artists’ more than 50-year career in the UC system. They accepted 5-year
appointments as Arts Dean’s Visiting Eminent Professors at the University of
California at Santa Cruz in 2014. This appointment will carry them through 2019.
This dissertation argues that Helen and Newton have advanced the legacy of
the historical avant-garde as university professors. They have developed a
collaborative approach to artistic research, which differs from scientific research in
many significant ways. For one, in relinquishing disciplinary identities, they have
developed a relatively gender-free approach to conceptualizing, making, and
performing their work. The Harrisons maintain that the broad spectrum of their
educational backgrounds generates a unique mode of working and dialoguing. But
the two of them are neither alone nor isolated in advancing the historical avant-garde.
In the previous chapter, I described the contemporary avant-garde as an
increasingly diverse and international movement to work in the middle space of
mediation, between nature and society, thinking relationally with intelligent matter
about the posthuman future of social and environmental responsibility. This larger aim
of this dissertation is to contribute to that international movement by articulating the
social and environmental turn in late 20th century art. The Harrisons are two artists
among many who have advanced the avant-garde tradition after modernism, even
though many of them are inconsistent in referencing themselves as such.
To anchor my case study of the Harrisons, Chapter 2 presents a more
intimate portrait of young Helen and Newton before they commence their artistic
collaboration at UC San Diego, leading up to the social and environmental turn in their
joint avant-garde practice. Drawing from archival evidence, I will give a detailed
account of the Harrisons coming of age in the years following the Second World War.
The Harrisons desired, as early as the 1950s, to use their respective abilities in a way
that would benefit society.
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Geography played a defining role in the Harrisons’ desire for worldliness. They
moved frequently before settling down together at UC San Diego. Helen, who is five
years older than Newton, was the first to attend college. She moved from her family
home in Queens to matriculate at Cornell University with a full tuition scholarship in
1943 at age 16. Newton began his training as an artist in 1948 at age 15 when his
parents arranged an apprenticeship near their family home in New Rochelle with
WPA-era sculptor Michael Lantz. I will show that continued movement in the 1950s
and 1960s whereby they were geographically unsettled in both their public and
private lives corresponded with a significant period of critical self-reflection.
I can only provide a rough sketch of the early years before Helen and Newton
married in 1953 given the sparseness of material in the archive from that time. But I
have made an effort to gather secondary sources that elucidate Helen’s training and
employment prior to 1953, and to speak directly with Newton about his decision to
leave behind his family’s Farberware business—one of America’s top manufacturers
in kitchen retail—to pursue a career as an artist. For the past several years, Helen
has unfortunately experienced symptoms of dementia and so I have had fewer
opportunities to speak directly with her about her experience as a young woman, but
her family has been forthcoming with personal stories and insights.
The archive offers more abundant material for the years after the Harrisons
married and before commencing their artistic research collaboration, and so the bulk
of this chapter will focus on that interim period from 1953 to 1970. During this time,
the Harrisons lived in Philadelphia, Florence, New Haven, and Albuquerque with
intermittent returns home to New York City before moving decisively to the west coast
in 1967. The three-year span from 1967 to 1970 leading into their collaboration was
an especially pivotal period of intensive experimentation that was still relatively
“unsettled.” It was not until 1970 that Helen began collaborating with Newton in the
conceptualization and making of art in preparation for the “Furs and Feathers”
exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City.
Putting together the pieces, I will demonstrate that becoming an artist was for
Helen a more circuitous path than for Newton and one that was shaped in part by the
politics of first- and second-wave feminism. There was a long interlude leading up to
the second wave of feminism during which Helen laid the groundwork for coming forth
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as a collaborator and equal partner with Newton. They married before the Women’s
Liberation Movement took root in the 1970s and largely conformed to socially
constructed gender differences of the time. Namely, they conformed to the
expectation that Helen, as the woman and wife of Newton, stay home and be the
primary caretaker of their four children. However, I will show that Helen’s educational
training and professional ambitions, established in the 1940s and 1950s, are indebted
to the success of first-wave feminism. Given the progress of first-wave feminism, she
was primed in her childhood and adolescence to lead both a public and private life.
At 16 years old in 1943, studying Psychology at Cornell, Helen began to
explore the dynamics of human development and social life. Years later, in 1948 at 15
years old, Newton secured an apprenticeship with sculptor Michael Lantz to study the
dynamics of the material world. One could view the duality of the Harrisons’ academic
interests merely in critical terms whereby Helen was constrained, either explicitly or
implicitly, to academic programs that would endow her with conventional feminine
characteristics. But I recognize that Helen’s ambition led her to exceed the basic skills
of nurturing and communication. She went on to specialize in the philosophy of
education and social psychology, while Newton specialized in the interaction of color
and environmental art. Thus the decision to collaborate in 1970 united Helen and
Newton in developing a distinctive model of artistic research that combined their
respective training. Difference and discourse across difference has long been central
to the Harrisons’ relationship, and this will become evident as I proceed with telling
the story of how they become artists in the postwar era.
Helen Mayer was a gifted student born on July 1, 1927 in New York City in the
city’s easternmost borough of Queens.1 Graduating from Forest Hills High School in 1943
at just 16 years old, she earned a full tuition scholarship to attend Cornell University.
Moving to Ithaca, she enrolled at Cornell and majored in Psychology, but records show
she withdrew in 1945 to marry a man named Bernie Lefkowitz. Indeed after just two
years, she returned home.
1

There is some confusion about Helen’s birth year. Some records state that she was born in
1929, but I have confirmed that 1927 is in fact her birth year. See Biography for Helen Mayer
Harrison (May 4, 1971). Series 10, University of California, San Diego (UCSD), Box 178,
Folder 1. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford
University, Stanford, CA.
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First-wave feminists worked for many decades to organize writings and protests
for the advancement of women’s legal rights, especially the right to vote in public
elections. The Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 was the first formal assembly in the
United States dedicated to discourse on women’s rights, and participants passed a
resolution in favor of women’s suffrage. However, it was not until 1920 that the 19th
Amendment to the Constitution granted women the right to vote, more than 70 years
later.
During the Second World War, it even became acceptable for women to enter the
industrial blue-collar workforce and perform manual labor. In fact, nearly one in four
married women left home to work and earn a wage.2 This was the time of “Rosie the
Riveter,” who was the female equivalent of “Uncle Sam” designed to recruit patriotic
women into the military-industrial complex. Given these historical and systematic
conditions, it is no surprise that college degrees conferred to women also spiked in the
immediate years following the Second World War, from 1945 to 1950. At that time,
women accounted for nearly 60% of all conferred Bachelors degrees.3
Helen married in 1945 and returned home to Queens, but she also reenrolled at
Queens College to carry forward with her collegiate career and earned a Bachelors
degree in English in 1948. Her decision to reenroll is important. Being empowered to
make her own decisions and to be socially conscious, yet never fully in line with societal
trends, is a distinctive characteristic of Helen. This is particularly relevant in
understanding Helen’s relationship to feminism. The first wave certainly made it possible
for her to earn a scholarship to Cornell and pursue a Bachelor’s degree. Achieving the
right to vote in public elections ushered women into the public sphere. Women who took
up factory and other blue-collar jobs left vacant by conscripted men during the Second
World War further broadened acceptance of women in the workplace. After earning her
Bachelors degree in English, Helen matriculated at New York University (NYU) to pursue
even more specialized training, a path that was rare for women at the time. She began a
doctoral program in the Philosophy of Education and gained experience teaching English
2
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and Social Studies in New York City’s middle schools and high schools. She clearly
intended from a young age to lead both a private and public life, yet she was not a radical
feminist. She withdrew from the NYU doctoral program with a Masters degree when her
marriage to Lefkowitz ended with a court annulment in 1952.
Helen married again in 1953 at age 26. But this time, she chose a young sculptor
named Newton Harrison whose ambitions, I imagine, more closely matched her own.4
She had solidified her career aspirations following the legacy of first-wave feminism, and
yet she conformed to the socially constructed expectation that she find and marry a
suitable man. These are the foundations by which Helen would become an artist in the
postwar era.
Newton Abner Harrison was born on October 20, 1932 in New York City in the
borough of Brooklyn and then raised in the nearby suburb of New Rochelle. Newton’s
grandfather Simon W. Farber was an enterprising tinsmith from Russia who
immigrated to America in the late 19th century and established a small business for
manufacturing kitchen utensils in downtown Manhattan. His initial idea in 1897 was to
set up a shop on the Lower East Side to make brassware and ornamental objects for
nearby families because it had been customary to import such items up to that time.
Business grew slowly and steadily in the first decade until he transitioned from hand
hammering to metal spinning with an automated machine lathe, which reduced the
cost of labor and dramatically increased both production and sales. In 1907, Farber
acquired a manufacturing plant in Brooklyn to further expand his line of cookware and
branded the company as Farberware. Over the subsequent decades, despite the
economic depression of the 1930s, the company garnered acclaim for innovation,
efficiency, and beauty in industrial design epitomized by an automated coffeemaker
named the “Farberware Coffee Robot.”5
With the outbreak of the Second World War and President Roosevelt’s call to
arms, Farberware patriotically agreed to transform its production facilities into a
manufacturing plant to bolster the country’s wartime arsenal. Consistent with the
success of its kitchen appliances, the company was commended for “the finest quality
4

Aside from the date of marriage and the date of the court annulment, the Harrison archive
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5
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Bronxboro was published by the Bronx Board of Trade.
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war equipment required.”6 In 1944, as the war came to an end, Farberware then
moved from Brooklyn to an even larger facility in the Bronx in order to streamline and
further expand its production, thereby reestablishing its reputation as an industry
leader in consumer cookware technology during the postwar boom. As historian
Ronald C. Tobey explains, “In the immediate postwar years, the pent-up demand for
appliances expressed itself all at once. The years 1946, 1947, and 1948 experienced
spectacular increases in the growth of sales.”7
Simon W. Farber unfortunately died before the new Bronx facility opened for
service. Thereafter the postwar generation of Farber sons took over leadership of
manufacturing, including his son-in-law Harvey Harrison. Harvey married Estelle
Farber in 1931. One of the company’s primary goals for product innovation amidst the
booming postwar economy was to research materials that would improve the
distribution of heat in kitchen appliances and, in just a few years, Farberware
launched a new line of stainless steel cookware with electronic heating elements. The
innovation was to finish each polished stainless steel device with a thick layer of
aluminum bonded to the bottom for uniform heat spread.
Newton Harrison, the son of Estelle and Harvey, discovered at a young age that
neither his family’s manufacturing business nor patriotism suited him. He first expressed
interest in becoming an artist in 1948 at age 15. His parents abided, but they were
determined that he understand how to be a professional artist if he was to become one.
They arranged an apprenticeship for their son with a local sculptor in New Rochelle
named Michael Lantz.8 Lantz was a hard-working peer of Newton’s parents who had
managed to thrive as an artist in the depths of the economic depression much like
Farberware.
Lantz owed his success to the 1938 Apex Competition, which had earned him a
major commission to commemorate the new headquarters of the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) in Washington DC with a public sculpture. The Apex Competition was
named after the “Apex Building,” which was the nickname of the new headquarters
6
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7
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because it was located at the apex of the Federal Triangle (a triangular city block that
comes to a point at the intersection of Pennsylvania and Constitution Avenue). However,
the FTC itself was not new. Founded in 1914, the FTC “defends the public against unfair
methods of competition and unfair or deceptive acts or practices.”9 Building a new FTC
headquarters amidst the Great Depression of the 1930s was highly symbolic.
U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt advocated increasing public services
and social justice during his four-term tenure in office from 1933 to 1945. He went to
great lengths to provide government-funded work relief and catalyze the energetic spirit
of Americans who were unemployed and impoverished by the economic depression. One
of his major achievements to this end was enacting the Works Progress Administration
(WPA), which included an arts program that put tens of thousands of artists to work
decorating public buildings and other forms of government infrastructure.10 Over 200
artists participated in the 1938 Apex Competition to commemorate the new headquarters
of the FTC. It was the largest sculpture competition ever to be held in America. Lantz won
the coveted $45,600 commission with his design for a pair of equestrian statues entitled
Man Controlling Trade.
Completed in 1942, Man Controlling Trade is a powerful outdoor sculpture. Lantz
carved the two equestrian statues from limestone using deep incisions to modulate light
and shadow over the course of the day and through the seasons. Generally speaking, the
two statues mirror one another. They flank the sides of the Apex Building and both depict
9

This particular description of the Federal Trade Commission’s function is inscribed on a
government-produced sign located on the Pennsylvania Avenue side of the Apex Building
along the “Federal Triangle Heritage Trail,” adjacent to Lantz’s prize-winning sculpture.
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an idealized muscular man straining to control a powerful horse. The artist and the jury
who elected to commission this work understood in basic terms that, “The well-muscled
men represent government, and the wild stallions represent unregulated business.”11
Each of the men pulls down with great force on his horse’s bridle to “brake” and “break”
the wild animal in the double sense of both slowing the horse and training the animal to
follow a certain set of rules. Yet the men and the horses are caught mid-struggle. In other
words, the horses are not fully broken. They pull and resist the men with a great force of
their own. This is because the FTC is a government agency that should actively and
continually struggle both to uphold the virtue of the common good whereby resources are
shared and made beneficial to all members of society (e.g. the public), and the virtue of a
competitive marketplace whereby businesses improve and innovate in order to rival one
another for personal gain. Notably, the latter virtue of a competitive marketplace is
naturalized in the image of the wild stallion, and this image inflects the laissez-faire view
of many (but not all) Americans who believe that economic liberties and the free market
are more aligned with the natural order than government regulations and social justice.
There are slight variations in the two equestrian statues that flank the Apex
Building in Washington such as the position of the horses’ hooves, the men’s feet and
hands, and the rope that the men have wrapped around the horses’ necks to bridle and
subdue them. But the statues read cohesively as one sculpture. Man Controlling Trade is
commemorative of the new FTC headquarters built during the Great Depression of the
1930s, and of the agency’s ongoing struggle to uphold the common good as well as the
competitive marketplace for the American people. Even more fundamentally, this
sculpture is a monument to the structural antagonism and violence that Rosi Braidotti
regards as the heart of Hegelian philosophy (discussed in Chapter 1). When Newton
Harrison apprenticed with Michael Lantz in New Rochelle at the impressionable age of
15, he became simultaneously fascinated by and critical of that antagonism.
Reflecting back on his apprenticeship from his current position as professor
emeritus at UC Santa Cruz, Newton claims that at the age of 15 he understood Man
Controlling Trade to represent a collusion of the American government and the country’s
elite managerial business class against nature. This does seem like a sophisticated
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Marxist reading for the young son of industrialists. However, a 15-year-old could certainly
view this sculpture as a depiction of men in a violent struggle with nature. This is actually
a more naïve and literal reading of the horses simply as horses, not a proxy for economic
liberty. They are wild animals. And well-muscled civilized men wrestle against them. They
wrestle with great effort to control the wildness of the animals and of nature.
I accept that Newton was at least aware of this structural antagonism as a young
man and that he was irritated by it. Nonetheless, he continued to assist Lantz in his
studio, in the off intervals of his schooling during the years 1948 through 1953, with
plaster casting, building wood armatures, modeling, woodwork and building architectural
scale models, as well as drafting and reading architectural blueprints.12 Furthermore, I
recognize that Man Controlling Trade, which remains positioned on either side of the
Apex Building in Washington to the present day (and which I visited as part of my field
research), informed many qualities of the work that Newton produced as a young artist,
as well as the collaborative corpus of artistic research that he and Helen have since
created together.
Newton attended Peddie Prep High School, a college preparatory school in New
Jersey, and completed several years of schooling in Yellow Springs, Ohio at Antioch
College before reaffirming to his parents his intention to become a professional artist. In
1952 at age 20, he transferred to the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts and moved
to Philadelphia. And in 1953, he married a philosophically and artistically inclined
educator named Helen Mayer. These are the foundations by which Newton would
become an artist in the postwar era. He had solidified his career aspirations in
contradistinction to the industrial patriotism of Farberware, and yet he was troubled by the
structural antagonism and violence against nature manifest in the public monument Man
Controlling Trade.
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2.2 From the Military Police to the Pennsylvania Love Groups

Newton’s progress towards a Bachelors degree in Fine Arts was abruptly
interrupted when, in 1953, the U.S. Army drafted him into the Korean War. But the
conflict in Korea was subsiding by that time, and the Army did not deploy Newton for
military action. Instead, he remained stateside in New York where he trained to serve
in the Military Police Corps, the uniformed law enforcement branch of the Army.
Given his skepticism of Man Controlling Trade, it is not surprising that
Newton’s time with the Military Policy Corps was brief. The way he tells it, he began
ticketing high-ranking officers at the post and when called into the administrative
offices to be reprimanded for his behavior, he professed that he was bored by his
duties and proposed instead that he serve the Army as an artist. The administration
did reassign the unruly artist, says Newton, but not as he had hoped. They put him to
work painting equally boring white pavement lines that delineated traffic lanes and
public parking areas. The archive attests that Newton was eventually promoted to a
position teaching ceramics at the post’s craft shop. After demonstrated his talent, the
administration then commissioned him to sculpt a plaster nativity sculpture of Mary
and Joseph holding Baby Jesus for the yard of Fort Totten Chapel in Queens.
Helen gave birth to her first two children, Steven and Joshua, in 1954 and 1956
respectively, and so at the conclusion of Newton’s military service in 1955, he reenrolled at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts with renewed conviction to finish
training as a professional artist and support his family. Following his apprenticeship with
Lantz and the nativity scene at Fort Totten Chapel, he continued to study figurative
sculpture. Archival photographs and news clippings from the 1950s show that Newton
preferred the malleability of clay as a medium for exploring the tactile dimensions of
creativity, epiphany, and the human spirit. Local art collectors praised and encouraged
the young artist to evolve his Rodin-like approach to the human figure, his ability to
convey the poetic motions of the body and soul.13
13

Mrs. Catherine Biddle Cadwalader Scull, whom along with her husband Mr. Richard Barclay
Scull commissioned Newton to create a rooftop sculpture for their home in the Radnor
Township of Villanova, likened Newton’s work to the work of Auguste Rodin, citing The Kiss
(1889) as a comparable example of two nudes embracing. Those statues “brought Harrison
before the public as no sculptor of comparable youth has been in this section [the Plymouth
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In 1957, Mr. and Mrs. R. Barclay Scull, who were primarily collectors of
modernist painting, commissioned Newton to create a rooftop sculpture for their lavish
English Regency-style home, just west of Philadelphia in the Radnor Township of
Villanova.14 English Regency architects of the early 19th century commonly decorated
the rooftops of new buildings with small sculptural ornaments positioned along the outer
ledge in a harmonious manner.15 For example, three neo-classical statues adorn the
central part of the Hanover Terrace overlooking Prince Regent’s Park in London,
designed by Sir John Nash and now owned by contemporary artist Damien Hirst.16
When the Sculls asked Newton to create decorative sculptural ornaments for their new
English Regency-style home, surely it echoed the premise of the Apex Competition and
the resulting sculpture by Lantz that so irritated the young artist. Newton recalls that he

Meeting and Radnor Townships]. They have also brought some leading members of the public
to him, with orders for enough statues to keep Harrison, his attractive wife, Helen, and their
two small sons elbow deep in clay until the next general election.” See Mrs. Scull quoted in
“Nude Statues on Roof Cause Traffic Jam on Main Line” (undated) and Thomas Hovenden,
“Plastic Nudes in Quaker Land: Ups and Downs Of Works Raise Stock Of Plymouth Mtg.
Sculptor,” The Times Herald (undated) in Scrapbook 1 (1957-1958). Series 7, Early Work by
Newton Harrison, Flat Box 290. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University
Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
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proposed to dump “old world” thinking, and instead reenergize the American home with
active architectural elements that would more firmly anchor the building to the ground.17
Thinking of non-conformity as patriotism, Newton advanced the idea of making
a series of life-sized nude statuaries called Love Groups. He envisioned four distinct
figure groups to be installed on the rooftop corners of the Scull home representing the
same man and woman to convey the poetic motions of their bodies and souls (e.g.
“making love” in four seasonal iterations). The four iterations would symbolize the
annual cycle of the seasons in Pennsylvania, from spring’s thirst to winter’s bone, as
well as critique the life-long existential struggle of American couples in traditional
marriages who are expected against all odds to maintain a stable home for their
eponymous nuclear family, a concept coined by anthropologist George P. Murdock in
1949.18
Interestingly, Newton’s design for the Pennsylvania Love Groups channeled
the structural antagonism of Man Controlling Trade, except that he explicitly
undermined the violence at the heart of that public monument. Newton’s couple
instead enters into a love relationship. This is not a harmonious and romantic love,
per se, but a Braidottian love founded on struggle with degrees of intensity in fleshy
bodies (discussed in the previous chapter). The figures are nude, but not vulnerable
or exposed. Moreover, Newton dispensed with the heavy stone and cast bronze
typically used by sculptors in the 1950s and especially for outdoor commissions. He
instead cast the Love Groups using a polymer plastic that was durable, yet retained
the appearance and character of wet clay. In the 1950s, plastics and other synthetic
materials derived from fossil fuels were not widely understood as a form of
environmental pollution. To the contrary, at that time, plastic technology was
understood to be an innovative material that would alleviate pressure on overexploited natural resources.19 While Newton does not address environmental issues
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in the Love Groups, he does begin exploring the intelligence of matter as Braidotti
puts it. Or, as Duchamp and Man Ray championed in the early 1900s, he begins
exploring the creative relation of matter and the mind whereby the finished object of
art is of lesser importance than the work of art (or the process by which art is made
public).20
Controversy erupted upon installation of the first two completed Love Groups,
one group in an active pose and one group at rest. A reporter for the Main Line
Chronicle, a local Philadelphia paper, relayed the initial confusion over this nude
statuary, “Are they wrestlers? Dancers? Radnor Township women’s groups have been
stirred to protest, having been told that the works exceed the conventions of academic
art.”21 A second reporter with the Main Line Times rebutted that, “Both Harrison and the
Sculls obviously are convinced that the statuary is pure art and Scull reportedly is
prepared to fight for the principle if it comes to that…art does not belong in the
museums but out in public where people can appreciate it.”22 A third reporter with
Philadelphia Daily News summed up the situation as follows, “A QUESTION has arisen:
Is it art or is it a traffic jam?”23 Local police and officials of the Radnor Township drove
out to the Scull home to clear traffic that was congesting the neighborhood roads, but
also to see the provocative work of art firsthand.

aluminum combined. Even during oil shortages in the 1970s, environmental leaders advocated
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Debates over the Scull commission lasted for well over a year, in part due to
friction between Newton’s appeal to artistic freedom and the deep-rooted religious values
of what is historically a Quaker community. The following summer, a Main Line Times
reporter described ongoing traffic jams in the Radnor Township due to forced removal of
two Love Groups from the Scull’s rooftop and ensuing defiance on the part of the artist
and collectors who replaced the sculptures almost immediately, this time on the rear
section of the roof. Members of the public persisted with objections about the sexualized
character of the figures, despite Newton’s efforts to downplay his critique of existential
struggles and social norms. They are “meant to express the wholesome and spiritual
aspects of the love of a couple, and their subsequent feelings,” he said. “Spring will
represent a young woman in the full glory of womanhood [becoming pregnant]. Summer
will depict her after she has conceived. Autumn will show her after she has fulfilled the
destiny of womanhood [raising a family]. Winter will portray her as gradually withdrawing
from active life as spring begins a new cycle [the next generation]...my sculptures show
the various facets of family life and the beauty which lies therein.”24 In this statement,
Newton wavers on his earlier assertion that the Sculls ought dump their old world
thinking. In particular, he defaults to a conservative and seemingly resolved
characterization of womanhood and refrains from characterization of the male partner to
appease neighboring families.
The Love Groups controversy was a formative experience for young Newton. His
intent had been to reimagine the decorative tradition of rooftop Regency-style sculpture,
and to challenge the idealized roles of motherhood and fatherhood in the too-perfect
model of the nuclear family in the 1950s.25 He had designed his sculptures to assert the
internal dynamics, vulnerabilities, and disagreements of marriage—even foreshadowing
the changing role of women in society. And yet he was surprised by accusations that his
nude figures were a threat to public morals. The media attention affirmed for Newton that
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his work merited public debate and strengthened his resolve to become an artist actively
engaged in civic life.

2.3 Living Abroad in Florence

In addition to working on the rooftop Scull commission, in 1957 Newton had
entered a body of work into the J. Henry Scheidt Memorial Scholarship Competition at
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. He assembled a group of miniature
figure studies along with a life-sized statue of a nude woman standing in contrapposto
pose and a more abstract crouching geometric figure called The Mendicant (from
Latin: “begging”). And the arbiters of academic art at the Pennsylvania Academy
rewarded his efforts. He won a $1500 traveling fellowship to study abroad in
Florence. Newton and Helen thus flew to Italy with their two boys, Steven and Joshua,
and with additional financial support from Estelle and Harvey Harrison would live
abroad together for three years from 1957 to 1960.
The province of Florence in the Italian region of Tuscany is home to
masterpieces in Renaissance art and architecture. There is great touristic appeal in
the Piazza del Duomo at the heart of the city. It is the home of an iconic domed
cathedral designed by Filippo Brunelleschi. Furthermore the Uffizi Gallery in Florence
is one of the first modern museums in Europe with renowned artworks by Botticelli,
Caravaggio, Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael, and many others. The collection is a
gift of the bourgeois Medici dynasty that more or less ruled Florence and Tuscany
from the 15th to the 18th century. Newton took classes at the Accademia di Belle Arti di
Firenze, founded by Cosimo de’ Medici in the 16th century, and began painting while
also continuing to experiment with the possibilities of plastic sculpture.
The ways in which the Second World War and fascist rule of Benito Mussolini
transformed Italy in the 20th century are less pronounced in the touristic literature on
Florence. But Newton also recalls the intensity of postwar Italian politics when asked
about his time abroad. He recalls, for example, a riot that he encountered in the
Piazza della Repubblica, which he expected to be a Marxist demonstration because
the Partito Comunista Italiano had grown in prominence during the later years of the
war. But upon arrival, he discovered it to be a fascist group and so retreated to a
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nearby portico.26 He then recalls a second encounter, possibly distorted by memory,
for there is no indication in the archive as to whether or not he was conversant in
Italian at that time and the stories seem conveniently jumbled together. But Newton
says, while lingering in that portico, his attention was drawn from the riot to a car
accident between a vehicle owned by a business couple from the city and a vehicle
owned by peasants from the countryside, and that the ensuing name-calling
conveyed a deep-rooted conflict between Italy’s elite managerial class and poor
working class.27
There is no evidence in the Harrison archive that reflects actual participation
or even deep intellectual engagement with civic life in Italy from 1957 to 1960.28 The
car accident in particular sounds like a quasi-fictional account of Marxist political
struggle—a literal collision of the urban bourgeoisie and the rural proletariat. But I do
accept that from 1957 to 1960, Newton witnessed the residual pains and structural
antagonism of a country torn apart by Mussolini’s dictatorial campaign during the
Second World War. The Partito Comunista Italiano had become the second largest
political party in postwar Italy, with widespread support for Marxism as an
antagonizing force against fascism.
The archive shows that Newton spent the majority of this time in Florence
working in his studio to process the moral dilemma that had surfaced in the making of
Love Groups (e.g. whether or not his nude figures were a threat to public morals) and
to experiment with new directions in both painting and sculpture. There is a notable
collection of letters written and received by the Harrisons during this time. They are
exchanges with Newton’s parents, Estelle and Harvey.
The Florence letters more reliably express Helen and Newton’s experience
coming of age as young Americans living abroad and honing their career ambitions in
the postwar era. And they do read tenderly, as if part of a classic bildungsroman
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story. There is one prominent letter (quoted in the introduction) in which Helen and
Newton thank Estelle and Harvey for their financial support for, in their words, it
enabled them to find themselves and thereby use themselves significantly according
to their capacities.
Estelle and Harvey did worry about the young couple and their two grandsons
living so far away from home. There is a letter dated February 1959 in which Newton
references some poetry that he had shared with his parents and that was particularly
upsetting to them. “You must realize that while I am your son, I am also an artist on a
search and the truth that I seek is sometimes joyous, sometimes painful, but always
worthwhile.”29 He implored them to understand that the distance from home is leading
him to see the world anew. He wrote, “In America, we overdo our wish to happiness
and thus run the risk of finding only contentment. In our search we suppress this crisis
or that unpleasantness and after a time become skillful at hiding behind any number
of excuses. We become ostriches and our sea of sand is suburbia.”30 The less
pleasant aspects of his poetry, reasoned Newton, were signs of personal and selfcritical growth. Continuing in third person perspective, he explained, “The poems
show that N. Harrison is no more controlled by these feelings. He has not wasted
them on himself by throwing them away but has taken conscious control of them and
is using them in art.”31 Indeed this self-critical voice surfaces again in later works of
art by Helen and Newton, and especially in “The Lagoon Cycle” (discussed in Chapter
3). But at the conclusion of this letter, Newton turned introspective again, wondering if
in the future he would, “drop a certain egotism to develop into a considerate, loving
human being.”32 He supposed, “As I become this [loving human being] I will be able to
see more clearly and express more clearly that universality which though so distant
now commands me to speak out…I must improve myself as a tool…I have my mind’s
eye trained upon speaking out for a world bigger than myself.”33
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Newton’s father Harvey responded shortly thereafter in May 1959. In a typed
and formally composed letter, which stands out against the meandering script
handwritten on scraps of paper by Helen and Newton, Harvey did his best to appeal
to his son’s “practical sense.”34 He encouraged him away from poetry and philosophy,
and back to producing the kind of figurative sculpture that earned him the Scull
commission and the Scheidt fellowship.35 He even said that he had been actively
courting interest in this kind of work by visiting with a friend of the family named Lillian
Poses who had connections to “one of the better and sophisticated galleries.”36
Harvey was clearly business-oriented. He tried to convince his son that he could earn
a good living as an artist by streamlining and expanding the production of his artwork,
just like Farberware had done with kitchen appliances. He concluded his letter by
requesting that Newton consider, “making two or three dozen small bronze pieces
and arrange for a showing in New York,” admitting that, “Perhaps this is the practical
and dollar side of me that is showing but I feel the need of expressing it.” 37 However,
living abroad in Florence, Newton was developing an increasingly irreverent attitude
towards the demands of private collectors and the art market, aspiring instead to
moments of artistic revelation and consciousness of a world bigger than himself.
Helen wrote letters from Florence more consistently than Newton, and in them
she explained in more relatable terms to Estelle and Harvey why they were living
abroad. For example, in an undated letter that appears to be a direct response to the
one Harvey sent in May 1959, she relayed with a firm but empathetic tone that
Newton would not be returning to figurative sculpture. And she tried to alleviate the
pressure that Harvey had exerted on the pace of his son’s productivity. “He is doing
work direct in plastic and in a year or two or three, it will be saleable and good. But it
is experimental work. If someone came to you and said, ‘Harvey, there is a market for
cheap aluminum pots. Sell me several hundred,’ what would you do? Retool your
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whole production to sell some pots. You are making a product – so is Newt.”38 She
continued to impart her compassion and understanding of Newton’s growth as a
young artist. “He is thinking, planning, working for a new art…art that may be
revolutionary when it succeeds,” she explained. “A revolution is not made in a day.
Wait, See—Believe. He is worth believing in, as you well know.”39
Helen wrote eloquently on behalf of Newton, but she was not merely a witness
or spokesperson for him during their time abroad in Florence. Helen was a gifted
student and a strong writer with specialized training in language, literature, and
education. And from 1958 to 1960, she served as Director at the International Nursery
School in Florence while also tending to Steven and Joshua. She also briefly studied
painting. But at that time, in her letters, she primarily expressed her support of
Newton who was determined to think, plan, and work for a new art. Indeed, in those
three years abroad, Helen and Newton became steadfast in their shared belief that
patience and resilience would lead to some sort of artistic breakthrough.

2.4 Abstraction in New York, New Haven, and New Mexico

Newton began to explore abstraction at the Pennsylvania Academy of the
Fine Arts as seen in the crouching geometric figure, called The Mendicant, which he
submitted to the Scheidt scholarship competition in 1957. Living abroad in Florence
from 1957 to 1960, he continued that investigation in sculpture as well as painting. He
essentially bypassed the conventions of representation in portraiture and landscape
painting whereby one would learn the techniques of figure modeling and mapping
perspectival space on canvas. “Whenever he begins a new period in his work,” Helen
penned in a letter to Estelle and Harvey describing Newton’s initial approach to
abstract painting, “he turns inward. He says feels and knows little—only the canvas,
the materials are real to him. He sits and dreams, paints, reads, sleeps, goes about
the business of living in a dazed abstracted way. After the series of pictures is well
underway, he ‘wakes up’ and looks around him. Then he can put into words what he
38
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is doing and talk about it—before that it is too early.”40 The poignant line in that letter
conveys that, in exploring abstraction, material was real to Newton. No matter if he
was working in clay, plastic, poetry, or paint. All along he realized that he had looked
to material for guidance—its quality and integrity—more so than the people and
things that he could represent. Although, Newton quips that it was his aversion to the
rule-based repetition of painting white pavement lines for the Military Police Corps
that primed him for working in this dazed and abstracted way.41
The Harrisons returned from Florence to the bustling New York City art scene
in 1960. By now a seasoned father—Steven and Joshua would have been 6 and 4
years-old at that time—Newton initially found work teaching experimental painting to
children at housing settlement projects and neighborhood centers.42 And Helen gave
birth to their youngest son and daughter, named Gabriel and Joy, in 1961 and 1962
respectively.
New York City was ground zero for abstract painting in the early 1960s as
propounded by high modernists such as Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, and Jackson
Pollock whose near-religious Greenbergian ethos of abstract expressionism
emphasized the autonomy and primacy of applying paint to a transcendent picture
plane.43 The conventions of figure modeling and perspective had become incredibly
passé. Pure and formal elements such as line, color, and composition were the new
measures of a good abstract composition.
Because Newton was determined to build his reputation in the New York art
world, he downplayed his portfolio of figurative sculpture (much to Harvey’s dismay)
and doubled down on abstract painting when given the opportunity to exhibit his
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work.44 And one of his early artist statements, written in October 1961 about a group
of paintings in sand that Newton called “The Gather Series,” abides by the
transcendent approach to painting as a contemplative act “that descends in unbroken
line from reflections in symbol form on the nature of spirit in man.”45 But I suspect that
Newton was wary of Greenberg’s doctrine of abstract expressionism because he had
already observed the codification of ideologies in the activities of the Federal Trade
Commission, Military Police, and Regency architects of England as well as admirers
of the Medicis, Mussolini, and Marx. Even in that early artist statement, he holds fast
to the promise of artistic freedom and new materials research as a counterforce to
those ideologies. At the crux of the statement reflecting on the nature of spirit are the
words “action” and “dynamics,” and these words resonate with the emphasis on
physical rather than contemplative acts in earlier figurative works like the Love
Groups.46
Within the next year or two, Newton had decided it was time for him to return
to school and complete his Bachelors degree, which he had left unfinished when he
and Helen moved to Florence. He enrolled at Yale University’s School of Art and
Architecture in New Haven, Connecticut in 1963. The degree would solidify his
ambitions to become a professional artist and freethinker.
Yale University was the first school in the United States to establish a
professional fine arts program in 1864, and it remains one of the most prestigious
programs in the country. New Haven was an excellent place for Newton to unpack the
governing principles of Greenbergian abstraction. With distance from the buzz of New
York, he could decide for himself whether or not he agreed with those tenets of high
modernism. In just one year, Newton earned his Bachelors degree in Fine Art from
Yale and without pause continued on to their graduate program.
44
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Sewell (“Si”) Sillman was one of Newton’s key mentors at Yale. He was about
ten years Newton’s senior and had served in the U.S. Army during the latter years of
the Second World War before discovering his love of art at Black Mountain College in
North Carolina. His time in the military was, perhaps, a point of connection with
Newton.
Sillman had formed a strong bond with one of his own professors at Black
Mountain College. It was the eminent painter and color theorist Joseph Albers who
himself had trained and taught at the Bauhaus School in Germany, but left when the
Nazis came to power and closed the school in 1933. The Bauhaus was founded with
the objective of combining elements of both art and design in its curriculum. Their
curriculum emphasized formal relationships, much like Greenberg, however one of
the key differences was the Bauhaus’s embrace of craft and mass production as
compared to the transcendent aspirations of the Greenberg doctrine. Rather than
pure abstraction and transcendence, the Bauhaus aimed to develop useful and
beautiful objects with great concern for shaping the material world through direct
means. Furthermore, Bauhaus faculty taught their students that in developing their
capacity to shape the material world they could improve the conditions of civic life,
whereas transcendent works of art are more likely to become contemplative
adornments in the homes of private collectors (in the manner advocated by Harvey
Harrison).47 This was not to imply that functional art was without spirit. In Sillman’s
words, “What you get from Albers is not something that you can codify, that you can
exhibit, that you can mine and make a buck with...It’s a basic soul study in a sense. It
goes inside of you.”48
When Albers joined the Yale faculty as head of the Department of Design in
1949, Sillman transferred with him. Albers then retired from Yale in 1958, but he
continued working. In fact, just as Newton arrived to Yale in 1963, Albers had
published a new book, entitled Interaction of Color, which has since become his
magnum opus and a cornerstone of art and design curriculum in both Europe and
America. Indeed Albers conceived the publication as a functional handbook and
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teaching aid featuring a range of theoretical experiments in color to show its
expansive physical properties and visual possibilities: its intensity and vibration, its
relativity and deception, and its overall plasticity as a medium that can transform the
material world whether presented as paint on canvas or as a simple composition of
paper and wire.49 Albers actually preferred working with paper, much like Henri
Matisse whose late career cutouts convey extraordinary expression.50
When Sillman joined the Yale faculty, he largely elaborated on Albers’s
theoretical experiments. However, he developed a reputation for being more formal
and less experimental in his instruction, for example, asking students to produce strict
geometric forms and then layer them to explore the visual possibilities of additive and
subtractive color juxtaposition. One critic describes Sillman’s own artwork as “plotted
with an almost manic accuracy.”51 Sillman produced brilliantly hued watercolors, but
he also produced compositions using illustration board coated in black ink and then
incised with fine wavy white lines. Newton served as a teaching assistant for one of
Sillman’s color workshops during his first year in the Yale graduate program and, as I
will show in the remainder of this chapter, would continue to work and think with color
as a primary shaper of the material world for many years to come.
Al Held was another key mentor for Newton during his graduate studies at
Yale. Like Newton, he had developed an irreverent attitude towards governmental
authority while briefly serving in the U.S. Navy. This attitude was inflected in his own
signature style of hard-edged abstract painting, which was likely more relatable to
Newton than Sillman’s manic accuracy.
Originally, Held had planned to study with the social realist painter David
Alfaro Siqueiros who was renowned for his large mural paintings in Mexico (along
with Diego Rivera and José Clemente Orozco). But Siqueiros got into a gunfight and
went to jail just as Held was preparing to leave home.52 Instead, Held joined a group
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of young radicals called Folksay in New York City as a way to explore art in
connection with political activism. Folksay, explains Held in an oral history interview,
embraced traditional folk culture including folk songs and dances as a means to
engage with the American political system. They organized square dances and other
public events that emboldened the body politic more directly than painting. Held’s own
father, who was a Marxist, likely encouraged him to explore art as a catalyst for
political action. However, ultimately Held came to study abstract painting with Franz
Kline and Mark Rothko. The “hard edge” that Held innovated to earn his faculty
position at Yale was the result of lessons in calligraphic gesture and color fields with
Kline and Rothko respectively.
During his second year of study in Yale’s graduate program, Newton assisted
Held with an experimental workshop on “environmental art” that explored the formal
interaction of a painting and its surroundings (e.g. how the addition of a painting to a
room can transform the room itself). Looking at Held’s brightly colored canvases from
the 1960s, it is noticeable that the shapes he laid down are barely contained within
the pictorial plane and one that he painted in 1964, entitled Maltese Cross, is not
abstract at all. It is an explicit reference to a symbol associated with a medieval
Catholic military order, the Knights Hospitaller, which was active in Malta during the
Crusades. There was still a glimmer of activism in Held’s teaching at Yale. And while
serving as his teaching assistant, Newton likely contemplated the idea of
environmental art with undercurrents of political activism. Especially as Helen had
participated in the Women’s Strike for Peace (1961-1962) where “thousands of white,
middle-class women walked out of their kitchens and off their jobs in a one-day
protest” and then organized as a nationwide dissident group that “fought against
nuclear arms and U.S. intervention in Vietnam.”53
Graduating from Yale in 1965 at age 32, with both a Bachelors and Masters
degree in Fine Art, Newton had the credentials and qualifications to begin his own
career teaching at the university level. He secured his first faculty position as
Assistant Professor in Charge of Visual Fundamentals at the University of New
Mexico (UNM). And so, the Harrisons ventured westward together, leaving their
53
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childhood home on the East Coast to explore the high desert and big skies of
Albuquerque.
Two years of graduate school was not quite sufficient time for Newton to arrive
at a personal conclusion about the tenets of high modernism. And he had yet to
achieve the breakthrough to which he aspired in Florence. However, he did gain
appreciation for art as an academic discipline that granted both he and his students
the freedom to continue exploring. He kept with abstract painting at UNM,
experimenting with bold color juxtapositions and also shaped canvases (following
Frank Stella), while continuing to look for unique properties in unorthodox art
materials (as he had at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts). He learned that
access to research funding is one major benefit of working at a large research
university when UNM awarded him a grant to explore the sculptural possibilities of
high-density foams.
Now with four school-aged children and her own set of credentials and
qualifications—recall her Bachelors degree in English from Queens College (Class of
1948) and her Masters degree in the Philosophy of Education from NYU (Class of
1952)—Helen also went back to work at UNM teaching literature and acclimating to
the world of higher education. However, she oriented her work in the field of
education more broadly, endeavoring to raise the issue of equality and access to
good education at every level of society. In fact, as early as 1965, Helen and Newton
collaborated on writing an essay exploring new directions in education for high school
dropouts entitled “Dropouts and a ‘Design for Living’,” published in the book New
Perspectives on Poverty edited by Arthur B. Shostak and William Gomberg.54 The
essay specifically advocated for arts education as a vital complement to the
acquisition of trade skills in high schools with a record of poor student retention. The
Harrisons argued that, with arts education, students could learn to create new
possibilities of social existence otherwise denied to them.55
Helen would not begin collaborating with Newton in the conceptualization and
making of art until 1970. But in Albuquerque, in 1965, she and Newton began writing
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and thinking together, each of them honing their desire to speak out for a bigger world
with greater equality and greater diversity. In their ‘Design for Living’ essay, the
Harrisons reason that existence is more than mere survival as defined increasingly by
money and private property in the context of the booming postwar consumer
economy. Educators ought pose questions to high school students about existential
needs such as identity and meaning in connection to their surrounding environment
prior to the mechanics of getting a job and a paycheck.
The Harrisons spent less than two years at UNM. In 1967, abstract
expressionist painter Paul Brach, who was founding chair of the Visual Arts
Department at UC San Diego, recruited Newton to join his department’s growing
faculty base. Thus the Harrisons, middle-aged and ever more determined to use
themselves significantly according to their capacities in the world, ventured even
farther from home. California would further stimulate Helen and Newton to work
collaboratively towards developing artistic research methodologies by mixing
standard art forms with concepts and methods from cultures of science and
technology. In this they sought to develop purposeful and self-critical ways of problem
solving about social and environmental justice.

2.5 Art and Technology (or Projects Outside Art) in California
Soon after moving to California, in 1968, Helen matriculated at United States
International University (known today as Alliant International University) to begin a
new doctoral program in the Graduate School of Leadership and Human Behavior.56
Her aim with this third graduate degree was to refresh her initial interest in
Psychology at Cornell University and to apply concepts and methods from her
56

In 1927, Leland Ghent Stanford chartered a private, graduate institution called Balboa Law
College—the first law school in San Diego. Balboa Law College later expanded to include
undergraduate and graduate studies. To reflect this expansion, the school first changed its
name to Balboa University and later to California Western University. In 1968, school moved
to its current location in Scripps Ranch in northeast San Diego and changed its name to
United States International University (USIU). During the 1970s, USIU became a center for
humanistic psychology with a faculty that included Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, and Victor
Frankl. Igor Ansoff, one of the founders of the field of strategic management, was also a longtime faculty member. See “History,” Alliant International University, accessed March 16, 2017,
www.alliant.edu.

110

degrees in English and Education to her growing concern for social justice (e.g.
nuclear disarmament and access to education). This was a definitive move by Helen.
Simply by enrolling in the doctoral program, she synthesized the three domains of
expertise—language, learning, and social psychology—upon which she would build
an artistic collaboration with Newton.
Helen also joined UC Extension Division’s Education Programs as a program
coordinator in 1969. And earning a promotion in 1970, she began to withdraw from
the doctoral program. Eventually, in 1972, in order to fully merge her three domains of
expertise—language, learning, and social psychology—with Newton’s passion for the
material world, she would fully switch careers, leaving the field of education to
become a full-time artist.
La Jolla Museum of Art organized one of Newton’s first solo exhibitions after
moving from Albuquerque to San Diego. In the press release for the exhibition, simply
titled “Newton Harrison” and scheduled to open in November 1968, the museum
described the body of work on display as shaped paintings.57 This was a shorthand
way of describing the abstract canvases to be exhibited because the base edges of
those canvases sloped out from the wall and joined with the gallery floor, providing a
perceptual slide from the vanishing point of their inward aesthetic dimensions to the
physical ground of the gallery itself. These paintings demonstrated in a more concise
if abstract manner, especially after studying with Sillman and Held at Yale, that
Newton was thinking less about interior emotional landscapes and more about the
exterior physical environment. Or rather, he began thinking about the interior
emotional landscape in relation to the exterior physical environment. Newton referred
to this body of work as the “Path Series.”
Also included in the press release for the “Newton Harrison” show at La Jolla
Museum of Art was a new statement about his changing approach to making art. This
series of shaped paintings, said Newton, “contains both the serious and the absurd.”58
Such paradoxical and provocative positions are very different in comparison with his
57
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earlier statement about the “Gather Series,” written in October 1961 while living in
New York City, reflecting genuinely on the nature of spirit in man. In his statement on
the “Path Series,” there is no mention of transcendence or the tenets of abstraction in
high modernism. Instead, harking back to the controversy of the Pennsylvania Love
Groups, Newton deepens his affinity with the avant-garde legacies of Marcel
Duchamp and Man Ray.
After the overnight sensation of Nude Descending a Staircase, No.2 at the
Armory Show of 1913, Duchamp laid the groundwork for conceptual artists to produce
serious artwork for the mind. But Duchamp also began working sarcastically to
subvert and even destroy the ideology of modernism itself—moderns being apt to
celebrate anything that appears to be antagonistic against the authority of tradition—
whereas Man Ray took on a more generative and migratory approach to challenging
the art establishment by traversing and even merging ideologies across academic
domains and cultural geographies. In Newton’s statement on the 1968 La Jolla
exhibition of shaped paintings, the “Path Series,” he similarly conveyed that he had
initiated an exodus from the ideology of modernism.59 And he began to embrace the
very notion of paradox whereby two opposite things that may seem irreconcilable and
in tension with one another are not inherently in conflict. Artists need not be wholly
antagonistic against the authority of tradition—conventions of figure modeling and
perspective, for example—in order to retain the vigor and energies capable of
creating new forms of life.
This is not at all to imply that there was a ghost-like passing of avant-garde
genius from Duchamp to Harrison after Duchamp’s death in October 1968 (although
the timing is uncanny). 1968 was a momentous year around the world. Recall the civil
unrest in France, Italy, Czechoslovakia, Mexico, and elsewhere that had erupted
earlier that year and invigorated debates about new directions for the avant-garde in
the contemporary world. 1968 was also the year that American astronauts Frank
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Borman, James A. Lovell Jr., and William A. Anders launched into space on the
Apollo 8 mission—the first manned mission to orbit the moon. And during their 20hour lunar orbit, on Christmas Eve, they became the first humans to witness an
Earthrise, which established a new horizon of hope for the future of humanity on a
planetary scale. Following an unprecedented era of tension between the United
States and Soviet Union that threatened nuclear war and planetary destruction, the
1968 “Earth Rise” photograph became one of the most iconic images of the late 20th
century. Lovell describes the view as seen from their spacecraft: "The vast loneliness
is awe-inspiring and it makes you realize just what you have back there on Earth."
It is not possible to describe the full range of transformations and
instantiations of the avant-garde attitude in the late 1960s, especially as many who
now work in this way are inconsistent in referencing themselves as such. The first
chapter of this dissertation is forthcoming about this impossibility. The reason that I
invoke Duchamp and Man Ray is to create both a contrast of attitudes in the historical
avant-garde and a through line in 20th century avant-garde whereby the passing of
Duchamp in 1968 foreshadows key continuities and developments in the Harrisons’
and others’ attitudes towards the art establishment.60 Neither Duchamp nor Man Ray
is directly mentioned in the Harrison archive, but I especially associate Marcel
Duchamp and Newton Harrison who at 25 years old, albeit a half century apart, both
experienced a certain celebrity being thrust upon them after showing controversial
works of art in public. Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2 (1913) and Love Groups
(1957) are both preludes to avant-garde careers that thrive by embracing the strong
kind of feelings that controversy can invoke.
One of the more direct influences on Newton Harrison in the late 1960s was
an electrical engineer named Billy Klüver. Klüver had been working at Bell Telephone
Laboratories in New Jersey when, in 1960, he entered into his first artistic
collaboration with artists Jean Tinguely and Robert Rauschenberg to produce a
kinetic artwork in the garden of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Tinguely,
who was the primary author of the work, did not conceive its kinetic aspect as mere
movement or pure abstraction. They intended for the machine to literally destroy the
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garden, or rather the machine would destroy itself and hence destroy the garden.
Entitled Homage to New York, this machine was a thinly veiled and iconoclastic
critique of the booming economy in postwar America. The 1950s and 1960s brought
great prosperity to Americans, whereas the rest of the world had been destroyed by
the terrifying violence of the Second World War. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were
especially devastated by atomic bombs that the United States dropped during the
final stages of the war in August 1945. How could Americans revere their war
machines as if their own economy and livelihoods were exempt from the aftermath
and ongoing fear of atomic destruction?
Klüver initiated a second artistic collaboration in 1966 largely as an appeal to
his colleagues in engineering to join him in support of this avant-garde and
introspective kind of machine art. A series of performances called 9 Evenings:
Theater and Engineering ushered forth other employees at Bell Laboratories,
contemporary technology workers whom Klüver viewed as necessary interlocutors
with contemporary artists in order to mix the two cultures that C.P. Snow had divided
as if tragically in isolation.61 And then in 1967, after the success of 9 Evenings, Klüver
launched his most ambitious collaboration called Experiments in Art and Technology
(better known as E.A.T.).
E.A.T. was a non-profit and tax-exempt organization headquartered in New
York City. Rauschenberg and Robert Whitman, both artists, and Fred Waldhauer, one
of the engineers who participated in 9 Evenings, are credited as co-founders. But
Klüver was President and the central organizing figure. He was intent to promote the
value of artist-engineer collaborations and grow the E.A.T. membership across the
United States and in Europe. “Science and technology are inherently beautiful and
human and have consistently helped clear barriers between people,” reads one of the
inaugural E.A.T. membership newsletters, and “technology inspired by art…or rather
stimulated by artists requests for art…could radically expand the limits, relax the fixed
assumptions, and change the limited direction of contemporary technology.”62
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The same letter also explained in detail what services E.A.T. would not
provide its membership such as solving artists’ technical problems, arranging a library
of information, and public service projects.63 The driving reason for the organization to
exist was to bring artists into direct contact with engineers such that contrasting ideas
and skillsets might adapt to a common goal, as well as stimulate new approaches to
their respective fields. It was a peer-to-peer model of collaboration. Moreover, “The
projects [would] stimulate decentralization of the art world and hence a more
favorable cultural climate.”64
A team of people helped Klüver run E.A.T. Julie Martin was the editor of the
newsletter and 16 local membership coordinators were appointed. Newton Harrison
joined the E.A.T. membership in 1967 and received a letter from Klüver dated
February 5, 1968 informing him that his name had been forwarded to Henry Hopkins
of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) who would serve as coordinator
for the E.A.T. Local Group in Los Angeles.65
Newton initiated his own peer-to-peer art and engineering collaboration with
an oceanographer and engineer named John D. Isaacs at Scripps Institution of
Oceanography at UC San Diego in 1969. He was prompted by a call for proposals for
realizable art and technology projects in the environment to be featured in the
exhibition, “E.A.T. Projects Outside Art.” 66 And he contacted Isaacs to develop a
proposal entitled Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field, incorporating a
water pump that Isaacs had recently prototyped to extract and utilize energy
expended by ocean waves. Newton imagined a transformation of the functional water
pump into an aesthetic whistle buoy mechanism equipped with a sound generator to
pulse sonic information about the energy spectrum of ocean waves. And similarly the
pump itself could produce a pulsing visual display of water shot into the air to a
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considerable height to convey the energy spectrum.67 However, much like Helen
asserted herself as a collaborator with Newton without necessarily aligning with the
radical aims of second-wave feminism and the Women’s Liberation Movement,
Newton asserted his peripheral position in the art world independent of Klüver’s
collaborative E.A.T. initiative.
The transformation that began for Newton in 1968 as he continued to reflect on
the interaction of color and the edges of art objects, apparently rested on the revelation
that “color field” painting—a branch of abstract expressionism developed by Clyfford
Still, Barnett Newman, and Mark Rothko among others in the 1950s and 1960s—was
merely a fabricated illusion of the original fields of earth, sky, forest, and ocean. In
looking back on that revelation, Newton explained how “the idea of using the planet’s
electromagnetic field to generate a visual field seems [more] straightforward and
natural. In the same way using the energy of the ocean to describe itself, and in that
process generating an ecological transformation [emphasis added], seems natural.”68
This retrospective account of the revelation in the archive is undated, but was most
likely recorded in 1973. The writing is part of a career overview that looks back at 25
years of practice, beginning with Newton’s apprenticeship with Michael Lantz in 1948.
So pinpointing Newton’s so-called revelation to the year 1968 is uncertain. But if
accurate, the statement does provide further insight into the exhibition of shaped
paintings, entitled the “Path Series,” mounted at La Jolla Museum of Art that same year.
In that series, Newton had disregarded the illusions of interiority and allusions to
exteriority in abstract painting. And he had resolved himself to explore newfound
possibilities of interacting directly with the physical world. Or rather, paradoxically, that
he could do both simultaneously, seriously and playfully, within one cohesive painting
and without conflict. This embrace of paradox is then coupled with the story of
revelation whereby Newton would shift his attention from the painted canvas to the
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original fields of earth, sky, forest, and ocean so that he could occupy both a
paradoxical and peripheral position in the art world.
Indeed, there is much uncertainty about the chronology of the three-year span in
which Newton began, both seriously and playfully, to explore the cultures of science in
universities. And perhaps such a linear understanding is unnecessary. A synchronic
approach to this three-year span, seen as one point in time, instead highlights the
intensity and tenacity of his experimentation.
Newton prefers a narrative that gives primacy to his concern for natural growth
processes over technological ones, that is to his study of biology more so than
engineering. He has told critics and academics alike that his first ecological “growth
piece” was exhibited at the Howard Wise Gallery in New York in 1968, entitled The
Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell.69 “There was all this talk about modular
structure,” reads a quote by Newton, referring to Albers and Sol Lewitt in a 1978 article
by Kim Levin published in Arts Magazine, “but the most basic primary structure stuff is
the genetic code…I realized that modularity was clearly a reference to nature with the
basic module as the cell.”70
Cells do make up the smallest level of all living organisms, where life-sustaining
metabolic processes take place such as taking in nutrients from food and producing
energy. Many scientists also refer to the cell as the building block of life because it
provides hereditary genetic code and structure. Newton grew curious about the cell as
an artistic medium that could, like the ocean, describe itself. But unlike the vast
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energetic field of the world ocean, a cell could be bottled and treated as if it were a
sculptural growth form.
To get started with his investigation, according to Newton, he approached the
Biology Department at UC San Diego to inquire if they could propagate cells from his
own liver.71 He explained to the biologists, surely in a tone that contained both the
serious and the absurd, that he wanted to use the tissue culture to clone his liver and
treat it like a Eucharist (serving his own flesh at a feast analogous to the Last Supper).
The biologists responded in seriousness and explained that there was no way they
could help Newton propagate his liver. However, they could and did provide him with a
lily cell. And they instructed him that in order to propagate the cell, he should put it
inside a glass container with an agar medium and a filter to remove bacteria from the
air.72
There is a schematic drawing for The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell in
the Harrisons’ archive, along with a series of work entitled “On Growth Form and
Dissolution,” but I have found no evidence that the lily cell work was ever made.73 There
is no documentation of this work in the exhibition archives of the Howard Wise
Gallery.74 Nor is there any primary source of criticism to elaborate on public response to
the work. In the Levin article, written 10 years later in 1978, Newton claims, “I did a
piece and it was lost…I watched the morphology, and I thought, here we artists are
playing with morphology as if we know something. And we don’t.”75 And the Harrison
archive does confirm that the Howard Wise Gallery invited Newton to participate in
exhibitions on two different occasions.
The Howard Wise Gallery first invited Newton to take part in a group exhibition
entitled “Kinesthetics” that took place from December 6, 1969 to January 10, 1970. And
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then again for a group exhibition entitled “Propositions for Unrealized Projects” that took
place later that year from September 19 to October 10, 1970. It is possible that The
Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell was included as an undocumented late addition to
the “Kinesthetics” exhibition alongside works by Juan Downey, John Freeman, Carson
Jeffries, Len Lye, and John Roy. But the published exhibition brochure in the archive
lists only two works by Newton “exploring the aesthetic potentials of some recent
technological developments.” One work is Plasma Chamber, which is described as
luminous gas in a vacuum chamber that assumes different shapes and intensities, like
the aurora borealis, as pressures and densities are subject to controlled changes (to be
elaborated momentarily). The other work is Wall, which is described as a 10 x 12 foot
heat sensitive surface with changing colors and designs induced by programmed
heat.76
The only other possibility, according to the Harrison archive, is that either the
schematic drawing of The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell or the schematic
drawing of the series “On Growth Form and Dissolution” was included in the
“Propositions for Unrealized Projects” exhibition. That second exhibition included many
of the same artists from the “Kinesthetics” show as well as luminaries of the design
world such as Buckminster Fuller. And the schematic drawing is conceptually and
technically on point. It renders a 7’ tall Plexiglas tube with an 18” wide diameter. It
indicates there would be one foot of agar medium at the base of the tube and a
Millipore filter at the top in order to remove bacteria from the air and propagate the lily
cell. A tangled mass inside the tube represents the anatomy of the cultivated plant
when it reaches full growth. Finally, there are instructions for introducing insects such
as aphids that would destroy the plant and then bacterium or a virus to attack the
aphids, thus completing the cycle of growth form and dissolution, which interestingly
parallels the iconoclastic cycle of Tinguely, Rauschenberg, and Klüver’s Homage to
New York.77
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A better index of Newton’s departure from the reified modernist aesthetics of both
abstraction and iconoclasm is the “Prospectus for an Experimental Design Course” that
he prepared in the fall of 1967 for UC San Diego. There is abundant documentation in
the archive for this course, and the course objective was precisely to rethink painting
and sculpture as “working aspects of a third thing— environment.”78 Rather than confine
students to the modernist paradigm of art objects, Newton would teach students to make
art that activates its surrounding physical space. To achieve this, Newton instructed
students to forego the conventional approach to composition, understood as an
arrangement of parts internal to the work of art, and instead approach composition as
“the study of amount. That is, how much (the amount) of any given thing [be it a work of
art or otherwise] is necessary to either act of itself, or to activate any other thing [in a
shared environment]. Implicit in the study of amount is the idea of interaction. It is by an
evaluation of the interaction of parts that the study of amount is refined and its function
defined [emphasis added].”79 At what point, as volume increases in a sculpture or
vibrancy accrues in a painting, does change become apparent in the surrounding
physical environment? The prospectus proceeds along a trajectory of increasing scale
with fewer and fewer material limitations. Newton hoped especially to attract physicists,
mathematicians, biologists, and chemists with no previous art training to join in this
experimental pedagogy.
Even with the removal of material limitations, Newton was surprised that most
students were content to use conventional art materials such as paper, paint, canvas,
wood, glue, plastic, cotton, foam, cloth, ink, clay, stone, and other found objects that
could be collaged into a conventional art object. However, a student named Keith
Carter from the Physics Department did eventually come up with a novel idea. Carter
suggested that he and Newton borrow some equipment from a laboratory on campus
to set up a glow discharge demonstration inside a bell jar using a simple vacuum

78

Newton Harrison’s “Prospectus for an Experimental Design Course” (1968) and Judith
Morgan’s “Art Class Surprises Skeptics” describing a required course in color and design last
fall published in The San Diego Union (January 28, 1968) in Scrapbook 3. Series 7, Early
Work by Newton Harrison, Box 287. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University
Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
79
Ibid.

120

pump and base plate for electricity.80 Glow discharge demonstrations are common in
the study of physics. They help students understand how kinetic energy and photons
of light can be produced within a medium of ionized noble gases called “plasma,” and
that plasma exists in much of the universe including the plasma roof of Earth’s upper
atmosphere called the “ionsphere.” A vacuum-sealed bell jar or comparable vacuum
chamber is necessary for a glow discharge demonstration because sparking the
ionization process involves the kind of voltage-current that can electrocute and kill
someone. Newton was captivated by the glow discharge as a new experimental
medium of art that called attention to ways in which photons of visible light are
produced in the planet’s electromagnetic field.81
As early as 1961, Dan Flavin began incorporating electric lights into his
sculpture and in 1963 he executed his first entirely neon work entitled Diagonal of
Personal Ecstasy (the Diagonal of May 25, 1963, to Constantin Brancusi).82 A neon
light is a simple form of glow discharge contained within a long glass tube. There is
gas inside the tube at low pressure and a metal electrode at each end that, when
given enough voltage, sends an electric current from one end to the other to ionize
the atoms, or breakdown the gas, such that “free” electrons plucked out of the atomic
orbitals emit colored light and energy. The namesake neon gas emits an orange
color, helium gas emits a yellow color, mercury gas emits a blue color, and so on and
so forth. Bruce Nauman began experimenting with neon lights in the mid-1960s,
although he is known for his more playful shapes, figures, and fragments of language
that evoke the neon sign in semiotic cultures of communication. One of Nauman’s
best-known neon works is a pink and blue spiral of cursive that reads, The True Artist
Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths (1967). But Maurizio Nannucci is likely
the most verbose of the 1960s neon artists. He produced paragraph-long
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Alfabetofonetico writings as early as 1967 meant to scale language on par with
architecture.
When Newton began working with Carter to experiment with glow discharges
in 1967, he was neither interested in the essence of neon forms nor the semiotics of
neon language. It was the neon tubing as a miniature environment of noble gases that
interested him. When the tube is turned off, without electricity, it contains ordinary
atoms. When turned on and given an electric force, the atoms are then literally pulled
apart, losing electrons to become positively-charged ions. The free electrons thus
become negatively-charged, and inversely charged particles are attracted in opposite
directions. It is the smashing of energy in this process that creates photons of light,
which can form diffuse shapes and patterns by means of the fluid plasma as a
conductor of electricity. This would be quite a volatile storm of activity to witness;
however, due to the narrow and constricted area of a standard glass neon tube, it is
not visible to the human eye. Could Newton adjust the volume, pressure, type and
amount of gas, and the type and amount of electricity to render the interactions within
a plasma-filled glass tube more apparent?
Following the success of Klüver’s 9 Evenings, in 1967, the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art (LACMA) had actually begun to organize its own program of art
and technology, separate from E.A.T., called simply Art and Technology (or A&T).
Maurice Tuchman, LACMA’s first full-time curator of modern art, had initiated this
program as an exchange project for contemporary artists to connect with California’s
tech industry. A&T was not a peer-to-peer network to connect contemporary artists
with contemporary technology workers for ad hoc programs and projects. It was not a
redundant west coast iteration of 9 Evenings. A&T was a long-term exchange
program embedded within the institutional frameworks of museums and corporations.
In 1968, Tuchman sent notification to 250 corporations of the A&T program and
several dozen responded with interest. And in the published report on A&T upon its
completion in 1971, Tuchman explains, “In virtually every case there was a particular
corporation individual who made himself responsible, along with the artist, for the
success of the collaboration. Such a man might be primarily an authoritative officer,
who delegated responsibility…In many cases, when a company did give generously of
its resources, we came to find hidden, if not unusual, motives for its doing so. Jet
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Propulsion Laboratory’s involvement with Newton Harrison is probably accountable, in
part, to the company’s desire to move out of space exploration exclusively and identify
itself with the larger area of environmental research.”83
A&T’s assistant curator Hal Glicksman had contacted Newton in the spring of
1969 to schedule a visit to his studio at UC San Diego and see the glow discharge
experiments. Following Carter’s initial demonstration, Newton had scaled up the glass
bell jars, reaching up to 3 feet in height, in order to provide a clearer window onto the
light and energy produced within the chamber. He was fascinated by the visuality of
this phenomenon, and Glicksman recognized that he would be an ideal candidate for
a long-term exchange with engineers at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) at the
California Institute of Technology in Pasadena. The engineers could help Newton
design an even larger glow discharge chamber to scale up the composition and
increase the visibility of the interactions therein. Several artists including James Byars,
Richard Serra, Mark di Suvero, and Michael Asher had previously toured JPL with the
A&T curators, but without successful placement. This was fortunate for Newton.
LACMA arranged introductory meetings with the Manager of Propulsion
Research and Advanced Concepts Section, Donald Bartz, and plasma expert Ray
Goldstein among others at JPL. The group deliberated over many potential solutions
to the structural, technical, and aesthetic challenge of scaling up the glow discharge
chambers. They ultimately agreed on the use of a 12-foot high vacuum-sealed
Plexiglas tube with an 18-inch diameter, nearly the same proportions as the tube from
Newton’s schematic drawing for The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell. However,
this tube would house a gas injection system and discrete electrical fixtures on the top
and bottom ends such that it could be programmed with a timed ionization cycle. The
engineers were primarily involved in the design phase of these scaled up work, which
Newton would indecisively call Glow Discharge, Plasma Tubes, Plasma Chambers,
and Light Piece.84 He had to outsource fabrication of the tubes to a local plastics firm,
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work with Carter to build the mechanical devices, and entreat Jeff Raskin at UC San
Diego’s computer center for programming assistance. The plan was to make five
chambers in total. Each tube would be viewed, more or less, like a conventional
sculpture or perhaps even a painting, given the color dynamics inside the tube. But
Newton and the JPL engineers ultimately envisioned an immersive walkthrough
installation of all the tubes that would push the notion of both sculpture and painting
as working aspects of a third thing—environment.
Around this same time, Newton pitched his idea for Some Beginning Thoughts
on the Ocean as Field to Scripps oceanographer and engineer John D. Isaacs as
derivative of color field painting. Prompted by the E.A.T. call for proposals, he was
determined to realize or at least problematize a large-scale art and technology project
beyond the confines of the museum and art gallery, especially the emblematic
modernist “white cube” gallery. Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field
would take place outdoors and offshore using an array of wave-powered water pumps
and whistle-valve buoy mechanisms to thrust ocean water upwards in an aweinspiring visual and sonic display of wave energy. Furthermore, Newton assured
Isaacs that the installation would contribute scientific data to advance the field of
ocean engineering. For example, the water pump could be tested for its viability as a
functional mechanism for capturing wave energy for human use, and for pumping
nutrients from the deep ocean upwards to sunlit surface areas such that tiny
phytoplankton plants would bloom and expand the base of the oceanic food chain.85
In a letter to Isaacs dated April 28, 1970, Newton reflected, “the proposal…is simply
the result of a collision between my fantasy and your pump.”86
“E.A.T. Projects Outside Art” afforded Newton the opportunity to imagine the
Pacific Ocean as if it were a painting, but one that could act of itself and activate other
things. Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field would install a mechanism
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in the ocean that would mix the ocean’s organic layers and concentrations to yield a
new and even improved composition, enacting what would essentially be a manmade
system of upwelling to increase the ocean’s energy output. However, this was no
small task. And Newton’s fantasy would become increasingly self-critical as the
project developed. Even in 1969, Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field
was more than a painterly allusion to ocean engineering. And it was more than a
fantasy about man’s technological hubris and capacity to alter the composition of the
world ocean. It was a real proposal with real consequences that provoked both the
artist and others to reflect on the paradoxical feeling of the technological sublime
described by historian David E. Nye as the awesome and fearsome transformation of
raw environments by human power.87 How would Newton and Isaacs effectively plan
and steward this ocean installation, and had others generated enough foresight for
projects that had already generated ecological transformations at such a massive
scale, for example the Hoover Dam?
Ultimately, Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field failed to gain
traction beyond schematic drawings. The primary reason is documented in the
archive.88 The selection committee for “E.A.T. Projects Outside Art” decided to
aggregate instead of select from the large quantity of proposals that it received after
the initial call to members in December 1969. Rather than simply feature a handful of
disparate “realizable” proposals in an exhibition, E.A.T. attempted to harness the
enthusiasm of its membership to actually realize three collaborative and thematic
projects: Education in New York City, Hydroponics in Tucson, and Recreation in Los
Angeles.89 The committee assigned Newton to join the Los Angeles collaboration
along with Jim Anderson, John Braun, Doug Campbell, John Forkner, Jim Gilbert,
Helen Goodwin, and Allan Kaprow, all of whom had submitted proposals in response
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to the initial call. However, the artists expressed reservations about the ethics of
E.A.T.’s organizational procedures, especially Kaprow. He wrote a letter to Klüver
dated October 24, 1970 explaining—“some of us felt tricked, put-upon, falsely
encouraged in our individual best efforts, in order to be used in some sort of
collectivity you’d conceived in private…we were faced with a surprise mandate.”
Enthusiasm around “E.A.T. Projects Outside Art” soon dissolved.
Plasma Chambers, designed in collaboration with engineers at the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory as part of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s Art and
Technology program, is the most distinguished of Newton’s art and technology projects
from this intensive three-year period of experimentation. It is the most ambitious
proposal that he successfully developed from concept to completion. In fact, Tuchman
was so pleased with the success of Newton’s collaboration with Jet Propulsion
Laboratory that he selected Plasma Chambers along with seven other A&T works to
feature in the American Pavilion of the “New Arts Exhibition” at the 1970 World
Exposition in Osaka (Expo ’70).90 This was a great honor. And when the momentous
“Art and Technology” exhibition finally opened at LACMA on May 16, 1971, after some
unexpected delays, Hilton Kramer, an art critic for the New York Times (the same critic
who would later lament the weakening and death of the modernist avant-garde),
described Newton’s immersive walkthrough installation as “one of the most beautiful
and tranquil experiences in the show.”91
Goldstein, the plasma expert at Jet Propulsion Laboratory who was Newton’s
primary collaborator in designing Plasma Chambers, also enjoyed the installation at
LACMA. So much so that he and other colleagues encouraged Newton to develop the
work even further beyond the confines of the gallery and into Earth’s atmosphere.
Would it be possible to fabricate a light piece in the clouds?
Newton thus responded with a new series of proposals for “Sky Pieces.” To
begin, he reframed the LACMA installation as a sketch and proving ground for an
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“artificial aurora borealis” in the upper atmosphere of Earth. The core idea was to
launch a rocket to an altitude of 40 to 1200 miles, “utilizing the vaporization of elements
to generate images either by ionization or by solar reflection or in combination.” While it
may seem absurd, rockets and artificial satellites were already in use at that time as
scientific instruments and Newton was aware of that fact. The archive shows that
Newton remained focused on researching the capacity of rockets and satellites to
produce visual images in the plasma roof of Earth’s upper atmosphere called the
ionosphere. For example, he consulted a Scientific American article by Syun-Ichi
Akasofu to deepen his understanding of the physics of the outer ionosphere—the
magnetosphere—the structure of which is strongly influenced by the Earth’s magnetic
field.92 Akasofu likened the magnetosphere to a “giant cathode-ray tube that marshals
charged particles into beams and focuses them on the earth’s polar regions. The aurora
is a shifting pattern of images displayed on the fluorescent screen provided by the
atmosphere.”93
Newton iterated many different proposals based on the core idea of launching a
rocket to generate a pattern of images in the atmosphere as if a fluorescent screen,
including 5 Clouds, 5 Bands, Barrel Vault Sky and Multiplex Serpentine, and Artificial
Aurora Borealis.94 The Atlantic Research Systems Division of the Susquehanna
Corporation even agreed to build a Nike Apache Rocket to launch and explode the
necessary gases for a luminous sky spectacle. But Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird,
working under President Nixon, and other authorities in Washington refused to let the
shot take place from the Pacific missile range as a work of art, despite Newton’s claim
that the rocket would also serve scientific research functions.95
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Looking back on the “Path Series,” The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell,
Plasma Chambers, and Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field in order to
understand “Sky Pieces,” a clear pattern is established. All of Newton’s proposals for
realizable art and technology projects (or projects outside art) contain both the serious
and the absurd. Scientists were using rockets for serious research into the fluorescent
luminosity, gathering detailed information about the atoms and molecules present in the
upper atmosphere. But Newton also saw these “hilarious negotiations” about the use of
rockets in the domain of art as “ironically more interesting subject matter.”96 In his exodus
from the ideology of modernism and its inward aesthetic dimensions, Newton was
becoming an artist who engaged outwardly with the otherwise discrete and even
unknown work of engineers, physicists, politicians, and corporations. But he did so in this
paradoxical way in order to provoke people into reflecting on the feeling of the
technological sublime, which is evocative of both the awesome and fearsome
transformation of raw environments by human power. Thus it is with “Sky Pieces” that
Newton attempts to provoke people into reflecting on the awesome and fearsome
transformation of Earth’s atmosphere by human power—a prescient concern to say the
least.97
Many of Newton’s early art and technology proposals seem, at first, to be the
audacious moves of an artist who uncritically delighted in fantasies of techno-salvation.
But that was clearly not the case for in each instance that Newton “improved” himself as
a tool to speak out for a world bigger than himself, he was reminded of that certain
egotism that he first recognized in Florence in the late 1950s. And he was compelled
towards introspection, to process the moral dilemmas that had surfaced in the work of art,
defined by Duchamp as the creative relation of matter and the mind.
Newton’s first brush with controversy happened in the Radnor Township of
Pennsylvania when he installed his Love Groups atop the Scull’s lavish British Regency
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style home, and he responded in an appeasing way to accusations that his nude figures
were a threat to public morals. But through the three-year period of experimentation with
making art for a bigger world, from 1967 to 1970, he embraced the strong kind of feelings
that controversy can invoke, rather than waver and retreat from them. Indeed, similar to
Duchamp and others before him, Newton learned that a work of art centered on
disagreement and even paradox can be a significant work, especially if it addresses the
moral dilemma of transforming raw environments by human power. What role ought
humanity play in the metabolic processes of the earth, sky, forest, and ocean? Can we be
more transparent about these processes? Can we design technology to improve the
conditions of life broadly speaking? Or will technological processes inherently be in
conflict with natural growth processes? And if so, to what end?
Newton definitely saw Plasma Chambers to be both a beautiful and frightening
work. This is well documented in the archive. The vacuum seal that trapped the ionization
processes of Plasma Chambers involved the kind of voltage-current that could
electrocute and kill someone. Its safe enclosure inside the Plexiglas tubes was uncertain,
and such sizeable tubes had never before been fabricated.98 Furthermore, scientists
typically run a glow discharge demonstration for only a short duration, typically for a lab
demonstration, whereas Newton ran Plasma Chambers for several months in the
exhibitions at Expo ‘70 and LACMA.
In fact, prior to Expo ‘70 the tubes had developed defects with clouding and
cracking across the Plexiglas surface and the safety commission feared they could
implode or that passersby could be at risk of electrical shock. Newton duly consulted with
a local Japanese plastics firm to polish the imperfections and assuage the safety
commissioners to install the work. Thus an essential dimension of Plasma Chambers, its
aesthetic power so to speak, was precisely its ability to draw out the risk inherent in
engineering new technologies—an aesthetic tradition that reaches back to the story of
Icarus whose over-exuberant attitude towards technology makes him the tragic fool of
Greek mythology. Newton had not intended the immersive walkthrough environment, as
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Kramer thought, to be merely a beautiful and tranquil experience. Perhaps neither
Plasma Chambers nor the A&T program at LACMA was as successful as critics claimed?
One major oversight of the A&T program at LACMA was that Maurice
Tuchman and his team failed to include a single female artist. This was especially
apparent on the cover of A Report on the Art and Technology Program of the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art, 1967-1971, designed by Louis Danziger, which
displayed a grid of 68 headshots representing the artists in the program, all of them
white men. In response, the ad hoc Los Angeles Council of Women Artists issued
their own report on the complete absence of women in the A&T program. Moreover,
they pointed to the dearth of women included in the exhibitions and collections of
LACMA overall, despite the fact that as many women as men were enrolled in the art
schools of this country at that time. The Los Angeles Council of Women Artists Report
published on June 15, 1971 stated, “Women today are demanding the right to live a
whole life, to use fully all the mental, spiritual, and physical capacities we possess.
We reject the half-life that society has imposed on us. Even in those fields in which
we participate, such as the visual arts, we seldom attain the same status accorded to
men.” And the report concluded with a clear call to action, for LACMA and other art
institutions to reverse the sexism of the art world with “provisions for educating the
public as to the contributions of women to the arts in the past and opportunities for
women now and in the future.”99

2.6 Experiments in Performance Art and Direct Action

While the success of Plasma Chambers is questionable given its misperception
as a beautiful and tranquil experience (without fear), it remains the most distinguished of
Newton Harrison’s art and technology projects. It was an ambitious cross-sector
collaboration and it was featured among an impressive cadre of contemporary artists
both at the 1970 World Exposition in Osaka and the 1971 LACMA exhibition. However,
there is one other art and technology project from this three-year period of intensive
experimentation, from 1967 to 1970, that I see as vital to this dissertation precisely
99
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because of its unspectacular, or at least downplayed reception and entanglement in a
more overt struggle for political freedom.
Most of the projects that Newton conceived of during this time developed in
association with the cultures of science and technology at UC San Diego. Conversations
with students and faculty in the Physics and Biology Departments led Newton to
contemplate, in a playful yet serious way, the feeling of the technological sublime.
Fantasy and function entwine in those early works. Carrying forward and synthesizing
key insights from his studies with Sillman and Held at Yale, Newton was determined to
push the boundaries of painting and sculpture as discrete objects. He was determined to
see if an artist could realize an art and technology project beyond the confines of the
conventional museum and art gallery at a scale equal in ambition to his peers in science
and technology—a mimetic approach and yet one that was self-critical in its conception.
In contrast with these works, I turn now to discuss an equally important art and
technology project entitled Path that he conceived at a smaller scale, but that is no less
crucial to his development as an artist. Path was a relatively flat sculptural composition
consisting of 288 liquid crystal sheets each of which measured 3” wide x 6” long. Liquid
crystal materials have unique properties. Their molecular structure is neither liquid nor
solid. They are thus suspended in a liquid crystal state. Prior to 1888 when Austrian
botanist Friedrich Reinitzer first observed this intermediary phase—whereby molecules
are only partially ordered and still subject to manipulation—it was unknown. And it was
not until the 1960s that scientists began in earnest to research and design practical
applications for this unique material. Whereas in the glow discharge phenomenon
smashing energy produces photons of light, liquid crystals emit photons indirectly. They
are more closely related to thermometers than a neon tube. In fact, liquid crystals are
actually used to make thermometers because they register heat, rather than produce it.
Newton was especially intrigued to work with liquid crystal sheets because they are
sensitive to temperature and respond to increases in heat by changing color.
With the design for Plasma Chambers as a walkthrough installation, with scaled
up neon tubes that would magnify the volatile storm of noble gases within, Newton had
hoped that spectators would enter into a heightened state of awareness. If it had worked
as he imagined, they would feel both a sense of awe from the luminous display of lightemitting argon, helium, and neon, and a sense of terror from the unknown conditions of
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the power supply sending an electric current from one metal electrode to the other. In
other words, they would experience the paradoxical feeling of the technological sublime.
But not everyone grasped this double feeling of beauty and terror. Moreover, the fact that
Newton was actually endangering spectators of Plasma Chambers without explicitly
telling them was problematic. They became unwitting participants in a precarious art and
technology experiment conceived by Newton to produce, rather simply allude to the risk
in engineering new technologies.
Whereas Newton designed Path such that spectators could voluntarily touch, rub,
breathe, and even shine a floodlight (provided by the artist) on the work to explore it and
actively take part in its composition. Newton mounted the 288 rectangular liquid crystals
lengthwise and in three adjacent rows between two strips of Mylar plastic to create a 9”
wide and 48’ long path that would adhere to the wall of a museum or art gallery with
spray contact cement beginning where the wall meets the ceiling, then moving downward
to the floor plane like a thin strip of wallpaper, and finally out across the floor itself into the
center of the room (likewise cemented for a smooth composition). Walking the entire
length of it, spectators would discover that “Path blushes from black to bronze to green to
blue to black, depending on the temperature” of all the interacting bodies in the room at
any one time.100
In June 1969, after being included in both the E.A.T. Local Group of Los Angeles
and the LACMA Art and Technology program, Newton received a third and unexpected
invitation to participate in the 10th edition of the Bienal de São Paulo, the second oldest
art biennial in the world after Venice. Newton was surely honored to receive an invitation
to participate. The invitation came from György Kepes, a Hungarian-born artist and
founder of the Center for Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS) at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT), who was appointed to curate the American pavilion at the Bienal.
Kepes saw Newton as a peer who shared in the aspirations of CAVS, which he
had founded in 1967 as a fellowship program to facilitate “cooperative projects aimed at
the creation of monumental scale environmental forms” that demonstrate the social
dynamic of artists and art spectators “in such a way that art becomes a confluence rather
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than a dialogue.”101 Kepes’ notion of confluence echoed Newton’s notion of composition,
understood not as an arrangement of parts internal to the work of art, but as the study of
amount in any given thing (be it a work of art or otherwise) necessary to either act of itself
or to activate any other thing in a shared environment. Kepes queried Newton about
including Path in the American pavilion for it, more than any other of Newton’s art and
technology projects, appealed to spectators as active participants instead of passive
viewers.
With the American pavilion at the 10th Bienal de São Paulo, Kepes aimed to
create a monumental environmental form with an introspective social dynamic. With such
a monumental curatorial premise, it does seem odd that he chose Path, an unspectacular
work in the story of Newton’s development as an artist. But Kepes thought of this
monumental form precisely in that way—as unspectacular. He aspired to bring visually
striking work to the Bienal (the primary definition of spectacle), however the work would
be devoted, at least in part, to the creation of a collective and interactive community
(rather than a detached and passive one, which is another definition of spectacle). The
“society of the spectacle,” described by critical theorist Guy Debord in 1967, is
manipulated and subjugated by mass media and mass-produced commodities
associated with capitalism to the detriment of real and radical awakening to social and
political life.102 In the American pavilion, Kepes envisioned something else. For example,
he planned to display works by individuals without attribution in order to shift the
emphasis from individual authorship and induce a different sort of perceptual organization
based on interdependent creative action—perhaps gesturing towards an ecological
organization.103 The problem with this curatorial vision, however, was its over-emphasis
on perception as pure sensory experience. Kepes abstracted the notion of a new
perceptual organization from the grit of social movements in São Paulo and the world
more broadly. It was as if Kepes was advocating for a transcendent Greenbergian
approach to advancements in art and technology.
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The big twist in the story of Path is its entanglement in a more overt struggle
for political freedom. In 1964, the Armed Forces of Brazil had staged a coup d’etat to
overthrow the leftist presidency of João Goulart, which allowed for a new regime of
military presidents to take power and systematically limit the civil freedoms of the
Brazilian people. The second president of that regime, General Artur da Costa e
Silva, then signed the Fifth Institutional Act on December 13, 1968, effectively
suspending the constitution and disbanding the Congress as well as state
legislatures. Thus when the 2nd Bienal da Bahia in northeastern Brazil opened in
December 1968, it lasted just two days because works that the oppressive Costa e
Silva government deemed subversive were removed. Furthermore, the show’s
organizers and some participating artists had been arrested and in some cases
tortured or forced into exile.104
Government censorship of the visual arts in Brazil continued in 1969. There
were several events in Rio de Janeiro including the arrest and imprisonment of Moniz
Sodré, then Director of the Museum of Modern Art (MAM), the expulsion of esteemed
faculty from the Escola Nacional de Belas Artes (School of Fine Arts), and the
subsequent siege and closure of an exhibition of work by young artists at MAM on
May 29, 1969 that led to Sodré’s resignation.105 Because of these events, as
president of the Associação Brasileira de Críticos de Arte (ABCA) and an acclaimed
public intellectual, Mário Pedrosa proposed an international boycott of the 10th Bienal
de São Paulo due to open in September 1969.106
Hans Haacke, a German-born artist who had moved to New York in 1962,
was the first to withdraw from the American pavilion, citing the U.S. government’s
support of the “fascist regimes in Brazil and in other parts of the world…It [the
pavilion] becomes a tool of international public relations, irrespective of the honorable
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intentions of the organizers and participants.”107 But Kepes firmly disagreed with the
boycott. In a memo to the remaining artists, who had yet to withdraw, he was
adamant that they participate and “speak out their feelings with unmistakable clarity
and candor concerning the Brazilian situation…The communication of vital,
progressive ideas seems to us to be the only guarantee that our troubled and
sometimes ugly life can be made a little happier and a little more human. We do not
feel this can be achieved in absentia.”108
Newton opted to stand with Kepes. He responded to the memo with conviction
that, “A work of art is an exercise in freedom. To remove this exercise from an
environment already significantly lacking freedom serves not only to give power by
default to that which I—we disagree with. Showing these works in Brazil is perhaps
more important now than at another less critical time.”109 Many others, unfortunately,
did not. They believed that the joint governmental power of the U.S. and Brazil was
stronger and more capable of manipulating the Bienal de São Paulo to serve their
own agenda, and that MIT and its Smithsonian co-sponsor were themselves too
entwined in government to see the situation with clarity and candor despite their
assertions of academic freedom. Robert Smithson’s letter of withdrawal refers to
Kepes’ vision to create a community exhibition as a “sad parody of NASA…a cultural
malaise…If one wants teamwork he should join the army.”110 Of the 23 artists whom
Kepes had invited to participate in the American pavilion, nine withdrew in solidarity
with the international boycott.
Kepes ultimately conceded his own position in association with the 10th Bienal
de São Paulo and canceled the American Pavilion because it had become an overly
politicized venue. Path did not travel to São Paulo because of the international

107

John R. Blakinger, “The Aesthetics of Collaboration: Complicity and Conversion at MIT’s
Center for Advanced Visual Studies,” Tate Papers 25 (Spring 2016), accessed August 31,
2016, www.tate.org.uk.
108
Memo from Gyorgy Kepes to Artists participating in the United States exhibition of the X
Bienal de Sao Paulo (July 1, 1969). Series 5, Performances and Exhibitions, Explorations, Box
135, Folder 12. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford
University, Stanford, CA.
109
Letter from Newton Harrison to Gyorgy Kepes (July 9, 1969). Series 5, Performances and
Exhibitions, Explorations, Box 135, Folder 12. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections &
University Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
110
Blakinger, “The Aesthetics of Collaboration.”

135

boycott. But Kepes held fast to his curatorial vision. The National Collection of Fine
Arts (today known as the Smithsonian American Art Museum) agreed to host a new
iteration of the pavilion entitled “Explorations: Toward a Civic Art” in Washington DC.
The show would take place the following year, in 1970, and would include a new
group of 20 artists including Newton Harrison. And in the essay that Kepes composed
for the “Explorations” catalog, he wrote candidly about the changing role of artistic
imagination in relation to social movements, aiming at “new avenues of creative
involvement that no doubt, will outgrow the exhibition format and find their real
territory in the dynamic life situation outside.”111
By 1970, Newton was definitely more an ally of Kepes than either Haacke or
Smithson. Disapproval for Lantz’s public sculpture Man Controlling Trade (1942) had
crystallized in his adolescence. After witnessing the fascist regime of military
presidents come to power in Brazil, it is more likely that he came to view the Lantz
sculpture as a representation of collusion of America’s government and elite
managerial business class against nature. But Newton had long thought of artistic
freedom and non-conformity as patriotism, which he demonstrated in his design for
the Pennsylvania Love Groups. In that figurative work, he had challenged the
idealized roles of motherhood and fatherhood in the too-perfect model of the nuclear
family. And arriving at UC San Diego in 1967, after a decade of exploring abstraction,
he felt he had finally achieved a breakthrough in understanding color field painting as
a fabricated illusion of the original fields of earth, sky, forest, and ocean. Had
Smithson been asked for comment, he may well have called works like Some
Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field a sad parody of the technological sublime
lacking in critical commentary on the excessive pride and optimism of ocean
engineers who meddle with ocean systems to valiantly increase energy output,
ostensibly for public benefit, despite knowing about potentially devastating collateral
effects.112 But artistic freedom was a beacon of hope for Newton, even and especially
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when engaging with engineers, biologists, politicians, and corporations to learn about
and express the real consequences of their research and analysis.
There was a fraught political relation between social and environmental
movements in America in 1970 that would ultimately be a catalyst for both Helen and
Newton Harrison to work discursively and across difference as collaborating artists
engaged in a new model of artistic research. However, leading up to his collaboration
with Helen, there is a noticeable reemergence of the human figure in three
consecutive works by Newton in 1970. The reemergence of figuration signals a
renewed interest in the scale of the human body—especially the scale of the
individual—not simply or even foremost as an emotional and spiritual being with
transcendent experiences, but as a physical and social being whose agency is
defined in relation to a larger environmental field. In these three consecutive works,
including Path, Newton is no longer interested in sculpting figures in stone, clay, or
bronze. He instead focuses on the degrees of intensity in fleshy bodies in the most
literal sense.
Performance art is a durational event in which the artist’s medium is either
their own body or other bodies situated in time and space. In other words, it takes the
form of live action and is therefore inherently ephemeral. It cannot be preserved as a
solid object. But it can be documented, debated, and thereby included in collections
and archives as an index of historical time that will be available for future
generations. More recently, especially since the retrospective exhibition “Marina
Abramović: The Artist is Present” opened at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in
2010, historians agree that documents of performance art can be used as a guide for
live reenactments of the original work. Abramović even developed methods for
training performers to reenact her works in the proper way.113
According to MoMA, the term “performance art” arose in the early 1960s as
one of many ways to question what art is, and is considered along with photographs,
musical scores, and architectural drawings as part of the broader conceptual art
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movement.114 But importantly, as Newton turned to performance, he did not leave
behind his passion for the material world. Renewing his interest in the human figure
and fleshy bodies in the most literal sense, Newton continued to explore the
intelligence of matter as Braidotti puts it. Or, as Duchamp, Man Ray, and others
championed in the early 1900s, he continued exploring the creative relation of matter
and the mind whereby the finished object of art is of lesser importance than the work
of art (or the process by which art is made public).
How can Path be understood as Newton’s first work of performance art? When he
initially crated and mailed the piece to Kepes at CAVS to be included in the American
pavilion of the Bienal de São Paulo, he explained that the material was too new to predict
its durability and thus acknowledged time as part of the work. Furthermore, Newton was
unsure whether or not the patchwork liquid crystal sheets would degrade as spectators
touched, rubbed, breathed, and shined a floodlight on the work for the 6-month run of the
Bienal and thus acknowledged bodies situated in time and space as part of the work. But
he and Kepes still thought of Path primarily in terms of sculpture or environmental
installation, not performance. Of course, Path did not travel to São Paulo because of the
international boycott. It instead went to Washington DC for the “Explorations” show, which
opened to the public from April 1 to May 10, 1970. And after just one month of exhibition,
the public had damaged the work to such a degree that, according to Newton, it needed
to be remade entirely. The National Collection of Fine Arts described the damage in a
condition report noting that 40 rectangles had been scratched and 27 had suffered from
separation when the work was removed from its mount and hastily rolled. Was this a
loss? Had the work been destroyed? I argue that Path, while not explicitly designed in
terms of time and bodies, turned out to be a successful piece of performance art that
appealed to spectators as active participants instead of passive viewers. The so-called
damage to the work was akin to The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell and Tinguely’s
Homage to New York, except that all the fleshy bodies that came in contact with the work
shared in authorship rather than destruction.
The second work in Newton’s series of exploratory performances in 1970 is
entitled Body Bags. By the title alone, it is clear that bodies were central to the work, and
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its macabre overtones also come through. Indeed Body Bags might be the most bleak
and courageous political statement that Newton ever made through a work of art. He
actually referred to it himself as “guerrilla work,” borrowing the nomenclature from the
tactics of guerrilla warfare involving fast-paced and small-scale actions used during the
Vietnam War. Body Bags was a response to the Vietnam War and its seemingly
insatiable demand for American soldiers, so many of whom had died or become severely
handicapped as a result of their service. More specifically, Body Bags was a response to
President Richard Nixon’s announcement on April 30, 1970 that the U.S. would be further
expanding the Vietnam War in Cambodia and needed to draft 150,000 more soldiers for
the effort.
Many Americans were impatient with the military’s campaign to combat the
ideology of communism that had taken hold in Southeast Asia and especially in Vietnam
following the Second World War. The ongoing conflict spawned a massive antiwar
movement beginning in the mid-1960s. University students were especially disillusioned
by the country’s refusal to end the war and bring American troops home. They felt it was
dragging on unnecessarily, and mourned the number of body bags that instead carried
corpses from the battlefield back to American soil. As the death toll of Americans
continued to rise, atrocities committed by American soldiers against the Vietnamese,
soldiers and civilians alike, also came to light. In January 1967, Ramparts magazine ran
a story with photographs of Vietnamese children burned by napalm that so rattled Martin
Luther King Jr. that he too publicly denounced the war—speaking from the burnings of his
own heart.115 And many men and women disillusioned by the ongoing rationale of the
ends (democracy) justified the means (violence) entertained the idea of “dropping out”
from society altogether. They would, for example, pursue extreme self-reliance in
allegiance with the Back to the Land movement (a thinly veiled recuperation of
Jeffersonian ideals). But hundreds of thousands of Americans remained still dogged in
their protest against state-condoned violence, and when Nixon announced that the U.S.
would be expanding the Vietnam War into Cambodia, a wave of demonstrations ensued.
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At Kent State University in Ohio on May 4, 1970 there was a particularly large and
chaotic demonstration. Some accounts estimate that over 1,000 students rallied that day
in solidarity against Nixon’s expansion, although bias plays a strong role in coverage of
the event. Journalists agree on the fact that a crowd of students set fire to an old ROTC
building on campus, which led Ohio Governor James Rhodes, who was alarmed by the
incendiary mob, to dispatch the National Guard. The tragic events that followed are
difficult to square with the governor’s intention to “eradicate the problem” of violent
students who he deemed “worse than…the worst type of people that we harbor in
America.”116 The National Guardsmen threw canisters of tear gas and then shot into the
crowd of demonstrators killing four students and seriously wounding nine. And mourning
over the deaths of those four Kent State students quickly spread across the country.
UC San Diego also experienced an unsettling demonstration in response to
Nixon’s announcement. On May 10, 1970 a young man named George Winne, Jr. used
gasoline-soaked rags to deliberately ignite himself in an act of self-immolation at Revelle
Plaza. That plaza was the centerpiece of Revelle College, named after UC San Diego
founder Roger Revelle, and had been the site of many protests in the mid-1960s. But this
demonstration evoked an especially visceral response among the academic community.
And Newton, who was primed by his experience with Kepes, was impassioned to express
his feelings with clarity and candor. Thus he galvanized students in the Visual Arts
Department to produce a work of performance art (among them Allan Sekula who was an
undergraduate biology major at that time).
Body Bags would edge back from Winne’s extreme self-sacrificial activism, while
remaining visceral in its protest against the unwieldy Vietnam War and its psychological
toll on soldiers abroad as well as civilians at home.117 First, Newton and the students
procured 10 clear heat-sealed vinyl plastic bags. Then they stuffed 10 partly charred
army fatigue uniforms with 300 pounds of cow innards—byproduct from the beef cattle
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industry—split evenly so as to suggest human bodies. After sealing the bags shut so as
to prevent an overly grotesque spectacle of guts and glory, the students then laid them
out in an orderly fashion in Revelle Plaza. Newton felt strongly that the UC San Diego
community acknowledge the story of Winne’s activism. This performance would give
serious form to the so-called casualties of war.
Body Bags appeared at Revelle Plaza at 12:00 noon on May 26, 1970. By midnight
that same day, the police had suppressed the performance. Suspicious of the flesh that
had been stuffed in the charred army uniforms, the police first took the 10 vinyl plastic bags
to a hospital for autopsy to confirm the contents were not human. Then, three days later,
they bulldozed the ground of a nearby canyon to bury and permanently dispose of it.
Newton and the students countered the act of censorship by drawing chalk rectangles on
the ground of Revelle Plaza where the Body Bags had been. It then resembled the scene
of a crime. And the finishing touch was a plaque, placed in the plaza near the chalk-drawn
voids that read, “A sculpture was removed from this area by the police after midnight on 526-70. The sculpture offended health and safety code 4475.76. So does war.”118
The final work in Newton’s trio of exploratory performances in 1970 is Making
Earth. Following the international boycott of the 10th Bienal de São Paulo in connection
with Path and the wave of demonstrations following Nixon’s announcement that he would
expand the Vietnam War into Cambodia in connection with Body Bags, at first Making
Earth seems to double back and retreat from the political potential of performance art.
One could look at this work, which involved Newton shirtless and shoveling a mound of
soil on the grounds of UC San Diego, as a snapshot of the Back to the Land movement
whereby he had become disillusioned with society and thus began retooling himself as a
Jeffersonian individualist. By “making earth” he could escape the turmoil of mainstream
politics and return to a rural tract of land to grow a fertile and edible garden with Helen
and their children. A reliable food supply would be essential to living an independent life,
close to nature and away from the injustices of society.
But the performative work of Making Earth was highly interdependent with the
works that proceeded and the works that would follow it, and it was deeply engaged in
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mainstream politics. It was in response to the issue of overpopulation punctuated by
Stanford University biologist Paul Ehrlich’s 1968 publication, The Population Bomb, that
Newton performed and documented this direct action. Because in that controversial and
best-selling book, Ehrlich had warned that, in the 1970s, the planet would no longer be
capable of feeding all of humanity and therefore hundreds of millions of people would
starve to death.119
Through the direct action of Making Earth, Newton explored the decomposition of
organic matter by microorganisms, and the function of the resulting medium as an
anchoring source of nutrients, water, and oxygen for edible plants. He raked, hoed,
shoveled, watered, mixed, and tasted the soil, perhaps building from the earlier series
“On Growth Form and Dissolution,” but not for the sake of self-reliance. Newton made
earth, shirtless and shoveling, because he was meditating on the scale of the human
body—especially the scale of the individual—as a physical and social being whose
agency is defined in relation to a larger environmental field.
The archival documentation of Making Earth is almost entirely photographic. The
most comprehensive record of the performance is a set of 79 slides, some of which
include notations handwritten by Newton on the slide frames, although the notes seem
less reliable than the images themselves. The most iconic and oft-published images do in
fact show Newton without his shirt and wearing bellbottom blue jeans. His hair is long and
his beard is thick. He looks like a hippie, an outsider, or perhaps the kind of person that
Ohio Governor James Rhodes thought worse than the worst type of people in America—
outspoken and unpredictable in his guerilla tactics. But he was an Assistant Professor in
the Visual Arts Department at UC San Diego, and the performance most likely took place
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on the main campus in La Jolla. In those most iconic images, a carpet of coastal ice plant
and nondescript rock surrounds Newton so that the focal point remains the relation of
body and soil, whereas buildings and car parks are evident and distracting in others. He
is not shirtless in every one. But his face is always concealed and in every one he holds a
tool in his hands: a rake, a shovel, or a watering hose. He is getting down to it—the
action of raking, hoeing, shoveling, watering, and tasting the soil.
Making Earth would initiate a lifelong preoccupation of both Helen and Newton
Harrison whereby they would investigate the politics of food resources and the role of
individuals in producing sufficient food for all of society without degrading the earth. It is,
in a sense, the antithesis of Body Bags, which lamented the loss of human life amidst a
relentless and atrocious war. Yet key to this work was its innovation of growth form and
growth activism (not dissolution). Unbound from the earlier avant-garde principle of
antagonism and even destruction as necessary to retain the vigor and energies capable
of creating new forms of life, in Making Earth, Newton began retooling himself to
contribute to what he saw as a common goal: realizing a life-support system that bridges
social and environmental justice. Braidotti would recognize this kind of hopeful resistance
as an affirmative politics that transforms negative into positive passions.120
Most of the slides from Making Earth are dated from 1970 to 1971, which implies
the duration of this groundbreaking performance was longer than one day and possibly
even one month. The Harrisons’ website is more specific. It details that the performance
took place over a four-month period and that the organic matter included sand, clay,
sewage, sludge, leaf material, and animal manure. Newton gathered, mixed, watered,
and again mixed the matter until it smelled rich like the forest and could be tasted, it
says.121 But it is important to note that the Harrisons crafted the narrative of Making Earth
on their website well after the original performance took place from 1970 to 1971.
Refinement was necessary because Helen and Newton did make earth several more
times, and that work has become emblematic of the way that they think relationally with
intelligent matter about the posthuman future of social and environmental responsibility.
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For example, the website says, in retrospect, that Newton conceived the original
performance of Making Earth in 1970 because the “topsoil was endangered
worldwide.”122 But this sophisticated statement on endangered topsoil is anachronistic
with the original performance. Surely with the publication of books like The Population
Bomb, Newton understood that agricultural production was not keeping pace with growth
of the world population. In the catalog that Kepes published in tandem with the
“Explorations” show, he also observed that, “By overexploiting and exhausting our land
we have created menacing ugly erosions. We shave barren our mountains, hills, and
fields—exterminating birds, fish, and beasts.” But the rhetoric of population growth,
overexploitation, exhaustion, and extermination is not quite the same as the rhetoric of
endangered topsoil. In 1970, Helen and Newton were only just becoming aware of the
concept “endangered species” as referring to a distinct population or group of organisms
that are genetically, morphologically, or behaviorally distinct and that is at serious risk of
extinction. It is unlikely that they extrapolated this still nascent concept to topsoil as the
driving motivation of Making Earth.
The impetus for Helen and Newton to learn about endangered species was the
“Furs and Feathers” exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City.
This is the moment when Helen’s circuitous path to becoming an artist converges with
Newton’s path. It is in preparation for this exhibition that she began collaborating with him
in the conceptualization and making of art.

2.7 Collaborating with Helen to bridge Social and Environmental Justice

Newton’s trio of experiments in performance art, where he began exploring his
individual agency in the economic and political arenas of civic life, was key to arriving at
the decision to collaborate with Helen. For one, performance art, as part of the broader
conceptual art movement, was more welcoming to new media and new methods of artmaking than the gatekeepers of art and technology, and especially more welcoming than
LACMA’s Art and Technology program. Performance art was especially prominent among
second-wave feminists affiliated with the Women’s Liberation Movement, which aimed to
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give women a just place in the world equal to men, beyond the right to vote in public
elections and beyond the opportunity to pursue education at a level equal to their male
peers. As early as 1964, when Yoko Ono staged Cut Piece at Carnegie Hall in New York
City, women had begun using performance as a form of protest and emancipation from
the still oppressive norms, institutions, and practices of a male-dominated society. Indeed
Cut Piece is emblematic of such revelatory work. Ono invited spectators to use a pair of
scissors that she provided to cut away her clothing piece by piece—directly implicating
them as willing participants in the objectification of and violence against women, while
simultaneously liberating herself and the participants as self-aware authors of work.
Helen was absolutely capable of contributing to the common goal of realizing a
life-support system that bridges social and environmental justice. She had long been
interested in the social dynamics of human development and had articulated three
specialized fields of inquiry—language, learning, and social psychology—while enrolled
in the Graduate School of Leadership and Human Behavior at United States International
University. That skillset would complement and build on Newton’s grounding in new
materials research, visual fundamentals, ecological transformation, and composition as
defined by the interaction of parts based on the amount of each part therein.
By 1970, Helen’s professional ambitions and concern for social justice had in the
wake of second-wave feminism and the Women’s Liberation Movement grown to include,
in a more direct way, her own right as a woman to use herself significantly according to
her own capacities and to be recognized for her contributions. The evidence is in the
archive. While studying at United States International University, Helen collected
academic literature on the status of women in graduate departments of sociology as well
as writings by the vanguard of the Women’s Liberation Movement.123 This is to say that
Helen likely came to her own decision to collaborate with Newton. Co-writing the essay
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for New Perspectives on Poverty had been well received. They could build from this early
precedent.
The decision by Helen to begin collaborating with Newton in 1970 is not one that
radical feminists would recognize as an act of liberation because the structure of their
initial collaboration largely upheld the binary gender roles of a traditional marriage.
Nonetheless, on the occasion of the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition at the Museum of
Contemporary Crafts in New York City, the Harrisons joined together for the first time to
experiment with new approaches to the production as well as display of knowledge.
Together they would strategize new ways of both reflecting on the moral dilemma of the
technological sublime—the awesome and fearsome transformation of raw environments
by human power—and contributing pragmatically to the common goal of realizing a lifesupport system that bridges social and environmental justice.
The curatorial premise of “Furs and Feathers” described by the director of the
Museum, Paul J. Smith, was to present a double image of environmental art. The exhibit
would celebrate the inventive use of animals in 20th century American art, mixing ritual
artifacts as well as contemporary works by Native Americans with other American and
European works, in order to establish a shared concern for environmental degradation
and the threat it poses to those animals.124 For example, gift baskets adorned with bright
blue and yellow bird feathers made circa 1900 by the Pomo Indians of California would
be celebrated alongside Swiss-born artist Méret Oppenheim’s surrealist masking of a
cup, saucer, and spoon with the fur of a Chinese gazelle, entitled Object and made in
1936. However, the work that the Harrisons prepared for this exhibition was in no way
celebratory. It reflected only concern. They referred to it as An Ecological Nerve Center.
Helen actually took the lead in producing An Ecological Nerve Center for the
“Furs and Feathers” exhibition. She assembled students from the Visual Arts
Department at UC San Diego into a small research team to expand on information
that she had requested from the World Wildlife Fund regarding the destruction of
natural habitats and resident species that suffer from that destruction—their fleshy
bodies subject to the insatiable demands of the world market economy. Her influence
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is especially apparent in the team’s approach to presenting the information, which
draws from her expertise in language, learning, and social psychology.
Artists experimenting with art and technology in the late 1960s, including
Newton, had been working with information. They had been using new computer
technologies to program sculptures as self-regulating cybernetic systems built on the
notion of feedback, for example, to emphasize the interdependence of humans and
other creatures with their surroundings. Helen’s approach was different. She worked
with students first to produce an analog Rolodex (a rotating card index) containing
didactic yet poetic information on species extinct, endangered, formerly endangered,
and in over-supply. And they constructed it in a way that would permit change as new
data became available. Then they created a 4’ x 14’ chart drawing from the Rolodex
to be hung on the wall of the museum gallery. Newton later described and dramatized
the chart as “an innocuous object carrying absolutely vicious information.”125
However, it is important to recognize the work that Helen and the students
produced for An Ecological Nerve Center as politically entangled and unspectacular—
and strong because of it. In this way, the Rolodex and chart functioned more like
Path, inviting people to participate in the tactile process of retrieving and organizing
information rather than stand in awe before an eye-catching digital media display. The
analog chart, in effect, asserted that people are capable of extraordinary action
irrespective of advancements in technology. “The numbers always change,”
explained Newton in the exhibition catalog, “and research shows that an endangered
form can regenerate itself when protection is enforced, and again assume its role in
the life cycle.”126
An Ecological Nerve Center juxtaposed the 4’ x 14’ chart with a 14’ x 14’
square world map with a system of dots that encoded the information from the
Rolodex in graphic form. In his review of the exhibition, published in the April 1971
issue of Craft Horizons magazine, art critic Richard Elman described gazing at “a
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large white map of the world in the main entranceway that was annotated densely
with print, especially the U.S. portion, in tones of red and gray to distinguish
‘endangered’ from ‘exterminated’ species of wildlife.”127 But Elman admits, “…my
attention was continually distracted to where, across from the alcove in which I stood,
great billowing clumps and tiny sprinklings of the feathers of white Hong Kong geese
undulated inside a tall plastic see-through condom, propelled by a wind machine at its
bottom.”128 Smith’s double image of environmental art, in effect, split the critic’s
attention. Elman struggled to understand the Harrisons’ sobering 14’ tall map of
endangered and extinct species in the world next to a 17’ tall and comparatively
frivolous machine, designed by Frank Young, to circulating goose feathers at oneminute intervals. The work was called Plucked Undulation. Elman delighted in the
sensuality of the furs and feathers on display, but also felt distinctly self-conscious
and unsettled by the Harrisons’ work highlighting the moral dilemma associated with
that aesthetic pleasure.
The Harrisons further enhanced the aesthetic power of An Ecological Nerve
Center with an audio recording, and this sound element left an especially vivid
afterimage for Elman. He began his review by remembering it as “a litany, a casualty
list, intoned in a flat dispirited voice. On and on it went for quite some fifteen minutes
about the hunting pursuits of the sheiks of the Arabian peninsula, entire populations
of sea birds, monkeys, lions, vicuñas, and the great auk.”129 Newton later quipped that
he and Helen intended the flatness of both the map and audio recording to engender
numbness or boredom in spectators, “roughly analogous to the kind of indifference
that television violence renders in viewers.”130 And ultimately, Elman avows the
exhibition’s cautionary message that we ought reflect together on the continued use
of furs and feathers in the creation of art and culture, “lest the natural environment, in
all its beauty, be destroyed.”131 He was affected by the exhibition and ends his review
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with a cogent understanding of the internal paradox that it manifest: “Watching all
those feathers cavort inside that transparent engorgement of air and vinyl, I felt that
Young was not letting humans get off too easily with ecological maps and selfproclaimed litanies of their past carnages. The way that gasbag of fantasies dwarfed
all else in the room with its luminescent transparency seemed to make the comment
well enough: that our cruelties are occasioned by curiosity, indifference, and selfabsorption as much as by greed; that one good measurement of steadfastness of our
moral purpose, ecologically or otherwise, was to consider how much joy we took
watching a batch of feathers flounce about inside a bag of wind.”132
Other spectators and critics may have found the double image of the “Furs
and Feathers” exhibition to be disjointed. Celebration and concern make strange
bedfellows. But it was a worthwhile and generative experiment. Through trial and
certainly also with error, Helen would continue working with Newton to develop maps,
not as autonomous art objects, but as poetic edge objects that provoke strong
feelings in relation to a larger social and environmental field.
So why, after many months of working with students to prepare An Ecological
Nerve Center for exhibition, is Helen’s name absent from the catalog and other
materials published in tandem with the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition, which ran from
January 23 to March 28, 1971? Perhaps Newton was preoccupied with other
exhibition and teaching commitments at UC San Diego. Simultaneous to the opening
of “Furs and Feathers,” he had been on the road installing a work in another
exhibition entitled “Earth, Air, Fire, Water: Elements of Art” at the Museum of Fine
Arts in Boston (discussed in Chapter 2). And at the same time, he needed to
guarantee the safety of Plasma Chambers scheduled for exhibition at LACMA from
May 16 through August 19, 1971. But hadn’t he already polished the imperfections of
Plasma Chambers during Expo ’70 in Japan? Even so, there is no excuse for his and
Smith’s failure to recognize Helen by name as a collaborator. Even if Smith
commissioned the work before Helen got involved, there were multiple opportunities
to recognize Helen in print materials. He did not, and neither did Newton push for it.
“Furs and Feathers” was an imperfect beginning. It demonstrates that becoming an
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artist is for Helen a more circuitous path than for Newton and one that is shaped in
part by the politics of first- and second-wave of feminism. It would take yet more time
and dedication, in the wake of the second wave, for Helen to come forth as his
collaborator and equal partner.
An Ecological Nerve Center thus rounds out my portrait of Helen and Newton
as two individuals born in the boroughs of New York City and coming of age in the
decades following the Second World War. I will conclude with a brief summary of the
key insights from this chapter that will carry forward and interweave in the following
one, which will look rigorously at the first decade of the Harrison collaboration in the
UC system—the 1970s—to elaborate on key developments of their avant-garde
aesthetics.
Firstly, Helen’s path to becoming an artist is shaped in part by the politics of
feminism. The first wave of feminism in America empowered women with the right to
vote in public elections and likewise to pursue education at a level equal to their male
peers. Helen’s determination to earn two degrees and gain work experience while
briefly married to Bernie Lefkowitz imparts that she intended from a young age to
lead, or at least have the option to lead both a public and private life.
During her time abroad in Florence from 1957 to 1960, Helen took on the role
of Director at the International Nursery School and briefly studied painting while also
tending to her first two children. She was a gifted student and a strong writer with
specialized training in language, literature, and education. And so her letters to
Estelle and Harvey expressed in a more relatable and empathetic tone than Newton’s
that she supported his determination to think, plan, and work for a new art. In Helen’s
words, “A revolution is not made in a day.”133
Then in 1965, after Helen had finished childbearing, she went back to work
teaching English to undergraduates and acclimating to the world of higher education.
However, she oriented her work in the field of education more broadly, endeavoring to
raise the issue of equality and access to good education at every level of society. The
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primary evidence for this is the essay that she and Newton wrote and published
together in the book New Perspectives on Poverty.
Helen herself became a student again in 1968, albeit briefly, matriculating in a
doctoral program at United States International University where she synthesized the
three dimensions of inquiry—language, learning, and social psychology—that would
be foundational to her career as an artist. While enrolled in this doctoral program,
Helen also began collecting academic literature on the status of women in graduate
departments of sociology as well as writings by the vanguard of the Women’s
Liberation Movement. And she grew in her conviction that her skillset would
complement Newton’s. They could build from the essay they had written for New
Perspectives on Poverty.
Helen withdrew from the doctoral program in 1970 because she earned a
promotion working with UC Extension Division’s Education Programs and because
1970 is the year that Helen began collaborating with Newton in the conceptualization
and making of art in the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition. She stayed on with UC
Extension Division’s Education Programs for a while longer after the exhibition, in a
director position. The department benefitted greatly from her leadership. Her goal was
to provide teachers of San Diego County with courses to enhance their level of
expertise in subject areas, while also providing them with a deeper understanding of
psychology and childhood intellectual development. During her tenure, course
offerings rose from an average of 42 classes per quarter with 24 students per class,
to 55 classes per quarter with 30 students each. Helen also introduced one-day and
two-week conferences that drew eminent instructors and participants from across the
country and grew the department’s reputation, which in turn strengthened the
reputation of department faculty. Furthermore, she expanded the Programs’ outreach
from one school district to more than 10 school districts throughout the county. Thus,
in her resignation letter she wrote with affection, “I have had too much fun here!
However, I am becoming an artist in my old age and I am doing what we have offered
a number of Extension courses about—‘switching careers in midstream.’”134 1972 is
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the year that Helen officially resigned from the UC Extension Division to pursue art
full-time. Yet, it would take many more years even after 1972 for Helen to become
fully equal with Newton and recognized by peers accordingly.
Demonstrating the gradual pace by which Helen became an artist in the
postwar era—despite the sparseness of archival material documenting Helen’s life
and career during this time—is one of the key substrates of this dissertation on the
social and environmental turn in late 20th century art. Her collaboration with Newton,
even in its imperfect and nascent stage, demonstrates how absorbing lessons from
one of the key social movements of the 20th century—the women’s movement—they
more decisively advanced from the paradigm of the historical avant-garde as
antagonistic to the authority of tradition (e.g. taking a position against the art
establishment) to the new posthuman paradigm of the contemporary avant-garde that
is inclusive of many different traditions (esp. women’s traditions) and embracing of
paradox whereby modernity and tradition can exist in tension with one another
without necessarily being in conflict. Rather than dwell on the governing tenets of
abstraction and transcendence in high modernism, in 1970 they began working
strategically together on the periphery of the art establishment, in the middle space of
mediation between nature and society, to think relationally with intelligent matter
about the future of social and environmental responsibility.
I will continue to track Helen’s relationship with the politics of feminism in the
next chapter as I elaborate on the Harrisons’ joint development of an avant-garde
aesthetics in the 1970s, recognizing difference and discourse across difference as
one of the defining characteristics of their work. Helen and Newton, a married couple,
are in many ways a paradox suspended in tension with one another yet not inherently
in conflict. In continuing to work together, they discovered other forms of interaction
and energies capable of creating new forms of life. Not always in conflict, not
necessarily in agreement, no such dichotomy—they engaged together in
compositions understood as studies of parts and amounts. How much of any given
thing, person, or being is necessary to either act of itself or to activate another being
in a shared environment? Why are certain compositions controversial and others not?
Newton began his career as an artist in 1948 at age of 15 when he
apprenticed with WPA-era sculptor Michael Lantz. Lantz’s public sculpture, Man
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Controlling Trade, informed many qualities of the work that Newton produced as a
young artist, as well as the collaborative corpus of artistic research that he and Helen
have since created together. Reflecting on that sculpture of well-muscled men
wrestling with wild horses, he became simultaneously fascinated by and critical of its
structural antagonism. Later studying at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
and Yale University, with interim years in Florence and New York City, Newton
affirmed his passion for exploring and shaping the material world through the fine arts
of sculpture and painting. No matter if he was working in clay, plastic, poetry, paint,
figuration, or abstraction, the material was real to him.
Graduating from Yale in 1965 with both a Bachelors and Masters degree in
Fine Art, UNM was the first to hire Newton as an Assistant Professor in Charge of
Visual Fundamentals. But he and Helen spent less than two years in Albuquerque
because, in 1967, Paul Brach recruited Newton to join him as a founding professor in
the Visual Arts Department at UC San Diego. As a newly minted Californian artist and
founding professor, Newton then began a three-year period of intensive
experimentation.
In 1968, he carried forward and synthesized key insights from abstraction,
including insights from his studies with Sillman and Held at Yale, in order to achieve
that breakthrough to which he first aspired in Florence 10 years earlier. As he
continued to reflect on the interaction of color and the edges of art objects, he
experienced (or so he claims) a revelation in his understanding of color field painting
as a fabricated illusion of the original fields of earth, sky, forest, and ocean. He had
held fast to the promise of artistic freedom and to the action of new materials
research as an exodus or way forward from the ideology of modernism—both the
aesthetics of abstraction and iconoclasm. And thereafter he began exploring art and
technology as a means to describe and generate ecological transformations—
engaging more directly in the interactive compositional field of the physical
environment. He experimented with conceptual design proposals using ocean waves,
water pumps, and whistle buoys; lily cells, agar, and aphids; plasma, electricity,
photons, and rockets; and liquid crystals. And in one case, he successfully developed
a proposal from concept to completion.
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Newton’s first brush with controversy happened with the Love Groups he
installed atop the Scull’s lavish British Regency style home. In that case, he
responded in an appeasing way to accusations that his nude figures were a threat to
public morals. But later, in his experiments in art and technology—including The Slow
Growth and Death of a Lily Cell, Plasma Chambers, Some Beginning Thoughts on
the Ocean as Field, and the “Sky Pieces”—he embraced the strong kind of feelings
that controversy can invoke, rather than waver and retreat from them. In that pivotal
period from 1967 to 1970, he learned that a work of art centered on disagreement
and even paradox can be a significant work, especially if it addresses the moral
dilemma of transforming raw environments by human power. His fantasies of technosalvation became increasingly self-critical as he developed the aesthetics of his
artistic research collaboration with Helen.
The Harrisons have not developed a rigorous organizational schema by which to
make sense of the work in their archive produced in the pivotal three-year span from
1967 to 1970. In this second chapter, I have provided scaffolding that separates
Newton’s experiments in art and technology from Helen and Newton’s burgeoning
collaborative work on social and environmental justice. I argue that the performative trio
of Path, Body Bags, and Making Earth was Newton’s segue into the conceptual art
movement and his collaboration with Helen. The reemergence of the human figure in
those three consecutive works signaled a renewed interest in the scale of the human
body—especially the scale of the individual—not simply or even foremost as an
emotional and spiritual being with transcendent experiences, but as a physical and social
being whose agency is defined in relation to a larger environmental field. How could he
and Helen improve themselves as tools capable of speaking out for society together with
nature in a more direct way?
Thus it was in 1970, in preparation for An Ecological Nerve Center, that Helen
joined with Newton to establish their shared ambition to develop a new model of arts
research. It was an imperfect beginning given that Helen’s name was absent from the
catalog and other materials published in tandem with the “Furs and Feathers”
exhibition. I will show incontrovertibly in the next chapter that, in the 1970s, the
Harrisons fully recognized that they were no longer bound to the modernist avantgarde principle of antagonism, yet paradoxically neither were they free from it. Indeed
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in the 1970s, they more fully embrace the possibility of two or more opposites
existing, interacting, and mixing as generative parts of one whole. This new model of
arts research, which aligns with the legacy of Man Ray more so than Kaprow,
combines Helen and Newton’s respective training and passion for human
development and the material world with the common goal of realizing a life-support
system that bridges social and environmental justice.
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All photographic content, unless otherwise noted, is courtesy of the
Harrison Studio, Santa Cruz, Calif. and the Harrison Papers (M1797),
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PLATE 1 Newton Harrison, Survival Piece #1: Annual
Hog Pasture Mix at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts
(1971).
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PLATE 2 Schematic drawing for Survival Piece #1: Annual Hog Pasture Mix (c. 1971)
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PLATE 3 Helen and Newton sitting quietly and observing the reenactment of Survival Piece #1:
Annual Hog Pasture Mix as part of “Ends of the Earth: Land Art to 1974” presented at the Museum
of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles on September 1, 2012. Photo by Laura Cassidy Rogers.
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PLATE 4 Newton Harrison, Survival Piece #2: Shrimp
Farm at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art
(1971).
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PLATE 5 Newton stages a salt harvest at the closing of Survival Piece #2: Shrimp Farm
(September 10, 1971).
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PLATE 6 A 25-pound bag of salt harvested from Survival Piece #2: Shrimp Farm (1971).

162

PLATE 7 Schematic drawing for Survival Piece #2: Shrimp Farm (c. 1971).
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PLATE 8 Newton Harrison, Survival Piece #3: Portable
Fish Farm at the Hayward Gallery in London (1971).
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PLATE 9 Helen and Newton stage a feast of fried catfish at the opening of Survival Piece #3:
Portable Fish Farm at the Hayward Gallery in London (September 30, 1971).
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PLATE 10 Helen and Newton stage a dispersal event
at the closing of Survival Piece #4: La Jolla
Promenade at the La Jolla Museum of Contemporary
Art (December 5, 1971).
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PLATE 11 Newton Harrison, Survival Piece #5:
Portable Orchard at California State College at
Fullerton (1972).
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PLATE 12 Helen Harrison, Citrus Board for 300 (February 8, 1972).
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PLATE 13 Newton Harrison, Survival Piece #6:
Portable Farm at the Contemporary Arts Museum in
Houston (1972).
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PLATE 14 Invitation to Helen Harrison’s Feast at Atelier Chapman Kelley in Dallas
(October 3, 1972).
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PLATE 15 Helen utilizes Newton’s piles of earth by containing them and
growing things in Survival Piece #7: Full Farm Condensed at UC San
Diego (1972-1973).
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PLATE 16. Helen works on Survival Piece #7: Full Farm Condensed at UC San Diego (1972-1973).
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PLATE 17. Helen tastes the soil in Survival Piece #7: Full Farm
Condensed at UC San Diego (1972-1973).
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PLATE 18. Helen Harrison, Jamming at Grandview One Gallery at the Women’s Building of Los
Angeles (March 23, 1974).
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PLATE 19. Helen Harrison, Off Strawberry Wall at Grandview One Gallery at the
Women’s Building of Los Angeles (1974).
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PLATE 20. Helen and Newton develop a scale model of a closed aquaculture system to
study the commercial viability of Scylla serrata (or lagoon crab) at their newly acquired
Pepper Canyon laboratory at UC San Diego (1972).
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PLATE 21. Helen and Newton Harrison, Hard Core Conceptual: Wherein the Transformations
are Found Outside the Domain of Art (1974).
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PLATE 22. Helen and Newton Harrison, “The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985). 57 panels
comprise “The Lagoon Cycle.” The major ones are 8’ tall and the minor ones are 3’ tall. It
requires approximately 350’ of linear wall space to be exhibited in its entirety.
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PLATE 23. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Book of the Seven Lagoons (1987).
Published by Laurence McGilvery in a limited edition of 31 copies plus 8 artists’ proofs.
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PLATE 24. Helen and Newton Harrison, The First Lagoon: The Lagoon at Uppuveli (1979).
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PLATE 25. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Second Lagoon: The Sea Grant (1978).
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PLATE 26. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Third Lagoon: The House of Crabs (1979).
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PLATE 27. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Fourth Lagoon: On Mapping, Mixing, and
Territory (1974).
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PLATE 28. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Fifth Lagoon: From the Salton Sea to the
Pacific, From the Salton Sea to the Gulf (1975).
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PLATE 29. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Sixth Lagoon: On Dialogue, Discourse, and
Metaphor (1981).
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PLATE 30. Helen and Newton Harrison, The Seventh Lagoon: The Ring of Fire, The Ring
of Water (1982-1983).
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Chapter 3. Working between Nature and Society since the 1970s
3.1 Lessons and Departures from Modernism

After 50 years of working in the UC system, first at UC San Diego and then at
UC Santa Cruz, it is fair to say that the Harrisons are California artists. In chapter two
of this dissertation, I examined the means by which each of them proceeded along
different paths and at differing speeds to become artists in the postwar era before
arriving at UC San Diego in 1967. That relatively unsettled period of critical selfreflection and career development in the 1950s and 1960s is key to appreciating
Helen and Newton’s decision to collaborate with one another beginning in 1970. For
even within the UC system, the Harrisons maintained a reputation as self-critical and
inquiry-based learners. They tirelessly posed questions that challenged institutional
norms and advanced a new model of artistic research that engaged with both social
and environmental issues. Geography continued to play a defining role in the
Harrisons’ career as collaborating artists and ultimately as university professors, but it
is not the organizing principle of this chapter.
In this third chapter, I will expand my discussion of the aesthetics of the
Harrison collaboration as it developed in the 1970s after modernism. The so-called
triumph of modernism was certainly a turning point in the history of art, and one that I
have emphasized in the story of the Harrisons’ joining together as collaborating
avant-garde artists working to develop a new model of artistic research. It is an
important piece of their story and the story of the contemporary avant-garde more
broadly.
There is great subtlety and diversity in modernism writ large. For the purposes
of this dissertation, in Chapter 1, I introduced two overarching theoretical critiques of
modernism to help elucidate its general characteristics, the crux of which is
oppositional duality. Latour has denounced the modernist opposition of nature and
society in We Have Never Been Modern (1993), whereas Braidotti has leveled her
critique at the opposition of human reason and human emotion in Nomadic Theory
(2012). Latour and Braidotti argue that the modern era has always been more than
this. There has always been a middle space of mediation and relational action.
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Certainly not all 20th century artists, as is true for artists of any era, were bound to
those inbuilt oppositions of modernity. Yet modernism is widely accepted as the
dominant ideology of 20th century art.
In the first chapter of this dissertation, I also examined the legacy of the
historical avant-garde and its relationship to modernism, as a way of articulating its
dominance. Duchamp and Man Ray feature prominently as figures that typify the
avant-garde impulse in the early 1900s, which was to make art that goes against what
already exists as with the art establishment. Though lifelong friends, they often went
against each other, developing different approaches to challenging the art
establishment. Duchamp worked tirelessly and sarcastically against the ideology of
modernism to change it or perhaps to destroy it, whereas Man Ray experimented
across a wide range of disciplines to unmoor and reimagine the ideology of
modernism in unexpected ways. By the 1960s, however, critics began to challenge
the great vigor and energy of the historical avant-garde. Kramer notes the irony of
Duchamp’s “revolution in sensibility buried in a cemetery of scholarly footnotes.”1 The
implication is that, in the 1960s, the governing institutions of the art world (the
academy and the economy) embraced the iconoclastic celebrity of Duchamp under
the now self-critical and triumphant regime of modernism. I made clear in the first
chapter that I disagree with Kramer and others who have lamented the death of the
historical avant-garde. Drawing from the philosophical work of Latour and Braidotti, I
argue that the vitality of the avant-garde endures beyond and in spite of the discourse
on modernity and its triumphalism.
My case study on Helen and Newton Harrison follows as an investigation of
the contemporary avant-garde after modernism. Again, I recognize that describing the
full range of transformations and instantiations of the avant-garde between the 1960s
and 2000s, especially given its global reach, is impossible. But in Chapter 1, I
nonetheless provided a brief overview of individuals and attitudes that are inflected in
my case study on the Harrisons. There are two books, both printed by Praeger
Publishers, that feature prominently in my discussion. Grégoire Müller and Gianfranco
Gorgoni’s The New Avant-garde (1972) presents candid portraits of 12 men who, in
1

Hilton Kramer, The Triumph of Modernism: The Art World, 1987-2005 (Lanham, Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2013), 185-191.
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the 1960s, had “an acute awareness of the weaknesses inherent in the accepted
ideas about art” and “replaced vague, poetical allusions by a rigorous methodology”
that foregrounded the physical presence and intellectual ratio of art.2 Lippard’s Six
Years: The Dematerialization (1973) functions more comfortably as fragments,
documents, and annotations of ideas, events, and experiences. She points to a
movement within the contemporary avant-garde to experiment with language,
performance, and casual, even banal processes that comprise day-to-day social
existence. Moreover, Lippard’s book includes more than 200 images of work by
dozens of artists, many of them women and from a range of social contexts. Six
Years: The Dematerialization is a necessary complement to The New Avant-garde,
and yet it is still not diverse enough to represent the full range of transformations and
instantiations of the American, much less the international avant-garde attitude in the
decentralized fray of contemporary art and politics in the postwar era.
In Chapter 2, I presented a more intimate portrait of young Helen and Newton
in the years following the Second World War. As early as the 1950s, they desired to
develop and use their respective abilities in a way that would benefit society. But they
did not begin questioning their relationship to modernism until after returning home
from Florence to the bustling New York City art scene in 1960. Prior to that time,
Newton had studied the material dynamics of figurative sculpture with Michael Lantz
and faculty at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. Indeed it was a corpus of
figurative sculpture that earned Newton a $1500 traveling fellowship to study abroad
in Florence.
In 1957, Mrs. Catherine Biddle Cadwalader Scull, who along with her husband
Mr. Richard Barclay Scull commissioned Newton to create the rooftop sculpture Love
Groups for their home in the Radnor Township of Villanova, did liken Newton’s
figurative sculpture to the proto-modernist work of Auguste Rodin, citing The Kiss
(1889) as a comparable example of two nudes embracing.3 But at that time, Newton
was not critical of the ideology of the art establishment in which he was training. As a
2

Grégoire Müller and Gianfranco Gorgoni, The New Avant-garde: Issues for the Art of the
Seventies (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1972), 6.
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See Mrs. Scull quoted in “Nude Statues on Roof Cause Traffic Jam on Main Line” (undated)
in Scrapbook 1 (1957-1958). Series 7, Early Work by Newton Harrison, Flat Box 290. M1797,
Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
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young man, Newton instead embraced the arts for granting him distance from his
father Harvey Harrison, who was a pragmatic businessman concerned about how his
son would earn a good living. The figurative sculptures that Newton made in the
1950s appeased Harvey. From his perspective, Newton could easily streamline and
expand production of those figures, just like the family business Farberware had done
with its kitchen appliances. However, Newton instead immersed in poetry and
philosophy on a search for truth that felt was “sometimes joyous, sometimes painful,
but always worthwhile.”4 Indeed Newton shared with Rodin and other modernists of
the early 1900s the drive to rebel against the authority of tradition, although he
rebelled from the family Farberware tradition more so than the traditions of the art
establishment. And even then, he did not rebel from his family in an antagonistic way.
Newton channeled the structural antagonism or oppositional duality of Lantz’s Man
Controlling Trade in his design for the Pennsylvania Love Groups, except that he
explicitly undermined the violence at the heart of that public monument. Newton’s two
nudes instead entered into a love relationship. And likewise, the letters that Helen and
Newton exchanged with Estelle and Harvey while they were living abroad in Florence
convey an unfaltering love.
Newton began questioning his relationship to modernism when he returned to
New York in 1960. By that time, the high modern abstract expressionists who
emphasized the autonomy and primacy of applying paint to a transcendent picture
plane circumscribed the dominant ideology of the art establishment while still seeing
themselves as avant-garde. Modernism had become self-critical by the 1960s,
embracing the iconoclastic work of Duchamp, for example. But the high modernists
were still restrictive of what constituted art, and Greenberg in particular. As art
historian Matthew Israel relays, “Greenberg considered political art irrelevant to and
irreconcilable with avant-garde practice.”5
Initially, Newton endeavored to join the abstract expressionists in their
restrictive coupling of avant-gardism and modern art. He downplayed his portfolio of
4

“Dear Parents, All love from All of us, Newt” (February 1959). Series 4, Correspondence, Box
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figurative sculpture and began to paint in a more transcendental way. But one of his
artist statements, coinciding with “The Gather Series” (1961), conveys a residual and
undying interest in the immanence of the material world. And within the next year or
two, he decided to return to study at Yale University’s School of Art and Architecture
to solidify his ambitions to become a professional artist and freethinker.
In Newton’s time at Yale and subsequently at UNM, he increasingly redirected
his artistic inquiry from the interior emotional landscape of the human experience to
the exterior physical environment. The “Path Series” (1968), which he exhibited after
moving from Albuquerque to San Diego, manifested this redirection in symbolic form.
The base edges of those shaped canvases sloped out from the wall and joined with
the gallery floor, providing a perceptual slide from the vanishing point of their inward
aesthetic dimensions (transcendence) to the physical ground of the gallery itself
(immanence). Though, again, Newton did not rebel from modernism in an
antagonistic way. He did not wholly abandon his thinking about the interior emotional
landscape. He instead took a paradoxical and provocative position whereby two
opposite things that may seem irreconcilable and in tension with one another are not
inherently in conflict. On one level, these paintings contained “both the serious and
the absurd.”6 On another level, the “Path Series” conveyed that Newton had initiated
an exodus from the ideology of modernism, seeking a way forward, but that he did not
wholly abandon it. He carried forward key insights from his studies with Sillman and
Held at Yale such that he could push the boundaries of painting and sculpture as
“working aspects of a third thing—environment.”7
Chapter 2 detailed the intensive three-year period of experimentation in art
and technology that followed, including Newton’s experiments in performance art that
situated his own body as well as other bodies in live action durational events. I
explained that performance art arose in the early 1960s as one of the many ways to
6
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question what art is, and that it is considered along with photographs, musical scores,
and architectural drawings as part of the broader conceptual art movement. Though
performance art in particular retains a strong connection with the material world,
working with and presenting fleshy bodies in the most literal sense.
I maintain that the performative trio of Path (1970), Body Bags (1970), and
Making Earth (1970) was Newton’s segue into the conceptual art movement as well
as his collaboration with Helen. The reemergence of the human figure in those three
consecutive works signaled a renewed interest in the scale of the human body—
especially the scale of the individual—not simply or even foremost as an emotional
and spiritual being with transcendent experiences, but as a physical and social being
whose agency is defined in relation to a larger environmental field. And working
together, Helen and Newton could improve themselves as tools capable of speaking
out for society together with nature in a more direct way. Their first imperfect artistic
research collaboration was An Ecological Nerve Center (1970-1971) at the Museum
of Contemporary Crafts in New York City.
Now I will continue my discussion of the aesthetics of the Harrisons’
collaborative approach to artistic research, which differs from scientific research in
many ways. Key to this developing aesthetics is the principle of working in the middle
space of mediation, between nature and society, to think relationally with intelligent
matter about the posthuman future of social and environmental responsibility. This is
a departure from modernism, as described by Latour and Braidotti as well as Kramer
and Greenberg, in that the Harrison collaboration is not inherently antagonistic or
oppositional to the art establishment. They, like other contemporary avant-garde
artists discussed in Chapter 1, instead work in a nomadic way to come to terms with
the complexity of the world and to explore the myriad ways that art can merge with
life. Yet my aim with this third chapter is to differentiate the Harrisons’ nomadic
approach from other avant-garde artists working in the late 20th century.
The organizing principle of this chapter is thus nomadism, which is similar to
geography except that it includes both ideological and physical movement. And while
I aim to differentiate the Harrisons’ nomadic approach to avant-garde aesthetics from
others working in the late 20th century, I will focus this chapter on key aspect of their
first decade of collaboration—the 1970s—and especially on the ways in which they
192

benefited from being on the periphery, rather than the core of theoretical formations
and artistic movements of that time. This peripheral position led the Harrisons to
define themselves paradoxically as both inside and outside of ideologies—resisting
them, but not destroying them—and to ground themselves in the heuristic process of
learning things for themselves as much as possible. There were many theoretical
formations and artistic movements in the 1970s, and I do not intend to list all of the
ones that influenced the Harrisons as they developed their distinctive avant-garde
aesthetics. But I have narrowed the field.
In the first section of this chapter, I will discuss the Harrisons’ peripheral
relationship with the structuralist theory of “sculpture in the expanded field,” which art
critic and historian Rosalind Krauss expounded in a seminal essay published in the
journal October in 1979. Then I will discuss a three-part treatise on “systems
aesthetics” by Chicago sculptor, art critic, and theorist Jack Burnham published in
1968, 1971, and 1974. This builds from my earlier discussion of Müller, Gorgoni, and
Lippard in Chapter 1, but with a greater emphasis on the theoretical positioning of
Krauss and Burnham in opposition to modernism. Indeed Krauss sees her theoretical
formation as “postmodern” and Burnham sees his theoretical formation as “beyond
modern.” Both make important contributions to the discourse on transformations of
the 20th century avant-garde, but neither theory can adequately describe Helen and
Newton’s developing aesthetics.
The social and environmental turn is better suited as a springboard for the
changing conditions of artistic production for Helen and Newton in the 1970s. I make
this case by dedicating the second and third sections of this chapter to a discussion of
an iterative and collaborative work by the Harrisons entitled “Survival Pieces” (19711973) in relation with the Land art movement, on the one hand, and the Feminist Art
movement affiliated with the Women’s Liberation Movement on the other. Both were
prominent artistic movements in the 1970s. In reviewing archival materials related to
“Survival Pieces,” which was born of research on a sustainable means to feed all of
humanity without degrading the earth, I will show that Helen and Newton were active
on both fronts. Yet it would be misleading to isolate the two of them within either the
Land art canon or the Feminist Art canon because they occupied a paradoxical and
peripheral position in each of them. It is more accurate to regard the Harrisons as
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nomadic and grounded in the understanding that no single medium, movement,
discipline, or object can be reified as a pure or totalizing description of truth in the
world. The active process of searching for truth that is “sometimes joyous, sometimes
painful, but always worthwhile” is what drives them.8
In the third section of this chapter, which addresses the Feminist Art
movement, I carry over my discussion of second-wave feminism from Chapter 2. In
that chapter, I explained that performance art was especially prominent among
second-wave feminists who emerged as part of the Women’s Liberation Movement,
which aimed to give women a just place in the world equal to men, beyond the right to
vote in public elections and beyond the opportunity to pursue education at a level
equal to their male peers. The ad hoc Los Angeles Council of Women Artists, for
example, demanded that women attain the same status accorded to men in the
exhibitions and collections of LACMA. Generally speaking, the representation of
women in the visual arts in the early 1970s was dismal, despite the fact that as many
women as men were enrolled in the art schools of this country. Newton’s trio of
experiments in performance art in 1970, where he began exploring the agency of
individuals, was key to arriving at his decision to collaborate with Helen on realizing a
life-support system that bridges social and environmental justice. Helen, after all, had
long been interested in the social dynamics of human development and had
articulated three specialized fields of inquiry—language, learning, and social
psychology—while enrolled in the Graduate School of Leadership and Human
Behavior at United States International University (known today as Alliant
International University).9 Furthermore, by 1970, Helen’s professional ambitions and
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concern for social justice had in the wake of the Women’s Liberation Movement
grown to include, in a more direct way, her own right as a woman to use herself
significantly according to her own capacities and to be recognized for her
contributions. The third section of Chapter 3 picks up on this key substrate of my
dissertation to describe Helen’s paradoxical and peripheral relationship with radical
second-wave feminism and to crystallize her contributions to the enduring vitality of
avant-gardism after modernism.
Ultimately, in the final section of this chapter I argue that over the course of
developing “The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985), the Harrisons discovered a relatively
gender-free approach to conceptualizing, making, and performing their work. This
unique and paradoxical mode of working and dialoguing as a married couple, as a
husband and a wife, did not wholly evade sexism as conveyed by language, culture,
and its deep-rooted characterizations of men and women as if bifurcated into
passive/active and private/public subjects. Rather, Helen and Newton learned, in
association with the Feminist Art movement, that they could challenge the assumption
of oppositional duality in a traditional marriage by creating two metaphorical
characters that appear as if they align with gendered stereotypes—and then
loosening the division of “I” and “you” in the flow of a cross-disciplinary and crosscultural conversation where singular pronouns frequently merge into the plural “we.”
Two self-critical and interchangeable entities emerge from “The Lagoon Cycle”
reflecting the mind’s ability to imagine different positions in an internal dialogue (e.g.
negative capability, see Chapter 2). Importantly, this dialogue is not predicated on the
structural antagonism and violence at the heart of Hegel’s dialectics. It is a dialogue
predicated on openness to exploring new knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery
that people often perceive as opposite or incompatible. “The Lagoon Cycle” is an
ambitious career-defining work that crystallizes the Harrisons’ collaborative approach
to artistic research and avant-garde aesthetics. I will address the complexity of their
aesthetics in greater detail in the final section, where I adopt the term “hardcore
conceptualism” to signal a decisive turning point in a new politics of knowledge—an
affirmative politics—by which the Harrisons combine scientific research on food
sources with self-critical introspection, mixed media technologies, and the live action
of performance art to energize the epistemologies and ontologies of academia,
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especially challenging the positivist epistemology of cumulative scientific evidence
and the private life of intellectuals.
Krauss retrospectively described “sculpture in the expanded field” as a
dominant trend in American art after modernism in her seminal 1979 essay.10 She
observed that artists began to challenge the edge of art objects and to see artistic
agency as extending beyond the confines of the museum and art gallery.11 She went
on to note that contemporary artists began to embrace a universe of ontological terms
and materials that had previously been expressed in strict opposition to one another
in a cultural situation, in particular “the built and not-built, the cultural and the natural,
between which the production of sculptural art appeared to be suspended.”12
Modernism had produced abstract, placeless, and largely self-referential sculptures in
strict opposition to commemorative historical monuments, explained Krauss, but
artists who began to work in the expanded field, roughly between the years 1968 and
1970, could no longer be described as modernist. The new trend represented both a
historical rupture and structural transformation of the oppositional duality of modern
thought.
But Krauss was wary that artists she termed “postmodern” and especially
sculptors working in that way would stretch themselves so thin as to be all-inclusive of
life as art, and thus lose their autonomy and aesthetic power as artists. Concern for
the autonomy of postmodern sculpture thus led Krauss to develop an iconic “Klein
group” diagram, drawing from the philosophy of structuralism in mathematics, by
which to distinguish ordinary transformations of life (e.g. natural landscapes and
manmade architectures) from artistic transformations and statements. Using the Klein
group diagram, she logically derived three new and autonomous aesthetic categories
that combined landscape and not-landscape (“marked sites”), landscape and
architecture (“site construction”), and architecture and not-architecture (“axiomatic
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structures”).13 And the implication was that there remained a strong distinction
between art and non-art.
Krauss’ essay on postmodern sculpture in the expanded field is appealing for
its brevity and logical clarity. The historical rupture that she described even temporally
aligns with Newton’s three-year period of intensive experimentation from 1967 to
1970. It is tempting to position the Harrison collaboration in the 1970s as an integral
part of this postmodern milieu. However, it is necessary to disentangle Helen and
Newton’s avant-garde work from this overly deterministic and structuralist model.
While Krauss makes many salient observations about the changing conditions of
artistic production in the 1970s, her Klein group diagram is decidedly modernist in its
orientation. The pure contradictions that make up the abstract diagram mirror the pure
elements of line, color, and composition in abstract expressionist painting and limit an
otherwise infinite field of possibilities for art after modernism. Furthermore, Krauss,
like Greenberg, emphasizes the principle of autonomy in art, which did not concern
the Harrisons in the 1970s. As part of the UC system, Helen and Newton engaged
directly and freely with engineers, biologists, politicians, and even corporations
outside the domain of art. “Fields” did function, for Newton, as early as 1968 as a way
of thinking about his own figure or being, as embedded and embodied in the world.
But postmodern sculpture does not accurately reflect his and Helen’s developing
approach to avant-gardism in the 1970s.
Burnham published his three-part series that alternatively coined “systems
aesthetics” to describe the complexities of a revolt in the art world in the 1970s. The
revolt, as Burnham saw it, was conditioned by an incipient crisis in Western culture, an
advanced technological culture, and vast crises in human ecology more broadly.14 And
much like Krauss, who drew inspiration from the philosophy of mathematics, Burnham
drew from outside the art world to develop the nomenclature of systems aesthetics.
In writing his treatise on systems aesthetics, Burnham initially cites the work of
theoretical biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy, and so from the outset it seems more
likely to be aligned with the Harrisons’ approach to art-making than postmodern
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sculpture in the expanded field. In lectures and publications from the 1930s through
the 1970s, von Bertalanffy established the framework for General System Theory
(GST) to describe a living system as a “complex of components in interaction” with
principles and organizational patterns that could be applied across nesting levels of
research at multiple scales of inquiry, from atomic particles to social structures to the
whole of the natural world.15 Indeed, GST was a holistic theory of living systems
understood to be fundamentally open and interactive with continuous inflow and
outflow that extended far beyond biology, and it was significant to the development of
interdisciplinary working methods across the natural sciences and humanities in the
mid-20th century.
GST is sometimes considered to be interchangeable with the math-based
theory of cybernetics, pioneered by mathematician Norbert Wiener from the 1940s
through the 1960s, which also informed Burnham’s project. But it is important to
understand that cybernetic systems theory functions to organize, steer, and govern the
behavior of a special class of control and communication systems that have a specified
goal in contrast to the characteristic organic and interactive behavior of living systems
more generally.16 Nonetheless, von Bertalanffy and Weiner are both key contributors to
systems science, and Burnham mined the work of both to conceive of systems
aesthetics as a trend among artists working with living, interactive, and adaptable
organisms as well as goal-seeking machines, both of which generate circular flows.17
Before Burnham, influential public intellectuals such as Gregory Bateson and
Buckminster Fuller had adopted systems science as a way to shift modernist
paradigms in their own fields, especially with regard to subject formation and forms of
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governance as stipulated by Freudian psychodynamics and Marxist-Hegelian
dialectics, respectively. Systems thinking appeared as an alternative to the duality of
modern thought (predicated on structural antagonism) whereby Freud had conceived
of human reasoning and Marx had conceived of human history as essentially driven by
conflict (internal conflict on the one hand and class conflict on the other).18 In the realm
of art, Burnham looked to systems science as a means to usher the art world out of its
modernist paradigm. Leading figures such as Greenberg had also conceived of art
history as being essentially driven by conflict (antagonism against the authority of
tradition). Burnham was specifically driven to shift away from formalism, which was the
dominant mode of interpreting abstract modern art from the 1940s through the 1960s.19
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To do so, he developed a critical vocabulary and theoretical foundation for systems
aesthetics beginning with Beyond Modern Sculpture (1968), followed by The Structure
of Art (1970), and concluding with Great Western Salt Works (1974).
Beyond Modern Sculpture, published in 1968, was Burnham’s first volume in
his three-part series on systems aesthetics. With this volume he articulated the “prime
controlling forces of modern sculpture…founded in the philosophies of rationalism
and materialism.”20 He argued that the development of modern sculpture paralleled
the development of science and technology in the 20th century, and that science and
technology was increasingly invested with psychic as well as intellectual authority.
Burnham referred to science and technology as the “handmaidens of
materialism…they constantly alter our relationship to ourselves and to our
surroundings…Retreat into outmoded forms of idealism is no solution. Rather, new
spiritual insights into the normality of materialism are needed, insights which give it
proper balance in the human psyche.”21
As of 1968, the development of modern sculpture and the development of
science and technology were asymmetrical, according to Burnham, but he anticipated
that transformative developments in science and technology would eventually be
matched by a transformation in modern sculpture. Contemporary artists would
necessarily move beyond the principles of abstraction that governed modern
sculpture to embrace and produce what Burnham called “lifelike systems”—
interacting, energy-controlled, and perishable assemblies that would more poignantly
reflect and critique the network of artificial systems produced by science and
technology that “presuppose that man is master of his environment solely through the
domination of known forms of energy and matter.”22 To emphasize this
transformation, Burnham divided this volume in two parts: one in which he treated
sculptures as objects and the other in which he treated sculptures as systems
(including kinetic art, light sculpture, some environmental art, cybernetic art, and most
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presciently, experiments in artificial intelligence). Embracing the principle of lifelike
systems would, for Burnham, inaugurate the future of sculpture at the end of the age
of objects.
The sequel to Beyond Modern Sculpture is The Structure of Art, which
Burnham published in 1970. This volume is certainly not a precursor to Krauss’
structuralist essay on postmodern sculpture in the expanded field, despite the overt
reference to structure in the title. More likely, it was a spin on Thomas Kuhn’s 1962
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, except that Burnham anticipated a paradigm
shift in the role of art and artists in society led by “an eternal avant-garde which in
spite of its enormous diversity and originality constantly produces something
generally accepted as art.”23 And yet Burnham did draw from structuralist theory in
The Structure of Art, in a different way from Krauss, to “reveal how and in what
particular sense artistic expression changes, while remaining the same.”24
Specifically, he adopted the theory of structural linguistics to explore modern art as a
mythic structure with an evolving and rationalistic sign system much like language,
noting that art history is the central intellectual mechanism that upholds the mythic
structure.
Connecting influential events and artistic breakthroughs in a teleology of
innovation reveals the avant-garde to be “merely a divergence from the mean,” wrote
Burnham.25 Were art to categorically shift from the production of objects to the
production of systems, as anticipated by Beyond Modern Sculpture, it would happen
in an incremental way. In The Structure of Art, Burnham not only addressed the
pragmatics of gradual change in individual habits of thought surrounding art. He also
addressed the pragmatics of gradual change in the habits of social institutions that
support individuals. In this second volume, he was much more attuned to the
costliness of art—its monetary value—and those who control its patronage by virtue
of wealth and power.
In the third volume of Burnham’s three-part series, Great Western Salt Works,
published in 1974, he more directly identified the advent of systems theory in science
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as an opportunity to revolt against the dominant paradigm of modernism in the art
world upheld by high art institutions.26 In fact, with this final volume, Burnham aimed
to dislodge both formalist abstraction and mimetic representation as the two
illusionistic cornerstones of Western art history writ large. From his view, formalist
abstraction was still a proxy representation of the world. Instead of mere
representation, artists could engage directly in the complex of social existence and
real time systems to understand the laws of the universe, such as growth and decay,
as they occur phenomenally in the everyday world. He declared, “authentic art, like
authentic existence, must maintain its substance in pure being.”27 Robert Smithson’s
low-lying salt-encrusted Spiral Jetty built in 1970 and extending from the shore of
Utah’s Great Salt Lake graced the front cover. It was an homage to the artist who had
died tragically in a plane crash in 1973. Indeed, his death was a great loss. Both
Krauss and Burnham featured Smithson’s work in their articulations of art after
modernism.
But Burnham did not see systems aesthetics as an absolute ending or
apocalyptic upheaval of Western art history. To the contrary, Great Western Salt
Works was a loosely organized revolt or transformation. With his articulation of
systems aesthetics, Burnham more so intended to caution and check the hard
science of systems from ascending as a universal regime of human knowledge and
power over nature. “Systems theory may be another attempt by science to resist the
emotional pain and ambiguity that remain an unavoidable aspect of life,” writes
Burnham, “nature contains (and through it, art) a series of hidden prohibitions against
such artificial domination.”28 But he maintained that retreat into outmoded forms of
idealism was no solution. Burnham thus introduced the occult knowledge of alchemy
as well as mystical Judaism, both of which move beyond conventional
understandings of human reason and progress, in order to demonstrate that “postformalist” art and systems aesthetics in conversation with systems science could
transform the dominant paradigm of modernism. This transformation was contingent
on recognition that the cyclical return and rediscovery of relationships, ritual, craft,
26
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political involvement, and ecology “leading us back to a fresh conception of our own
bodies and habitation” is integral to the idea of progress.29
Great Western Salt Works actually stretched much further back in time than
Smithson’s 1970 Spiral Jetty to explore a more ancient and relational paradigm of
growth and decay processes. The title evokes salt—sodium chloride (NaCl)—as a
generic and timeless material with varying applications and a symbolic mystical integrity
that dissolves the polarized, antagonistic, and modernist preoccupation with newness
and the forward march of innovation. Burnham urged art historians especially to
relinquish their habit of categorizing art objects and styles into a triumphal narrative of
human ingenuity and progress. And so, again, he did not mean to position postformalism as a superior paradigm to modernism. This would be a dualistic and
antagonistic view of revolution. Burnham instead attempted to establish a
fundamentally open and interactive field of discourse with continuous inflow and
outflow—remaining suspicious of intellectual ideological power—in anticipation of
complex social, physical, spiritual, and temporal transformations of the role of art and
artists in society. Post-formalism was predicated on critical and relational processes
whereby change would be dynamic and not strictly oppositional.
This cursory overview of Burnham’s three-part series on systems aesthetics,
compared to Krauss’ essay on postmodern sculpture in the expanded field, reinforces
the seeming alignment of his work with the Harrisons’ approach to art-making in the
1970s. And in fact, Burnham featured Helen and Newton in Great Western Salt Works
as artists who exemplified a return to the principles of ritual practice in contemporary
art. “In ritual,” Burnham wrote, “the raw materials are human beings, and the ‘truths’
sought for are relived by the participants, not sublimated through objects.”30 And the
central truth, as he saw it, is the equilibrium of oppositions through ritual compositions,
dialogues, and experiences. Not simply to preserve the opposition of two unlike and
contradicting yet equal beings (as if on a balance scale), but to privilege the active
(alchemical) mixture of energetic beings to achieve relative unity (even for a moment).
Burnham explained, “the essence of ritual lies in its freshness and emotional intensity,
virtues which demand live recreation…On its most integral level ritual is the interface
29
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between Nature and Culture…[but] we progressively diminish the syntax of living
interaction and replace it with property and abstract values…complex symbolic
systems…technological domination has given us an illusionary sense of our own
permanence.”31
For Burnham, the Harrisons were two exemplary avant-garde figures because
performative action-based works like Making Earth demonstrated an affinity with the
notion of cyclical return and specifically a return to the principles of ritual practice,
which he saw as central to post-formalist art and systems aesthetics. He specifically
regarded Helen and Newton as avant-garde artists who were concerned with life and
death cycles (or growth and harvest cycles), and who consciously questioned and
recorded their interactions as artists embedded and embodied in those cycles. Their
approach to ritual practice was not merely a celebration of fleshy and phenomenal
existence. Neither was it categorically determined by the pure contradictions of a
structuralist Klein group diagram. It was an expression of systems aesthetics, which in
conversation with systems science could transform the dominant paradigm of
modernism.
Communication scholar Fred Turner has carried out extensive research on the
rise of systems science as a cultural force in America following the Second World
War and continuing through the Cold War nuclear arms race. The proliferation of
systems theory during that time influenced paradigm-shifting approaches in
psychology, governance, and art as well as business—notably with the rise of
computer technology, network communications, and the information revolution.
Turner added to the published discourse on systems aesthetics and the
contemporary avant-garde in his revealing exposé, entitled From Counterculture to
Cyberculture (discussed in Chapter 1), where he explained why a systems-oriented
approach to aesthetics—no matter how cautionary and critical it was about the hard
science of systems—would never be as revolutionary or paradigm-shifting as its
boosters professed.32
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For one, Turner showed that systems-oriented thinking was, first and
foremost, an extension of America’s military-industrial complex, which in the 1940s
and 1950s developed a robust culture of interdisciplinary collaborative research and
new technologies of networked communication drawing from systems science.
Despite utopian efforts by radical counterculture movements of the 1960s and 1970s
to appropriate systems-oriented thinking and critique the military-industrial complex—
even liberate themselves from it—the political and economic structures of the state
remained resolute if not strengthened by the advent of systems. Or as Burnham
would say, America has continued along a steady and precarious path of domination
over known forms of energy, matter, and the environment enabled by the network of
artificial systems produced by science and technology.33
Secondly, the failure of systems-oriented thinking to radicalize American art
and culture in the 1960s and 1970s was due to the privileging of cybernetic systems
theory (pioneered by Wiener) as a means to develop a special class of control and
communication systems that would organize, steer, and govern behavior in contrast
to the characteristic organic and interactive behavior of living systems more generally
(described by von Bertalanffy). Military research industries promoted self-regulating
cybernetic systems and computer processing whereby individuals could be efficiently
networked into a decentralized, and yet highly controlled collectivity (securitization of
the state).
Given major investments in the systems-oriented information revolution by
military research and private industries, revolutions founded on those same
theoretical principles have been fundamentally undermined. Moreover, Turner
observed that America’s counterculture inadvertently became a test site for its
domineering cyberculture. Savvy techno-mystic entrepreneurs primed the consumer
public to desire networked information devices such as personal computers and
mobile phones as if they were liberation machines. But they are no more than ciphers
of the “California Ideology,” which enables a new bourgeois class called the digerati
to exploit information and knowledge, accrue wealth, and disregard the revolutionary
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struggle for social and environmental justice.34 This is an upgrade from or a
companion to industrial capitalism referred to as digital network capitalism.
So while Burnham’s three-part treatise on systems aesthetics is better aligned
with Helen and Newton’s approach to art-making in the 1970s, compared to Krauss’
essay on postmodern sculpture in the expanded field, I am concerned with
disentangling the Harrisons from the confusing rhetoric of systems theory. Thus in the
remainder of this chapter, I will explore the activities of the Harrisons in the 1970s as
documented in their archive in order to develop a new language by which to understand
key developments in their avant-garde aesthetics.

3.2 Land Art, Edge Objects, and Growth Activism

When describing the Harrison collaboration, historians and critics have been
inclined to affiliate their work with a movement that emerged in the 1960s and early
1970s called Land Art or Earthworks (the latter term coined by Robert Smithson). A
major retrospective exhibition curated by art historians Philipp Kaiser and Miwon
Kwon defined the Land Art movement as “artistic impulses to use the earth as
material, land as medium, and to locate works in remote sites, beyond familiar art
contexts.”35 Indeed, Making Earth and other works by the Harrisons in the 1970s for
which soil is the primary medium such as “Survival Pieces” (1971-1973) and Spoils
Pile Reclamation Project (1976-1978) do correspond closely to this broad definition.
And in fact, Kaiser and Kwon invited the Harrisons to reenact the first of their
“Survival Pieces,” originally commissioned in 1971 by the Museum of Fine Arts in
Boston (hereafter MFA Boston), as part of that major retrospective exhibition, which
they entitled “Ends of the Earth: Land Art to 1974” and presented at the Museum of
Contemporary Art (MOCA) in Los Angeles in 2012.36
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1971 was truly a busy year for the Harrisons. Amidst production of An
Ecological Nerve Center for the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition scheduled to open on
January 23 and refinement of Plasma Chambers for the “Art and Technology”
exhibition scheduled to open on May 16, MFA Boston had commissioned Newton to
create a new work for an exhibition they were planning called “Earth, Air, Fire, Water:
Elements of Art” scheduled to open on February 3. Surely, the Boston invitation
pleased Newton, but what could he produce in time for the opening without
jeopardizing his commitments in New York and Los Angeles?
The solution, reasoned Newton, was to revisit and adapt the schematic design
of his earlier series “On Growth Form and Dissolution” while also strengthening his
commitment to growth activism, which he had initiated with Making Earth. He hastily
titled the new work Air Earth Water Interface, echoing the title of the exhibition in
which it would be shown. But he later renamed the work Survival Piece #1: Annual
Hog Pasture Mix.37
The archival photos documenting the installation of Annual Hog Pasture Mix at
MFA Boston are nearly identical to the earlier photos documenting Making Earth at
UC San Diego.38 The Boston photos, like the La Jolla photos, emphasize Newton’s
performative actions, raking and sewing seed (the hog pasture mix) into a bed of
nutrient-rich composted soil. For he is asking similar questions with this new work:
what is the role of individuals in producing sufficient food for all of society without
degrading the earth—realizing a life-support system that bridges social and
environmental justice? And can artists play a role?
The two works appear nearly identical, but Newton did make adjustments both
to his performance and to the specificity of Annual Hog Pasture Mix. In the Boston
photos, his hair remains long and largely conceals his face—drawing attention to the
actions of raking and sewing seed—but he works fully clothed inside the museum and
37

The Harrisons began referring to the “Survival Pieces” as a coherent body of work on the
occasion of the exhibition “Earth: Animal, Vegetable, and Mineral at the La Jolla Museum of
Contemporary Art in November 1971. See November 1971 Bulletin. Series 5, Performances
and Exhibitions, Box 136, Folder 2. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University
Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
38
Series 3, Project Binders, Subseries 4, Survival Pieces (1970-2002), Boxes 1-2. M1797,
Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.

207

his beard is gone. Newton was cognizant of his evolving reputation in the art world
and cleaned up his appearance for discerning gallery goers such that they could
appreciate both the playful and serious components of Annual Hog Pasture Mix. And
because this work took place indoors, he encased the nutrient-rich composted soil in
an 8’x16’ redwood box and then arranged for a fluorescent light box to be suspended
from the ceiling. The electric assembly would provide heat and moisture control in lieu
of natural sunlight. He also, somewhat playfully, insisted that good ventilation,
watering, and a selection of worms would be essential to propagating the seed,
especially in the first three weeks. And with this life-support system he expected the
pasture would reach full growth in six weeks time.
Importantly, Annual Hog Pasture Mix was not simply premised on growth for
growth’s sake as with Newton’s earlier series “On Growth Form and Dissolution.” This
new work was not merely a meditation on the idea of time, and the natural processes
of composition and decomposition. There was a civic dimension to Annual Hog
Pasture Mix. Specifically, Newton intended to harvest and sell the pasture that grew
at the interface of air, earth, and water to a nearby hog farm or, if the museum
obliged, he would bring a hog to feed on the pasture on exhibit at the museum (MFA
Boston did not). This new work thus reached beyond the confines of the museum and
art gallery, contributing directly to the food system and speaking out for a bigger
world. The design and plans for distribution were all laid out in a new schematic
drawing. Either the harvest or the hog would complete the cycle, and the field would
then be “turned over, prepared, and someone other than myself,” wrote Newton, “will
make growth and form choices.”39
When reenacting Annual Hog Pasture Mix as part of “Ends of the Earth” in 2012,
MOCA did grant the Harrisons permission to bring a hog to museum. On the afternoon of
Saturday, September 1, for the closing weekend of the exhibition, Helen and Newton
introduced Wilma the Pig to an 8’x16’ long redwood box containing a bed of nutrient-rich
composted soil and hog pasture mix that had grown lush and green over weeks of proper
care, with a fluorescent light box suspended overhead. But at age 85 and 80 respectively,
39
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Helen and Newton mostly observed the performance. The concept for building and
instructions for tending to the hog pasture had been confirmed. And so it was Wilma the
Pig who took center stage, rooting around in the pasture, using her snout to push the soil
and dig up the plants in search of food.
Sitting quietly and observing the behavior of Wilma the Pig at MOCA was a
provocative gesture in a different way than raking and sewing seed. Indeed, pigs are not
generally kept indoors. And when they are—as in the case of pet pigs—they can become
obsessive rooters ruining carpets or other kinds of indoor flooring. This rooting behavior
has earned pigs a reputation as being unpleasant, stubborn, and greedy even though
they are quite clean, among the most intelligent of domesticated animals, and provide an
array of valuable products for humans. In a video produced on the occasion of the 2012
reenactment, Newton recalled, “It was okay for Dennis Oppenheim’s watch dogs to be on
site [at MFA Boston], but not our pig. I argued that the pig was a random moving part in
the piece and not an animal. They were, however, impervious to intelligent discourse.”40
MFA Boston could not reason past the destructive aesthetics of the pig as a
messy animal rooting in the pasture and soiling the museum. “The odd thing is that the
MOCA reenactment looks as good if not better than the original work in Boston,” quipped
Newton.41 Whereas, Helen explained:
The pig was brought to the MOCA by amazing animals [humans]. Wilma is a 6month-old New England pig and she loves the exhibit because of the food that it
offers her. She had been prepped for and looking forward to this natural meadow
that would feed her, maybe her first meadow? The significance of the piece is
what you see. All of a sudden people are looking at the environment in one way or
another, and they are looking differently. In other words, it’s bringing their
attention in a way that is meaningful. They are enjoying it. Once the show is over,
the pasture will go to a school so that the children there can take care of it and
learn about animals.42
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The implication of this commentary on the first of the Harrisons’ “Survival Pieces”
is not simply the leveling of both humans and pigs as animals that both depend on soil as
a growth medium for survival. The greater implication is that, developing awareness of
the growth and harvest cycles that supply humanity with food in order to develop a food
system that bridges social and environmental justice will take a relatively long time, and
that we are all implicated in the process whether as direct participants or observers of the
work of growing and harvesting. Helen hopes that people and especially people in
metropolitan cities like Boston and Los Angeles enjoy Annual Hog Pasture Mix, but also
that they recognize that “it takes almost a thousand years to grow one inch of topsoil.
How precious it that?”43
If we can begin to perceive and even bond with our food sources as precious,
perhaps we can learn to live more harmoniously and sustainably with earth, reasons
Helen. From her perspective, informed by her studies of language, learning, and social
psychology, the duration of Annual Hog Pasture Mix as a work of art is necessarily longer
than one day or even one year. Developing a life-support system that can produce
sufficient food for all of humanity without degrading the earth is collective work, it is
community work, and it stretches across generations (to borrow a sentiment from
prominent civil rights activist and scholar Angela Davis).44
Land Artists certainly developed a strong reputation as avant-garde figures of the
1960s and early 1970s, and especially those who engaged in the mythic and formal
beauty of the American West. Described pragmatically by one of the country’s earliest
explorer-geographers, John Wesley Powell, as the “Lands of the Arid Region of the
United States,” the treeless and rugged desert landscapes west of the 100th meridian
have been thoroughly mythologized. Beginning with the rush of rough-and-ready settlers
following the discovery of gold in Sacramento Valley in 1848, the desert in particular is
romanticized as an empty wild zone that was crossed by the free and the brave (despite
the presence of Native American tribes who had spent millennia developing sophisticated
cultures and traditions in the area).45 Likewise the desert was seen as evading the kind of
43
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urban, industrial, and agricultural development associated with American modernism in
the 20th century. Thus Land Artists who returned to the barren plains and gaping canyons
of the desert in the 1960s and early 1970s appeared as if unencumbered by the ideology
of modernism. Endlessly vast and forever open to the pursuit of freedom, the arid region
shaped a new generation of “frontiersmen” understood as radical in their resistance to the
mainstream channels of collecting and exhibition in the art world.
The Land Art movement is often misperceived in this way, as a confrontation with
the sublime magnitude of the wild and inhospitable desert, and it is often narrowly
associated with just three artists—all of them men: Walter De Maria, Michael Heizer, and
Robert Smithson.46 There is perhaps no better foil to the Harrisons’ “Survival Pieces” than
Heizer’s monumental drawing made from the tire tracks of a motorcycle, entitled Circular
Surface Planar Displacement Drawing, imprinted on the desert floor of Nevada’s Jean
Dry Lake in 1970 to be erased by the first heavy rain. In the remainder of this section, I
will perform a close reading of this and one other work by Heizer to differentiate the
Harrisons from an artist who is central to the history of the Land Art movement in
America, which will clarify the Harrisons’ nomadic approach to avant-garde aesthetics as
it differs from the formalist aesthetics of the Land Art movement more broadly.
The independent film Easy Rider, directed by and starring Dennis Hopper along
with Peter Fonda and Jack Nicholson, had in 1969 positioned motorcycles as iconic twowheeled outlaw machines and its riders as rebel hippies destined to skate the fine line
between freedom and death. The film follows two bikers named Billy and Wyatt (played
by Hopper and Fonda, respectively) as they embark on a road trip from Los Angeles to
New Orleans, traveling eastward through the dry deserts of northern Arizona, New
Mexico, and Texas into the humid and subtropical swamps of Louisiana to join the
midwinter Mardi Gras celebration in New Orleans.
Along the way, Billy and Wyatt are sidetracked by encounters with locals who
exhibit varying degrees of liberal and conservative bias. One such local named George
(played by Nicholson) is a drunken lawyer living in Texas and working with the American
Civil Liberties Union who Billy and Wyatt convince to abandon the bureaucratic
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procedures of the legal system. He agrees to head east with them to revel in the Mardi
Gras celebration. But when the trio crosses into Louisiana, heading for Baton Rouge,
they are confronted with an extreme backlash of intolerance and fear. A local sheriff and
a couple of his friends sneer and intimidate the motorcyclists at a roadside café,
foreshadowing the tragic death of these freewheeling boys from out West.
The success of Easy Rider was also indebted to earlier motorcycle performances,
for example, Marlon Brando’s in The Wild One (1953) and Steve McQueen’s in The Great
Escape (1963). By the time Heizer took those hard-packed turns at Jean Dry Lake in
1969, no matter how intent he was to divorce the austerity of his actions from such plotdriven theatrics, contending with the iconic imagery of the motorcycle on film was
inescapable. But Heizer more readily associates his motorcycle drawing at Jean Dry Lake
with the ancient Nazca Lines of southern Peru.47 His father, Robert F. Heizer, an
archaeology professor who taught at UC Berkeley had himself conducted field research
into the prehistory of Nevada’s Great Basin. And he influenced his son’s appreciation for
the cultural meaning that is manifest through monumental displacements of the Earth’s
surface.
After graduating with a degree in painting from the San Francisco Art Institute in
1964, Heizer moved to New York City to mingle with the abstract expressionists. It was
a rite of passage for young artists in the 1960s, as demonstrated in the Harrison
archive. And yet Heizer staunchly resisted assimilation into the New York avantgarde.48 Returning home in December of 1967, he instead made his first artistic
“excavation,” entitled North or Two-Stage Liner Buried in Earth and Snow, near his
parents’ cabin above Lake Tahoe in the Sierra Nevada Mountains to assert himself
apart from New York. Indeed he claimed repeatedly that, “My work is fully independent
of anybody else’s, and it comes directly out of myself…[he names De Maria, Smithson,
and several other artists who later ‘went into it’]. But whatever I was doing, I was doing
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it first.”49 In this same way, Heizer insists that his motorcycle drawing in the desert was
an original avant-garde work that required a great amount of skill, ingenuity, and artistic
control despite the critically acclaimed precedent of Robert Rauschenberg’s Automobile
Tire Print made in collaboration with the composer John Cage in 1953.
How to bring large-scale works of art made in remote desert landscapes back to
a museum or art gallery for exhibition was a central predicament of the Land Art
movement. What was the appropriate proxy, if any, compared to experiencing the work
firsthand? Heizer’s solution was to create a photographic collage reconstruction of the
largest circle within the 900’ x 500’ area of his original “drawing,” which included four
other circles half as large in diameter, each positioned in relation to the largest circle in
one of four possible placements according to the laws of Euclidean geometry: inside
tangential, intersecting, outside tangential, and outside non-tangential.50
Heizer moved a ladder in 16’ increments around the perimeter of that largest
circle photographing the line segment by segment, intent to show “a feeling of the earth
and the texture of the tracks.”51 The resulting collage consisted of 50 black-and-white
photographs stitched together in a circular formation at a scale more conducive to
hanging on a gallery wall. And each photograph was positioned equidistant from a
center point on the wall, signaling that the artist used a rotary device (akin to a
compass) when making the original large-scale drawing at Jean Dry Lake. Indeed, to
make the original, Heizer had attached his motorcycle by a rope to a center post driven
like a railroad spike into the desert floor as a precise anchor in both space and time.
And he insisted that the integrity of the original work was contingent on it be erased by
the first heavy rain. It was a precise point and duration of time that was meaningful to
Heizer, and he made sure to highlight the technique in his collage reconstruction
entitled Circular Surface Planar Displacement Drawing/90º Vertical Planar Rotary.
This methodical rotary technique is at odds with the more iconic depiction of
motorcycles on film. Heizer left no trace of rumbles, skids, slides, or clouds of exhaust
in his line drawing. He also resisted the hype that American journalists and novelists
had attributed to motorcycles. For instance, Hunter S. Thompson had published a
49
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notorious account of a ride-along with the Hell’s Angels motorcycle gang in 1966,
asserting that even the most wild of riders must be exceedingly precise in their
calculations.52 In Thompson’s recollection, “there is only the barest margin…no room
at all for mistakes. It has to be done right…and that’s when the strange music starts,
when you stretch your luck so far that the fear becomes exhilaration and vibrates
along your arms…You watch the white line and try to lean with it…howling through a
turn…The Edge…the only people who really know where it is are the ones who have
gone over [the dead]. The others—the living—are those who pushed their control as
far as they felt they could handle it, and then pulled back, or slowed down, or did
whatever they had to when it came time to choose between Now and Later.”53 It
would be a mistake to interpret Heizer’s use of a motorcycle as a drawing implement
as if an echo of the feeling that Thompson described of a man howling through a
death-defying turn.
With the geometric forms and edges of his drawing at Jean Dry Lake, Heizer
instead called forth the mathematical logic of his drawing’s composition. However, all
the while he maintained that the drawing, an act of displacement, was more
fundamentally an aberration in space and time because the power of space and time
is greater than that of mathematical inscription. He maintained that geography
overrides geometry. Not geography in a narrow sense, as defined by a Cartesian grid
of longitude and latitude, but geography in the broad sense defined as one’s physical
locality in relation to Earth. Heizer anticipated that the first heavy rain would wash
away the marks of his motorcycle tires in the sand of Jean Dry Lake. Those perfect
circles, those deeply carved grooves, the signature of his motorcycle imprinted on the
desert floor would vanish back into Earth’s surface. Thus Circular Surface Planar
Displacement Drawing must be understood as a deeply formalist and yet also
iconoclastic gesture against both the hype and the hubris of an ostensibly rational and
godlike civilization that possesses the power, atomic and otherwise, to destroy the
planet that gives us life.

52

Hunter S. Thompson, Hell’s Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga (New York: Random
House, 1966).
53
Ibid., 271.
214

Art critic Dave Hickey made several astute observations about other popular
misperceptions of Land Art in an article he wrote for Art in America in 1971. For one,
Hickey expressed contempt for magazine editors and other media producers who
viewed new sculpture in America’s deserts as a treasure trove of pictures that, if
marketed correctly, would resonate with an expanded readership attracted to its
sheer sublimity and scale. He wrote with sarcasm, “Now there is an art form ideally
suited to presentation via magazine. Work consisting of photographs and
documentation is not presented by journalism but as journalism—a higher form,
needless to say.” And he followed with an equally sarcastic proposal that Land Artists
establish their own “National Geographic for aesthetes” to preempt and subvert the
framing of their work as a tourist attraction.54 But in a more serious tone, Hickey
impressed on his readers that the work of Land Artists was less like that of
“craftsmen” and more like that of “professional soldier[s], concerned with specific
campaigns in specific sites, with logistics, ordnance and the burdens of command.”55
Indeed, many works of Land Art in the 1960s and early 1970s were deeply
considered, laboriously composed, and laden with political potential.
It was in recognizing the need for a more scholarly survey and critique of the Land
Art movement that Kaiser, a senior curator at MOCA, and Kwon, a professor of art history
at University of California at Los Angeles, organized the retrospective exhibition “Ends of
the Earth: Land Art to 1974” with an accompanying 264-page catalog in which they
presented four major propositions with regard to the movement’s historical standing.56
First and foremost, Kaiser and Kwon clarify that the impulse to make Land Art in the
1960s and early 1970s was international in scope, arising in diverse geographic areas of
the world with specific works of art by a number of both men and women artists. It is
widely known that works of Land Art were realized in the American West, but fewer
people are acquainted with works made in the Antarctic, Saharan, and Israeli deserts.57
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Secondly, they argue that Land Art was in no way an escape from the kind of urban,
industrial, and agricultural development associated with American modernism. For,
thirdly, the labor-intensive production of monumental works in remote places was
intimately bound to the patronage of art collectors, dealers, critics, curators, and
historians in cities without whom the works would never have been built much less made
known to a broad public. Each Land Artist questioned the conditions governing the art
world in his or her own way, but never fully abandoned the support system.58 Lastly,
Kaiser and Kwon show that Land Art was a media practice as much as a sculptural one.59
Most prominently, Gerry Schum conceived his television broadcast of Land Art on
April 15, 1969 as a direct transmission of earthly conditions through the physics of
electricity, as opposed to a mere report or rasterized reconstruction. Schum’s view of
media as the site of Land Art differed greatly from Heizer’s insistence on the temporality
and integrity of his drawing at Jean Dry Lake, which would be erased in time by the
elements. But either way, the promotion of Land Art, both in broadcast and print media,
was critical to building the strong reputation of land artists as avant-garde figures in the
1960s and early 1970s.60
The “Ends of the Earth” catalog includes five commissioned scholarly essays
that further elucidate Kaiser and Kwon’s four central propositions. In his essay “Earth
Beneath Detroit,” art historian Julian Myers highlights Heizer’s career in Land Art as a
deeply considered and laboriously composed act of protest. He does so by invoking a
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relatively unknown urban work that Heizer installed at the Detroit Institute of Arts
(DIA) in March 1971, entitled Dragged Mass Displacement.
Heizer made this urban work with two bulldozers and a crane, industrial
machines commonly used in the construction of urban skyscrapers, condominiums,
and other large-scale structures. The work was similar to his motorcycle displacement
drawing in that he used the machines to drag a 30-ton block of granite across the
DIA’s front lawn to displace “an impressive pile of dirt.”61 DIA curator Samuel Wagstaff
had commissioned Heizer to create a new work for Detroit to be installed for the
duration of a six-month solo exhibition called “Photographic and Actual Work.”
Dragged Mass Displacement was to serve as an actual work, anchored in space and
time, as with the geometric circles inscribed in the desert floor at Jean Dry Lake. But
this jarring and defiling act of displacement in the city center of Detroit was forcibly
removed after just one month.
Unlike the rational edges of his Euclidean-inspired motorcycle drawing, this
pile of excavated material appeared as an illegible heap of trash and more pointedly
as an institutional failure. When Heizer announced that he had finished the
commission for DIA, the 30-ton block of granite lay awkwardly tilted and slumped
amidst a mixture of churned up grass, roots, soil, and the steel cables he had used to
lash the block to the bulldozers and crane. In this work, he had intervened more
directly in the hype and hubris of an ostensibly rational and godlike civilization.
Myers interprets Dragged Mass Displacement as a formalist work of art that
symbolized the friction, force, and trauma of mass displacement and racial conflict in
cities undergoing market-driven change in the 1960s. Detroit—nicknamed Motor
City—had specifically been embroiled in conflict due to major shifts in the auto
industry and the sudden loss of working class jobs in the city center. With increasing
civil unrest, police brutality against black citizens on Detroit’s west side snowballed
and led to the riots of 1967, which Myers cites as one of the most destructive mass
rebellions in American history: 43 people died, 467 were wounded, 7,231 were
arrested, 2,509 stores were looted or burned, and 412 buildings were damaged
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beyond repair.62 This kind of social injustice, argues Myers, motivated Heizer to
destroy DIA’s front lawn, its manicured and institutional green grass. Myers further
imagines that this formalist work could have been a rallying point for dispossessed
black citizens in Detroit’s inner city were it to arrive five years earlier. The 30-ton block
of granite instead lay dormant on DIA’s front lawn.
In discussing Circular Surface Planar Displacement Drawing along with Dragged
Mass Displacement, I have endeavored to demonstrate three points about the Land Art
movement. For one, Land art was not a confrontation with the sublime magnitude of the
wild and inhospitable desert as if untouched by the urban, industrial, and agricultural
development associated with American modernism in the 20th century. Heizer, one of the
core artists associated with the movement, is a sober and methodical artist whose acts of
displacement were deeply formalist and yet also iconoclastic, more so than sublime.
Secondly, in Hickey’s words, the work of Land Artists was less like that of
craftsmen and more like that of professional soldiers concerned with specific campaigns
in specific sites. Heizer’s act of displacement at Jean Dry Lake was an aesthetic gesture
with political potential. But he demonstrated the politics of his work in a more direct way
with his displacement at DIA’s front lawn. Heizer asks, albeit in an abstract and formalist
way, why America had made such strides in advancing science, technology, and earthdestroying weaponry in the 20th century while faltering on the advancement of civil
liberties and justice for its citizens and the environment?
Thirdly, while Kaiser and Kwon are right to affiliate the Harrisons with the Land
Art movement and the artistic impulse to use the earth as material in remote sites
beyond familiar art contexts, it would be misleading to place the two of them at the core
of the Land art canon along with Heizer. Rather, the difference in their two aesthetics
indicates that the Harrisons occupied a peripheral and paradoxical position to the Land
Art movement in the 1970s. Helen and Newton did think on the scale of civilization and
cities. But poetic edge objects like the redwood box that contained Annual Hog Pasture
Mix at MFA Boston were only meaningful in so far as they strengthened their pragmatic
commitment to growth activism by extending their work beyond the confines of the
museum and art gallery to create new “forms of life” whereby participants learned to
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perceive and even bond with their food sources as precious. Heizer retained an
underlying modernist conviction in the need for some level of abstraction and autonomy
in art. He abandoned his pile of excavated material on DIA’s front lawn as a discrete act
of displacement, and rarely returned to make work in metropolitan cities thereafter.
Whereas, Newton continued after his installation at MFA Boston to develop an iterative
series of seven “Survival Pieces” in a two-year span, from 1971 to 1973, in order to
recursively revise his thinking about the role of artists in producing sufficient food for all
of society without degrading the earth.63 And Helen recalls that, over the course of
“Survival Pieces,” she too, “…began to utilize [Newton’s] piles of earth by containing
them and then growing things…openers in earth art for us were to make earth, to plant,
to grow, to harvest, to do it consciously, to change ourselves thereby.”64 In other words,
the Harrisons’ work did not end with one art object or one art action. Their work was an
ongoing process of exchange between, at a minimum, two parties who negotiate—
“living, dying, loving and getting from day to day.”65
Building from Annual Hog Pasture Mix, Newton developed an iterative series of
container-like forms filled with soil to grow a snail and duck garden, a citrus and avocado
orchard, and a full farm in modular form with assorted vegetables, herbs, and fruits. He
also experimented with aquaculture iterations, producing container-like forms filled with
water to grow brine shrimp, catfish, oysters, lobsters, and crab. And in the 1972
catalogue for “Exhibition 10” at the Contemporary Arts Museum in Houston, Newton
explained the logic behind these iterations of growth form and growth activism. He said,
“The farm structures are primary, the electricity is power, the light is energy, the plants
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are life, their growth is morphology, each plant is a module, all together they make a living
grid.”66
It does seem in that statement that Newton, like Heizer, retained an underlying
modernist orientation to formalist aesthetics. But this is the nature of Newton’s
paradoxical position in relation with art movements and ideologies whereby two opposite
things that may seem irreconcilable and in tension with one another are not necessarily in
conflict, such as the morphology of plants and the abstraction of a grid. Newton
understood that his art need not rupture from the past in order to retain the vigor and
energies capable of creating new forms of life. Artists can go back in order to go forward.
They can even be oriented backwards and forwards at the same time.
The further Helen and Newton push the idea of growth form and growth activism
in the iterative series of “Survival Pieces,” the more apparent it becomes that they were
only peripherally and momentarily affiliated with the Land Art movement and the impulse
to use earth as material in the early 1970s. In the next section, I will elaborate on the
social dimension of “Survival Pieces,” especially as it pertains to Helen’s contributions.
This dimension must be recognized as central to the developing Harrison collaboration in
the 1970s.

3.3 Feminism, Embodiment, and Working with My Husband

After the “Elements of Art” exhibition at MFA Boston closed on April 4, 1971,
Newton turned his full attention to the installation of Plasma Chambers for LACMA’s
“Art and Technology” exhibition scheduled to open on May 16. The installation went
smoothly. In fact, because Newton had been consistently working on Plasma
Chambers since 1969 and had installed the work once before at Expo ’70 in Japan, he
completed the installation with ample time and energy to spare. Critics of the “Elements
of Art” exhibition had responded favorably to Annual Hog Pasture Mix.67 And New York
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Times art critic Hilton Kramer described Newton’s immersive walkthrough environment
at LACMA as “one of the most beautiful and tranquil experiences in the show.”68 Surely
the critical acclaim encouraged Newton to propose a second contribution to “Art and
Technology,” to showcase his work on growth form and growth activism. The new work
was a late addition to the exhibition exploring the cultivation of brine shrimp as a food
source, and it was placed outside of the galleries in one of the museum’s open-air
plazas. Newton titled this new work Notations on the Ecosystem of the Western Salt
Works with the Inclusion of Brine Shrimp, but later serialized it simply as Survival Piece
#2: Shrimp Farm.
In moving from agriculture to aquaculture, salt production first appealed to
Newton as a growth form. He was especially interested in the Western Salt Works of
southern San Diego, which was an industrial complex that had been in operation for
100 years (since the 1870s). He was aware that algae blooming in saline bodies of
water exhibited striking changes in color.
Atmospheric weather patterns and attendant increases in salinity levels naturally
induce algal blooms in a body of water. But in the late 20th century, agricultural runoff
containing nutrients (mainly phosphorous and nitrogen) has increasingly “overfed” the
algae and induced the bloom phenomenon. Whether natural or artificial, blooms
happen most often when the water is warm and the weather is calm. For instance, it is
common to see extraordinary algal blooms in the southern half of the Great Salt Lake in
western Utah because the southern half is separated by a causeway from the northern
growing pasture which looks like grass but is actually seeded by hog pasture mix. This slice of
nature contrasts strongly with Andy Warhol’s Clouds, silver pillows inflated with helium.” And
Diane Loercher of the Christian Science Monitor wrote, “The most colorful representative of
‘earth’ is Newton Harrison, who has constructed what he formally calls Air Earth Water
Interface, and more familiarly refers to as his ‘hog pasture.’ In the museum on Jan. 18, Mr.
Harrison sowed seeds in a 128-foot plot of land on which grasses and plants now flourish
under the powerful lights he installed. One earthworm, who may now be many, was introduced
as a permanent resident, and Mr. Harrison is negotiating with the museum for the admission
of a hog. Mr. Harrison views his construction generously as a model for a ‘support system’ to
be used by families in overcrowded urban environments to produce food from unusually
fertilized and fertile soil.” From 16-page “Untitled packet on early work 1971-1972” with press
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half and the conditions are more favorable there. Blooms of soft-textured unicellular
green algae called Dunalliela viridis can turn the water in that southern half of the Great
Salt Lake from blue to green to yellow green and finally a striking reddish color. The
green algae release an orange-colored photosynthetic pigment called carotene to
create this spectrum, which is striking for us to see. But more importantly, it is essential
to the algae’s survival. The production of carotene is an adaptation that allows
Dunalliela viridis to endure in extremely salty conditions that are otherwise inhospitable
to life.
Innovating on his earlier design for Annual Hog Pasture Mix, Newton developed
a saltwater and green algae ecosystem for LACMA’s outdoor plaza using a long
rectangular wooden frame laid horizontally on the ground and subdivided into four pools
of differing salinity. The entire frame measured 20’x40’, and each of the four subdivided
pools of water was 8” deep. He planned to fill those pools with green algae and differing
amounts of salt to demonstrate that salinity levels, in part, determine how the algae
behave. Newton consulted with Dr. Richard Eppley of the Scripps Institution of
Oceanography at UC San Diego to establish proper saline levels across the four
subdivided pools such that the ecosystem would register a vivid spectrum of color in the
warm and calm weather of Los Angeles. He also anticipated that the growth processes
of the algal bloom on display in one of LACMA’s open-air plazas would be in direct
conversation with the technological processes that powered the indoor walkthrough
environment of Plasma Chambers, which needed to be vacuum-sealed for fear of
electrocuting and killing someone. LACMA visitors would be invited to interact more
freely with the outdoor Shrimp Farm. And Newton would walk barefoot through the four
pools periodically to spread liquid plant food across the surface, coaxing the algae to
bloom.
In the summer of 1971, the weather was calm in Los Angeles and the sun
bathed the pools in heat, which effectively warmed and also evaporated the water to
increase the concentration of salt in each pool as time passed. And the algae did
bloom. They produced carotene. The liquid plant food added by Newton helped
expedite the process, and so each respective pool, at varying speeds, turned from
blue to dark green to yellow green and finally to a striking reddish color. Then, at the
height of the bloom in each of the four pools, Newton introduced brine shrimp eggs to
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grow and feed on the algae, thereby advancing Shrimp Farm as another iteration of
growth form and growth activism—brine shrimp being a viable source of nutrients for
the human diet.
Brine shrimp can survive in the inhospitable conditions of saline water largely
because their preferred food source is the soft-textured green algae, Dunalliela viridis.
Newton felt that he was promoting this harmonious ecological relationship and
respectfully, if also provocatively, tending to degrees of intensity in the fleshy bodies
of the algae and the shrimp. He provided them space for both functional and
improvisational movement. Furthermore, he was making the interactions of the algae,
shrimp, water, liquid plant food, the artist, the sun, and salt visible to other people. It
was, in his mind, a good composition because it demonstrated the amount of any
given thing necessary to either act of itself or to activate any other thing in a shared
environment.
And yet, with the passage of time, the sun continued to evaporate water from
the shallow pools of Newton’s model ecosystem at LACMA. And the brine shrimp
would not survive without water. Moreover, the “Art and Technology” exhibition would
close on August 29. So on September 3, Newton staged a final harvest of the mature
shrimp and organized a shrimp feast, though details on both the shrimp harvest and
feast are scant in the archive. All that remained at the bottom of the wooden frame
was a white salty residue.
To complete the cycle, Newton staged a salt harvest on September 10, and
the salt harvest is well documented in the archive. The documentation shows that it
was an eventful and collective performance—not an individual one—more akin to
Body Bags at UC San Diego than Annual Hog Pasture Mix at MFA Boston. Newton
worked together with a team of people (they may have been students from UC San
Diego) to harvest and divide the salt in 25-pound bags to be sold in an edition of 109
for a total of approximately 2,700 pounds. And so, the cycle of Shrimp Farm ended
with a performative decomposition of the edge object back into the world.
Was Shrimp Farm successful? Did the 20’x40’ wooden frame function
poetically and effectively to provoke strong feelings in relation to a larger social and
environmental field, as inspired by the industrial manufacturing processes of the
Western Salt Works in southern San Diego? Did this iteration of “Survival Pieces”
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strengthen Newton’s commitment to growth activism by actually extending the work of
art beyond the confines of the museum to create new forms of life whereby
participants learned to perceive and even bond with their food sources as precious?
In a review of the “Art and Technology” exhibition published in Artforum,
Burnham expressed his informed opinion. He wrote that “few modern technologies
lend themselves to these [natural] patterns of repetition and replenishment…Harrison
remarked that he likes the idea of working with minimal technology, of ‘farming’ and
‘harvesting’ his art…What is important, of course, is whether or not Harrison’s work
conforms to the structural principles of art. If it does, then he has made a profound
commentary on the technical hopes and failures of our culture.”69 This statement
reads as a long-winded, lukewarm, and ultimately indecisive response to Shrimp
Farm. Burnham seems preoccupied by the argument that he put forth in The
Structure of Art, published the year prior, which claimed the role of the eternal avantgarde is to evolve the mythic structure and rational sign system of art in a way that
changes it, while also reinforcing its foundation. He anticipated a paradigm shift in the
art world, specifically from the production of aesthetic objects to the production of
aesthetic systems, but believed that the shift could only occur gradually with
intermittent breakthroughs that are “merely a divergence from the mean.”70 Only by
referencing the authority of modernity (namely the grid) could Newton advance a
profound commentary on lifelike, interactive, and adaptable systems.
Newton lamented the fact that critics of Shrimp Farm largely failed to see the
work in connection with the industrial complex that inspired it, the Western Salt Works
of southern San Diego. The Western Salt Works are outside the domain of art, and
they are key to understanding the larger social and environmental field that Newton
wished to address with Notations on the Ecosystem of the Western Salt Works with
the Inclusion of Brine Shrimp, later serialized as Survival Piece #2: Shrimp Farm. He
was curious to see how many pounds of shrimp and salt one of his algae ponds could
yield per month, and at what cost. He imagined Shrimp Farm as a color field painting
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of sorts (see Chapter 2 for discussion of the original field of earth, sky, forest, and
ocean), but also as a prototype for backyard protein farming by which one could
utilize agricultural runoff containing nutrients (mainly phosphorous and nitrogen) as
food for algae, which are food for brine shrimp, which are food for humanity.71
Newton imagined that Shrimp Farm could influence a transformation of the
industrialized food system, shifting from a pollution paradigm to a resource recovery
paradigm, as a starting point to bridge social and environmental justice.72 The
pollution paradigm generates concern for excessive fertilizers running unchecked
from industrial farms into natural lakes, rivers, and oceans. And those fertilizers are
seen to induce algal blooms via eutrophication processes, which have an adverse
effect on the ecosystem. Organisms die from the effects of depleted oxygen levels.
By contrast, the resource recovery paradigm recovers nutrients from agricultural
runoff to decrease the adverse effects on ecosystems and simultaneously increase
the world’s food supply.
With Shrimp Farm, Newton embraced both the poetic and pragmatic value of
growth activism. But the notion of Shrimp Farm as a pragmatic work of art eluded
most people. David Antin, a colleague of Newton’s in the Visual Arts Department of
71

“There are two basic types of malnutrition/undernutrition. The first and most important is
protein-energy malnutrition (PEM). It is basically a lack of calories and protein. Food is
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amended many times since.
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UC San Diego, did remark in his review of the “Art and Technology” exhibition
published in Art News that “Wilshire Boulevard is not ideally located for a fishranching operation. The seawater has to come from somewhere—impairing the
efficiency of the system—and there is good reason to suppose that Los Angeles air
pollution will contribute a number of extra nutrients to the probably well-salted shrimp
salad one might expect. Like organic lead compounds.”73 He was likely primed by
Newton to see and critique the work in such a way.
For Helen, the key to this kind of work was that people begin to perceive and
even bond with their food sources as precious such that they could learn to live more
harmoniously and sustainably with earth. In other words, the poetic and pragmatic
value of Shrimp Farm and the “Survival Pieces” more broadly was contingent on
Newton’s ability to welcome people into the work as active participants. It was in 1970
that Helen first began collaborating with Newton in the conceptualization and making
of art in preparation for the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition at the Museum of
Contemporary Crafts in New York City. She withdrew from the doctoral program at
United States International University that same year, in part because she had earned
a promotion at UC Extension Division’s Education Programs and in part to continue
building an artistic collaboration with Newton. As a middle-aged woman on a path to
becoming an artist in the early 1970s, could Helen work effectively with her husband
to improve the “Survival Pieces” and help transform the industrialized food system as
a starting point to bridge social and environmental justice? Would she be recognized
equally for her contributions? Or would she inadvertently compromise her right as a
woman to live a whole life, and to use fully all the mental, spiritual, and physical
capacities that she possessed by allowing herself to be overshadowed by her
husband’s ambitions?
Indeed, the moment that Helen decided to collaborate with Newton was a
tenuous one because the second wave of feminism was on the rise in the United
States at that time. By the late 1960s, the Women’s Liberation Movement had
reinvigorated the fight for women’s rights to include, not just the right to vote in public
73
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elections and pursue higher education, but also reproductive rights, property rights,
employment rights, and the right to prosecute violent crimes against women, both
within and outside the institution of marriage. And women in the arts heavily
influenced the tactics of the Women’s Liberation Movement, notably as they took up
confrontational means of demanding recognition in the male-dominated art world.74
As I noted in Chapter 2, bias against women in the art world was especially apparent
on the cover of A Report on the Art and Technology Program of the Los Angeles
Museum of Art, 1967-1971, designed by Louis Danziger as a grid of 68 headshots
representing an exclusively male cadre of participants, including Newton Harrison.
Thus the ad hoc Los Angeles Council of Women Artists issued their own report on the
complete absence of women in the A&T program and the dearth of women included
in the exhibitions and collections of LACMA overall, despite the fact that as many
women as men were enrolled in the art schools of this country at that time.75
The Harrison archive demonstrates that Helen’s decision to come forth as an
equal collaborator with her husband is aligned, in part, with the aims of the Feminist Art
movement as it developed in association with the Women’s Liberation Movement. This is
because both she and Newton approach avant-garde aesthetics in a nomadic way.
Admittedly, Helen was not a radical feminist at the core of the 1970s Feminist Art
movement, but she was affiliated with it. Becoming an artist was for Helen shaped, in
part, by the politics of feminism.
By maintaining a traditional marriage, at least in the beginning, Helen actually
foregrounded and then challenged the assumption that her career was subservient to her
husband’s career. She had not simply dedicated the first half of her life to caring for her
and Newton’s four children. She had cultivated her professional ambitions (earning two
degrees) and concern for social justice (esp. nuclear disarmament and access to
education). And as early as the Pennsylvania Love Groups, in 1957, the archive attests
that Newton began to question the idealized roles of motherhood and fatherhood in the
too-perfect model of the nuclear family whereby the destiny of women was simply to raise
a family. The couple that Newton depicted in that controversial sculpture entered into a
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love relationship founded on struggle with degrees of intensity in flesh bodies, wrestling
with one another to assert the internal dynamics, vulnerabilities, and disagreements of
marriage—even foreshadowing the changing role of women in society.
By 1965, with four school-aged children and her own set of credentials and
qualifications, Helen had returned to work at the University of New Mexico teaching
English and acclimating to the world of higher education. In that same year, she coauthored an essay exploring new directions in education for high-school dropouts.76
Helen then continued forward in San Diego, enrolling in the Graduate School of
Leadership and Human Behavior at United States International University and
synthesizing the three dimensions of inquiry—language, learning, and social
psychology—that would be foundational to her artistic career.
In 1970, Helen decided to withdraw from the doctoral program and take the lead
in producing An Ecological Nerve Center for the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition at the
Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City. Even though “Furs and Feathers” was
an imperfect beginning to working as a collaborator and equal partner with her husband—
he failed to recognize Helen by name as a collaborator—she did not quit on him. She
continued working with Newton despite or perhaps because of the paradoxical question
about whether, in doing so, she would be overshadowed by her husband’s ambitions and
be relegated to a secondary role in the production, exhibition, and performance of work.
In the remainder of this chapter, drawing evidence from the Harrison archive, I will show
how the Harrisons instead became a dynamic couple engaged in contemplative
philosophical discussions on the nature of family, reproduction, art, science, activism,
cultural diversity, species diversity, governance, and survival—defining ecology as that
which is contingent with the quality and extent of our collectivity.
It was also in 1970 that Newton began to engage more directly in the
economic and political arenas of civic life. Especially with the trio of exploratory
performances—Path, Body Bags, and Making Earth—he segued into the conceptual
art movement. Experiences including the international boycott of the 10th Bienal de
São Paulo in protest of the oppressive military regime in in Brazil, staging a guerrilla
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work at UC San Diego in protest of President Richard Nixon’s expansion of the
Vietnam War in Cambodia, and producing An Ecological Nerve Center in protest of
habitat degradation and endangered species on the occasion of “Furs and Feathers”
also prompted Newton to participate in the decentralized fray of contemporary art and
politics in the postwar era. He found that he enjoyed the challenge of performing and
communicating in the political area in particular, marred by dust and sweat and blood
(to borrow a sentiment from President Theodore Roosevelt).
There was also a civic dimension to the subsequent Annual Hog Pasture Mix
at MFA Boston. Newton harvested and sold the pasture that grew at the interface of
air, earth, and water to a nearby hog farm, reaching outside the domain of art to
contribute to the food system. And likewise with Shrimp Farm, Newton worked with a
team of people to harvest the brine shrimp and the salt residue to be eaten and sold
as a performative decomposition of the edge object back into the world.
After completing the cycle of Shrimp Farm at LACMA, in September 1971,
Newton arranged for an eight-month sabbatical from UC San Diego to develop four more
iterations of “Survival Pieces”—Survival Piece #3: Portable Fish Farm at the Hayward
Gallery in London, Survival Piece #4: La Jolla Promenade at the La Jolla Museum of
Contemporary Art, Survival Piece #5: Portable Orchard at California State College at
Fullerton, and Survival Piece #6: Portable Farm at the Contemporary Arts Museum in
Houston. His work was supported by a steady stream of commissions by museums and
art galleries in the United States and Europe. Survival Piece #3: Portable Fish Farm also
traveled to Brussels and Berlin as part of the group exhibition “11 Los Angeles Artists”
curated by LACMA’s Maurice Tuchman and Jane Livingston.77 In all cases, Newton was
commissioned as a solo artist—as Newton Harrison—but Helen would increasingly take
part in conceptualizing, making, and performing the work.
There is also an interlude of solo work by Helen between “Survival Pieces” (19711973) and “The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985), the latter a career-defining work in which
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Helen and Newton collaborated on more equal footing (to be discussed in the final
section of this chapter). Between those collaborative endeavors, Helen made and
exhibited Strawberry Jam (1973) at California State College at Fullerton and Off
Strawberry Wall (1974) at Grandview One Gallery at the Women’s Building of Los
Angeles. Discussion of these solo works will crystallize Helen’s story of becoming an
artist because in them she explores the scale of the fleshy human body on her own
terms. The strawberry works were a lucid statement about her own avant-garde
understanding of growth form and growth activism. In Strawberry Jam and Off Strawberry
Wall, Helen explored new media and methods through which she and Newton would
learn to bare witness to their collective desire to do the “right” thing ecologically in “The
Lagoon Cycle.” But first I will provide a detailed account of Helen’s contributions to
“Survival Pieces,” emphasizing the gradual way in which she emerged as a collaborator
and equal partner with her husband, leading up to and in the wake of the Women’s
Liberation Movement.
After realizing that color field painting was merely a fabricated illusion of the
original fields of earth, sky, forest, and ocean, Newton renewed his interest in the
human figure and physical bodies in the most literal sense. He began thinking about
the scale of the individual and ways that artists as physical and social beings could
interact in a larger environmental field beyond the museum and art gallery. But in
making “Survival Pieces,” Newton is on record, in the 1972 catalogue for “Exhibition
10” at the Contemporary Arts Museum in Houston, as saying that “The farm
structures are primary, the electricity is power, the light is energy, the plants are life,
their growth is morphology, each plant is a module, all together they make a living
grid.” And in evaluating other materials in the Harrison archive that document the
development of “Survival Pieces,” the structural integrity of the work remained
primary.
Newton produced schematic drawings for each “Survival Piece,” innovating on
the container-like forms in each iterative cycle. For example, horizontal planes of a
rectangular redwood box and fluorescent light box framed the lush and green growth
of Annual Hog Pasture Mix. Shrimp Farm was also framed in a long rectangular box
subdivided as four shallow pools of differing salinity to produce a vivid spectrum of
carotene-producing algae that turned the water in each pool at varying speeds from
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blue to green to yellow green and finally a striking reddish color. But in other works,
such as Portable Fish Farm and Portable Orchard, Newton experimented with circular
and hexagonal forms arranged in grid patterns.
By the time the Contemporary Arts Museum in Houston commissioned
Newton to make Portable Farm in 1972, despite his reference to a living grid in the
catalogue, he had largely abandoned such an orderly arrangement.78 Because
Newton envisioned Portable Farm as a fully functioning farm within the museum, he
instead designed a modular and flexible schema including horizontal as well as
upright rectangular pastures for growing vegetables and herbs; a potted and thus
portable fruit orchard; and a potato patch that was actually placed without a container
directly on the floor of the gallery. However, he did arrange the pile of soil containing
seed potatoes beneath a hexagonal fluorescent light structure suspended from the
ceiling of the gallery (likely repurposed from the Fullerton installation), and so it was
not truly freeform. The Houston installation was more a garden of forking paths than a
living grid. In the fall of 1972, when Atelier Chapman Kelley invited him to present
another iteration of “Survival Pieces” in Dallas, he acknowledged that this loose
structural arrangement was a work-in-progress. The Dallas exhibition was thus titled,
“Issue from the Portable Farms Fragments & Groupings.”
For Helen, however, the social experience of the “Survival Pieces” was
primary. And after Survival Piece #2: Shrimp Farm, as Newton began his eight-month
sabbatical, she agreed to design feasts with him to accompany each iterative cycle,
drawing from her background in language, learning, and social psychology to develop
rituals of eating, interacting, and bonding with food sources as precious. She took up
the challenge of strengthening the poetic and pragmatic value of “Survival Pieces” as
a work of growth activism by cultivating a food community such that, when Newton’s
cycle of growing and harvesting was done, others could see themselves as capable
of making growth and form choices that benefit society without degrading the earth.
To begin, for Survival Piece #3: Portable Fish Farm, commissioned by the
Hayward Gallery in London on the occasion of the group exhibition “11 Los Angeles
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Artists” curated by LACMA’s Maurice Tuchman and Jane Livingston, Helen designed
a series of five feasts featuring five recipes originating in different parts of the world.
She would harvest the protein for the feast from a series of water tanks constructed
by a London-based manufacturing company called Waterlife Research Industries in
which Newton would grow brine shrimp, catfish, oysters, and lobsters.79 At the
exhibition opening, Helen envisioned an American feast of fried catfish, hush puppies,
and iced tea. The second feast would combine catfish and shellfish in Spanish paella,
and the third would be an Indian fish curry over rice. For the fourth feast, she would
feature a hearty French bouillabaisse, and the finale would be an Italian zuppa di
mare.
However, the archive shows that Hayward Gallery served only two feasts over
the duration of the group exhibition “11 Los Angeles Artists.” On the occasion of the
opening in September with Helen and Newton as hosts, based on photo
documentation, the dish does appear to have been fried catfish. In early November, a
letter written by Norbert Lynton, Director of Exhibitions for the Arts Council of Great
Britain, relays that:
Some of the lobsters passed over to a better world…[and] we had a little feast
of bouillabaisse in the gallery. Susan Campbell and Caroline Conran cooked
and officiated. Some fish was brought in, and mussels, to add to the lobsters.
The result was delicious. It’s difficult to estimate how many platefuls were
issued—between 300 and 400 in my opinion…But the thing to emphasize is
not the quantity but the character of the occasion. We loved it. It seemed to
me to be exactly the rounding out with life, event, ritual, service, receiving, the
exhibit requires. The atmosphere was not party-ish but happily peaceful…We
are hoping to get another feast in before the end of the show, which has been
extended to November 14.80
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Lynton’s description of the second feast at the Hayward Gallery as “happily
peaceful” reads with a euphoric feeling on the surface. But he likely crafted the letter
to reassure the Harrisons that turmoil over the first feast of fried catfish had calmed
down. The agitation was the result of the Harrisons’ proposal to ritually harvest and
kill the catfish growing in Portable Fish Farm by electrocution as a performative
prelude to the feast. Helen and Newton had consulted with Catfish Farmers of
America in developing this ritual and were surprised to learn that farmers deemed
electrocution to be the most humane way of killing the fish. The catfish farming
industry in America only began in the early 1960s. But within the decade, over 50,000
acres of land across the United States were in use for catfish production. “Catfish
Farmers of America was founded in July of 1968 and grew very quickly to become an
effective spokesman for the industry…in over 35 states.”81
The Harrisons visited a catfish farm in a town called Brawley in the Imperial
Valley of California, east of San Diego and south of the Salton Sea, but the specific
catfish growing in Portable Fish Farm came from El Centro, the largest city in the
Imperial Valley. Newton had endeavored in earnest to visit Brawley and learn
aquaculture, as a “farm format,” which he acknowledged, “requires considerable
physical activity and human caring for its own survival.” But he modified the growth
form as a paradoxical work of growth activism for the Hayward Gallery in London.82
“In its quiet periods the work has a certain static quality,” Newton explained in an
unpublished statement about Portable Fish Farm:
The fish move slowly, the bubbling becomes white noise, the algae tanks
ornamental and the chopping block and gut buckets, a tableaux. In its daily
active periods, the feeding and filtering procedures read kinetically as simple
care and life support activity. At harvest times, when netting skills are
developed and killing procedure well practiced and the skinning, fileting, and
cooking motions familiar, a second cycle, very intense, mediating between
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ritual, dance and celebration is set up for approximately a four hour period—
ritual in the sense that when caring and repetitive group activity are involved,
the preparation and consumption of food always has this aspect.83
Drawn to Portable Fish Farm as a poetic edge object, Helen and Newton
anticipated that the fish feast would be a meeting ground for civil discourse over the
“industry standard,” and the pragmatics of transforming the food system in order to
live more harmoniously and sustainably with earth. Newton believed that “technology
must shift its focus from physics and chemistry to biology and that our production
processes themselves [must] become more directly related to natural resources and
systems.”84 But that type of discourse was drowned out by animal rights accusations
against the Harrisons for irresponsibly aestheticizing the act of killing fish as a public
spectacle—which accusers understood to be killing and cruelty as a form of aesthetic
pleasure.
Upon announcement of the first feast, Hayward Gallery received a litany of
public complaints. One resident of Cornwall wrote a letter expressing her disdain,
“How damned cruel can you Americans get, I wonder…How dare our country give
you permission to show such an exhibition of sadist cruelty…You are noted for your
vivisection on dear animals – let us hope this disgusting so-called ‘Celebration Feast’
will not take place.”85 Another anonymous person wrote, “Newton Harrison. Who do
you think you are kidding—you an artist—I can only laugh.”86 British comedian Spike
Milligan was so angered by the Hayward Gallery’s announcement that he showed up
one day with a brick (or a hammer, the archive mentions both) and smashed one of
the gallery windows in protest.
Further agitation over the Harrisons’ plans for the first feast of fried catfish
manifest in local newspapers, television networks, and radio. Lord Goodman, who
was a former Chairman of the Arts Council of Great Britain and regarded as one of
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the great political negotiators of the time, arrived to the Hayward Gallery to resolve
the conflict, recalled Newton.87 But it was the Royal Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals, founded in London in 1824, that more clearly explained that the
catfish ought be killed in private so as not to confuse the Harrisons’ approach to
growth form and growth activism with “the morbid fascination for the spectacle of
animal-hunts and executions dating back to the performances staged in the Roman
Colosseum…Seeing the animal being killed in front of one’s own eyes triggers in
some a primordial sense of excitement, one that we find particularly difficult to justify,
but also one that continuously operates as an overwhelming attractor,” explains art
historian Giovanni Aloi.88
In reflecting on the public outcry over Portable Fish Farm, I cannot help but
recall Elman’s struggle to understand the Harrisons’ sobering display of endangered
and extinct species at the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition in New York City. An
Ecological Nerve Center in juxtaposition with the more frivolous see-through condom
full of white Hong Kong goose feathers and propelled by a wind machine prompted an
odd kind of feeling. Elman delighted in the sensuality of the furs and feathers on
display, but also felt distinctly self-conscious and unsettled by the Harrisons’ work
highlighting the moral dilemma associated with that aesthetic pleasure. But he
ultimately avowed the exhibition’s double feeling for it deepened his understanding of
the human condition: “that our cruelties are occasioned by curiosity, indifference, and
self-absorption as much as by greed; that one good measurement of steadfastness of
our moral purpose, ecologically or otherwise, was to consider how much joy we took
from watching a batch of feathers flounce about inside a bag of wind.”89 Must all
exhibitions of contemporary art be censored as if complicit with the “society of the
spectacle,” described by Debord in 1967, to the detriment of a real and radical
awakening to social and political life?90
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Not all reactions to the fish feasts that accompanied Portable Fish Farm were
negative. One London resident wrote a note to Newton “to say that I was deeply
impressed by your piece at the Hayward Gallery and have been thinking of it
continuously since seeing it yesterday.”91 Another sent a telegram to express
“Condolences—the inane press. Kill the fish and feast.”92 Furthermore, Newton
recalls that several eminent public intellectuals including C.P. Snow, Morris Wilkins,
and David Boem spoke out on behalf of the Scientists for Social Responsibility to
defend the Harrisons’ right to freedom of speech.
Despite criticism of Portable Fish Farm as a public spectacle with no regard
for animal rights, the Harrisons saw the fish farm and the fish feasts at Hayward
Gallery as strong poetic edge objects because they deepened understanding about
the moral dilemma associated with life and death cycles (or growth and harvest
cycles) that supply humanity with food. As with Newton’s earlier controversies, the
feasts of Portable Fish Farm got people talking about humanity’s relationship with fish
as sentient beings in the world. Newton responded to Lynton’s description of the
second feast to say, “I regret missing the bouillabaisse and am relieved that all the
negative press quieted so quickly and thus the exhibition could be seen as what it
was in fact: Eleven California Artists.”93 The larger issue that Newton ignores in this
statement is that neither he nor the gallery counted Helen as a California artist; her
inclusion would have made for twelve. He instead credited her in fine print as a feastmaker and assistant along with several others whom he had consulted in developing
his work for the Hayward exhibition. He felt this was sufficient acknowledgement at
the time, and arranged for another feast to coincide with the exhibition of Portable
Fish Farm at Palais des Beaux Arts in Brussels the following year.
La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art invited Newton to create Survival Piece
#4: La Jolla Promenade as part of a group exhibition of work by four California artists
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entitled, “Earth: Animal, Vegetable, Mineral.”94 La Jolla Promenade would be placed
outside the galleries in the museum’s open-air Sculpture Court, much like Shrimp
Farm at LACMA. But in lieu of brine shrimp and green algae, Newton would develop
an ecosystem for ducks and snails. And he explicitly stated the aim of La Jolla
Promenade was to address the problem of snail infestation in local gardens to avoid
the pitfalls of Shrimp Farm and Portable Fish Farm where critics had largely failed to
see the pragmatic value of the artwork.
Newton’s approach to addressing the problem of snail infestation was to shift
the paradigm from one of pollution to resource recovery. La Jolla residents were using
pesticides to rid their gardens of snails. Newton suggested that La Jollans instead
acquire a team of ducks to feed on the snails, and he designed La Jolla Promenade
as one such model ecosystem comprised of trees, shrubs, flowers, grass, snails, and
duck ponds. Looking to ducks for pest control is actually an ancient technique used in
Asia to protect rice paddies from unwanted pests that munch on and decay the rice
plants. But rather than see the garden snail as a pest to control (a pollution
paradigm), La Jolla Promenade would present the garden snail as a nutrient source
of nutrients for ducks (a resource recovery paradigm).
Newton linked La Jolla Promenade to the broader aim of “Survival Pieces,”
which questioned the role of artists in producing sufficient food for all of society
without degrading the earth. He announced at the exhibition opening that a feast of
escargots would be harvested from the Sculpture Court at the end of the exhibition, if
any snails were left. The extent of Helen’s involvement in the design of this feast is
unclear. What is clear is that Newton sought to position La Jolla Promenade as
another viable prototype for backyard protein farming that could influence a
transformation of the industrialized food system from the pollution paradigm to the
resource recovery paradigm. Snails are incredibly nutritious. However, Newton later
retracted the idea for an escargot feast due to uncertainty about the quality of the
snails in the Sculpture Court and already existing pollutants in the population (heeding
the critique of Shrimp Farm by David Antin).
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Instead, Helen and Newton designed a performative dispersal event to end
the cycle of La Jolla Promenade and decompose the edge object back into the world.
The garden in the Sculpture Court was constructed using cinder blocks as the
structural unit, and there were approximately 90 of those units. The Harrisons
developed “Rules for Dispersal” by which people would walk around the piece, select
the unit they desire, and then enter their name into a drawing. By this means, they
were able to giveaway the plants, snails, and ducks (some of whom had given birth to
ducklings) to others who could make growth and form choices in their own gardens.
In an archived but unpublished written statement, Newton recalled that the
initial idea for Survival Piece #5: Portable Orchard stemmed from his failure to grow
lemon trees in Helen and his backyard due to poor pruning and watering, clay-heavy
soil, the aggressive growth pattern of Bermuda grass, sap-sucking aphids and,
jokingly, he added—their children. For this work, they connected with the Art
Department of California State College at Fullerton to assemble students into a small
research team—as they had done with An Ecological Nerve Center—to gather
historical and horticultural information on citrus and avocado species such that
Newton could select the optimal plants to grow and harvest as a work of art. Newton
then proceeded to plant a small orchard at UC San Diego to study the root structures
of trees and to experiment with patterns of spacing and watering them, admittedly
conceiving of Portable Orchard in structural terms.
Newton ultimately decided to build hexagon-shaped planters for dwarf citrus
and avocado trees. He spaced them in the Art Gallery of California State College at
Fullerton on a gridded floor plan to be precise and consistent about the form and yield
of each tree, mimicking the logic of industrial agriculture. But he anticipated the sweet
smell and other aesthetic aspects of Portable Orchard would distinguish it from
industrial agriculture, the “sensation of gathering” or harvesting a fruit tree and “letting
it yield something to you” through the cycle of flowering, pollinating, growing, ripening,
and dropping into your hand.95 “Orchards are better then money,” wrote Newton,
“because money is a concrete energy which you then make fluid by getting stuff from
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the orchard so you are two steps removed from the orchard.” 96 Indeed, an orchard is
the more precious thing, but designing a Portable Orchard to grow inside the Art
Gallery was unprecedented and it was risky.
Newton did not know prior to the installation whether the 18 mixed citrus and
avocado tree orchard would live well under the artificial lighting system of the Art
Gallery of California State College at Fullerton, and neither did the seasoned
horticulturalists with whom he consulted. But in the space of the unknown, Newton
saw an opportunity for heuristic freedom. He proceeded with the installation of
Portable Orchard in order to learn what this iteration of growth form and growth
activism would yield.
Meanwhile, Helen focused on developing the social dimension of Portable
Orchard. In the fall of 1971, she worked to foster a close-knit community of Fullerton
students such that, in addition to doing historical and horticultural background
research, they could see themselves as capable of making growth and form choices
after the completion of the exhibition cycle. In a literal sense, to create a group of
students that would be comfortable taking a cutting from one of the fruit trees home to
plant. Whereas printmakers rely on mechanical reproduction, Newton quipped that
this work reproduced biologically.
Fullerton students Lee Leffer, Mike Cook, Kathy Hohmes, Jerry Knight, Randy
Floria, and Sandra Hayes developed a poetic compendium of tree species that could
live in the orchard including the Eureka lemon, the Dancy tangerine, the seedess
Bearss lime, the Minneola tangelo, the Washington Navel orange, the Nagami
kumquat, the Olinda Valencia orange, and the Zutano avocado. The list is again
reminiscent of An Ecological Nerve Center with its Rolodex of endangered and extinct
species, except in this case the motivation was to cultivate life rather than mourn
death.97 And with this motivation, Helen hoped, the Fullerton students would begin to
perceive and even bond with their food sources as precious. She hoped that, in
preparation for this exhibition, they would begin exploring ways to live more
harmoniously and sustainably with earth.
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Helen encouraged the Fullerton students to spend time with the citrus and
avocado plants, to think like them, to interpret their behavior, and to care for them.98
And of course Helen also designed a public feast, which she called Citrus Board for
300. The planning notes for the feast reveal an imaginative brainstorm: assorted
whole fruit in four big bowls, a mixed citrus compote with a dash of Cointreau, an
avocado and grapefruit salad with curry-caper mayonnaise, sourdough bread topped
with either orange or avocado butter, a hot fruit soup (common in the Nordic region),
and a crushed ice fruit drink.99 The schematic drawing of Portable Orchard that
Newton produced, likely after the feast took place, only includes the avocado and
grapefruit salad, the hot fruit soup, and bowls of fruit. And the one photograph in the
archive that documents Citrus Board for 300 corroborates that three-course menu.
Yet for all that Helen contributed to the Fullerton exhibition, which opened to the
public on February 8, 1972, the official title wall read, PORTABLE ORCHARD
SURVIVAL PIECE #5 BY NEWTON HARRISON.
Newton’s sabbatical ended in March 1972, but “Survival Pieces” continued.
“Exhibition 10” curated by Sebastian Adler opened on March 20 at the Contemporary
Arts Museum in Houston, with praise from critics for Survival Piece #6: Portable Farm
and its weekly offering of farm produce.100 Vegetables, herbs, fruit, and potatoes
comprised this next iteration of a fully functioning farm within the museum. And in this
installation (despite his statement in the catalog), Newton departed from the
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emblematic modernist grid of industrial agriculture, with its promise of precision and
consistency, to instead experiment with patchwork horizontal, upright, potted, and
hexagonal structures. There is no record of a Houston feast in the archive. Soon after
the closing of the Houston exhibition, Atelier Chapman Kelley asked Newton to bring
“Survival Pieces” to Dallas. Newton agreed, although the Dallas exhibition would
reflect a work-in-progress rather than a resolved farm prototype.
The “Fragments & Groupings” exhibition at Atelier Chapman Kelly presented
bits and pieces from the six existing “Survival Pieces,” which Helen and Newton
planned to synthesize into a single design for Survival Piece #7: Full Farm
Condensed. Newton had received a modest research grant from UC San Diego to
develop the design for this seventh iteration. In the proposal, he described Full Farm
Condensed as “constituting a very eccentric and specialized model of biological
processes produced roughly at the level of a tri-partite marriage between Popular
Mechanics, Scientific American, and current art practices and attitudes…Also, to me
they are a serious ecological statement and an across the board attack on current art
practices and processes and a serious proposal for reconstruction.”101
Helen did design a feast for the Dallas work-in-progress exhibition. It included
a Catfish Board and took place on October 3, 1972, and on the occasion of this fish
feast she was finally and deliberately recognized for her contribution. Atelier
Chapman Kelly printed a set of formal invitations that read, “You are invited to attend
HELEN HARRISON’S FEAST.”102 Indeed, naming and attribution of authorship in
works produced collaboratively by the Harrisons after An Ecological Nerve Center
was inconsistent. Newton allowed museums to continue commissioning and crediting
him as a solo artist.
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Photographic documentation of the research and development of Full Farm
Condensed at UC San Diego, from 1972-1973, actually shows Helen utilizing
Newton’s piles of earth by containing them and growing plants. And in these
photographs, she became a fully embodied collaborator in the conceptualization and
making of art with Newton. She was indexed as part of the historical record.103
Indeed, in Full Farm Condensed, the Harrisons not only began synthesizing the
agriculture and aquaculture components of “Survival Pieces,” they also began
synthesizing their respective professional ambitions. And so, while Full Farm
Condensed was never exhibited as a complete “Survival Piece,” it is significant to
Helen’s story of becoming an artist and to the Harrisons’ story of becoming equal
partners without sexist attributions.
Yet, there are still masculinist undertones in the photographs of Helen working
on Full Farm Condensed. The photographs are unattributed. It is unclear exactly who
took them. Where earlier photographs of Newton Making Earth emphasized his use of
tools (e.g. raking, hoeing, shoveling, watering, and mixing), the photographs of Helen
emphasize her direct contact with the soil. And there is a soft focus that projects a
gentle quality on the way that she handles or even cradles the plants while positioning
them in wooden containers. Helen does use a trowel, but in many photographs it
rests at the margins of the frame. Perhaps she preferred to use her hands. Her palms
and fingertips are so complete coated in earth they almost disappear from sight.
Helen also tastes the soil in Full Farm Condensed, as Newton did in Making Earth.
Tasting is a parallel action. In raising her hand to her mouth, she affirms a shared
desire to work creatively albeit differently than her husband. Newton has said, “I’m
prone to dramatic gestures. Helen is prone to express caring.”104 Indeed, in these
photographs, the paradox of the Harrisons’ initial collaboration is also indexed. Helen
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and Newton appear as a collaborating couple with gendered attributes that reinforce
the sexist stereotypes of women and men.
The contrast of Helen as a socially-oriented, nurturing, and empathetic artist
and Newton as a materially-oriented, irreverent, and argumentative artist abides by
the socially constructed bifurcation of women and men into passive/active and
private/public subjects. Cradling plants and designing feasts fits with the stereotype
that women are the caretakers of society and their place is in the kitchen. By contrast,
working with tools and designing structures fits with the stereotype that men are the
builders of society and their place is in the boardroom. It is important to identify this
bifurcation of gender roles in “Survival Pieces,” but also to understand that Helen and
Newton were still in the nascent stage of articulating the poetics, pragmatics, and
paradoxes that would drive their artistic collaboration. In “Survival Series,” Helen was
still finding her way forward as a collaborator and equal partner. And indeed, many
women in the art world were skeptical of her decision to work with her husband given
the apparent sexism by which she and he divided their labor.
!WOMEN ART REVOLUTION is a major documentary film by Lynn Hershman
Leeson, completed in 2010, that looks retrospectively at the Feminist Art movement in
association with the Women’s Liberation Movement in America in the same way that
Kaiser and Kwon’s exhibition “Ends of the Earth” looked retrospectively at the Land
Art movement. The film presents a detailed narration of women activists and
coalitions with interviews and archival footage that evince how the second wave of
feminism, which peaked in the 1970s, generated a wave of avant-garde figures on
par with Land Artists.105 Second-wave feminists reinvigorated the struggle for
recognition of women in society as equal to men and, as I noted in Chapter 2,
performance art was especially prominent among their ranks.106 To be clear, there
were many women artists in the Land Art movement, including Patricia Johanson,
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Mary Miss, Nancy Holt, Agnes Denes, and Alice Aycock, among others. However,
second-wave feminists largely turned to performance art, a durational event in which
the artist’s medium was either their own or other bodies situated in time and space,
as a form of protest and emancipation from the masculinist standards associated with
Land Art (its scaled up physical presence and intellectual ratio).
There is a paradoxical question at the heart of Helen’s decision to work with her
husband: would she come forth as an equal collaborator or be overshadowed by his
ambitions and relegated to a sexist role? A closer look at the more radical Feminist
Artists, and the pioneering work by Feminist Artists in Los Angeles in particular, will
sharpen understanding of the ideology and accomplishments internal to the Feminist
Art movement as a subset of the Women’s Liberation Movement in that era, as well as
provide another foil to the Harrisons’ “Survival Pieces” with which to distinguish their
avant-garde aesthetics. Just as it would be misleading to isolate the Harrisons within
the Land Art canon, it would be misleading to isolate Helen Harrison (much less the
Harrisons) in the Feminist Art canon, which Leeson defines as “an insistent history that
refuses to wait any longer to be told.”107 Again, this is because the Harrisons’ nomadic
approach to avant-garde aesthetics is grounded in the understanding that no single
medium, movement, discipline, or object can be reified as a pure or totalizing
description of truth in the world.
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party is a triangular and ceremonial banquet table
adorned with 39 place settings tailored for 39 mythological and historical women who
have contributed significantly to civilization (women of achievement), produced
collaboratively with Chicago’s studio team and several hundred volunteers from 1974
to 1979. It is one of the most iconic and controversial feminist artworks in America.108

107

Leeson, !WOMEN ART REVOLUTION, 02:26.
Chicago chose a triangular banquet table for The Dinner Party as a symbol for equality.
Wing One presents 13 women figures from the birth of civilization through the Greco-Roman
Empire. Wing Two continues to recognized 13 women in Christianity through to the Protestant
Reformation, and Wing Three addresses the modern era with 13 women in history spanning
the American Revolution to the Women’s Revolution. Beneath the triangular table, Chicago
placed a Heritage Floor listing the names of 999 additional historical and mythological women.
The Acknowledgement Panels include black-and-white portraits of 129 individuals who
comprised the core studio and volunteer production team for The Dinner Party, and the final
Acknowledgement Panel lists the names of 295 additional people and organizations who
108

244

After making its debut at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, The Dinner Party
traveled to the Brooklyn Museum. And even in that short run, it was pummeled by
negative criticism, including a review by Kramer, who had praised Newton’s Plasma
Chambers for their tranquility, but who called The Dinner Party “Very bad art…so
mired in the pieties of a cause that it quite fails to capture any independent artistic life
of its own.”109 Others more crass called it pornographic garbage. But despite or
perhaps because of this response, the banquet table is now permanently set as the
centerpiece of the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn
Museum, the first such space in the United States that is wholly dedicated to Feminist
Art.
The Dinner Party epitomizes the core belief of the Feminist Art movement—as
articulated by the ad hoc Los Angeles Council of Women Artists in 1971—that women
have the right to participate and be recognized for their contributions to society and
civil discourse historically, now, and in the future.110 Indeed, Chicago appears early
and frequently in !WOMEN ART REVOLUTION as an interlocutor recalling details of
second-wave feminism, beginning in the “subterranean agitations” of 1968, which
Leeson describes as “a moral fervor to gather the fractured, displaced, and scattered
remnants of the conditions of obscurity.”111 And gathering the remnants is precisely
how the film proceeds. Leeson portrays the history of Feminist Art as a chorus of
voices and testimonies to those conditions of obscurity, rather than develop a unified
and artificial whole.
American conceptual artist Adrian Piper recalls that it was President Nixon’s
expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia and the subsequent Kent State
shootings on May 4, 1970 that impassioned her to take up performance art and the
aesthetics of embodiment (much like Newton and his students at UC San Diego). She
says, “I got a sense of the immediacy of these issues in my life that made me feel as
though the work I’d done up to that point was just not adequate to express my current
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concerns. And so I felt the need to move out into the world, and also to be more
concrete and confrontational in my interactions with people through my work.”112
One of the first collective actions by women in the art world in the 1970s was a
protest against institutions that failed to recognize women like Piper. Much like Piper,
Robert Morris had closed his solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art
in New York City in 1970 as an act of defiance against Nixon’s views on the Vietnam
War. Robert Rauschenberg and Carl Andre then withdrew their work from the Venice
Biennale and together with Morris, Andy Warhol, Jasper Johns, and other prominent
white men opened the “Biennale-in-Exile” in New York City—without a single
invitation to women participants. In response, Faith Ringgold (who would later join the
faculty of UC San Diego’s Visual Arts Department) organized a protest along with her
daughter Michelle Wallace who was then attending the City College of New York.
They called themselves Women Students and Artists for Black Art Liberation
(WSABAL). And they sent a letter to the “Biennale-in-Exile” organizers demanding
that the exhibition include 50% women, that 50% of those women be black, and that
25% of those women be students. Ringgold says, “Those were the days that two
people could raise a lot of hell, and make everybody think we were 35,000 people.”113
But it was not enough.
Later that year, Ringgold formed another group with artists Poppy Johnson,
Brenda Miller, and critic Lucy Lippard called the Ad Hoc Women’s Art Committee to
protest in a more systematic way against the 1970 Whitney Museum Sculpture
Annual, which included only 20 women in a show of 100 artists. They projected slides
of artworks by women at the opening, wrote a fake press release highlighting women
that ought to have been included in the show, dropped painted eggs inside the
museum as small tokens to be discovered over the course of the exhibition, and
picketed every Saturday thereafter to punctuate the point that women ought comprise
half of any given exhibition roster. Protests such as these continued in cities across
the United States, including the “Los Angeles Council of Women Artists Report”
issued on June 15, 1971 in response to the absence of women in LACMA’s Art and
Technology program.
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It was also in 1971 that Judy Chicago founded the Feminist Art Program at
California State University at Fresno, the first of its kind in the United States,
incorporating feminist literature from the Women’s Liberation Movement such as The
Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (1970) by Shulamith Firestone, the
Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation
Movement (1970) edited by Robin Morgan, and A Room of One’s Own (1929) by
Virginia Woolf. Faith Wilding and Suzanne Lacy, who were students of Chicago,
remember hostility against the unorthodox program in that first year.114 But Chicago
was certain that performance art was truly the best means forward, and that women
were especially well prepared to assert themselves in this way because they
performed daily in accordance with language, culture, and its deep-rooted
characterizations of the gender binary.
The energy galvanized by the Fresno Feminist Art Program was so great that
in the inaugural year of 1971, Miriam Schapiro recruited Chicago to the California
Institute of the Arts (CalArts) to develop a second Feminist Art Program. And it was
21 students from CalArts, under the supervision of Schapiro and Chicago, that
launched a cooperative performance space for West Coast Feminist Art, called
Womanhouse, in an abandoned Hollywood home with the aim of transforming the
conventional space of domestic luxury into a public forum for artistic expression.115
Rachel Rosenthal remembers, “It was like a veil had lifted. Women were able to enter
the art structure through performance.”116 And art historian RoseLee Goldberg avows
that, “Performance art is this strange amorphous area that attracts hybrids from every
discipline. It remains this peculiar place where people can be extremely
experimental.”117
In this groundswell of the Women’s Liberation Movement in the early 1970s,
one of the secondary principles that accompanied the core belief in women’s right to
participate and be recognized for their contributions to society and civil discourse was
that women would not continue as lawfully wedded wives in the traditional sense. If a
feminist chose to uphold the institution of marriage, she must actively resist the micro114
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politics of power and the too-perfect model of the nuclear family coined by
anthropologist George P. Murdock in 1949.118 But many radical feminists chose to
leave their marriages to pursue fully independent lives.
Art historian Arlene Raven emphasizes how much harder women had to work
in a male-dominated art world to be recognized for “any independent artistic life” (to
borrow Kramer’s phrase). She remembers that she “stopped doing the dishes,
making the three meals a day, the laundry, the housecleaning.”119 And poignantly she
says, “the process of personal liberation for me resulted in the breakup of my
marriage…that was my first introduction to feminism. And there was a second stage
of that in which after, right after, a few days after I left my marriage, I was raped. And
that experience was highly politicizing for me. And I became very strongly connected
to the fact that I wanted all of my energy: my professional energies, my personal
energies, my political energies to be integrated in the struggle for women’s
liberation.”120 The candid tone in which Raven connects her process of personal
liberation to political struggle resonates with the radical core of the Women’s
Liberation Movement, strengthened by courageous individuals who have acted with
great conviction to achieve recognition, respect, and rights for all women.
In 1988, Raven wrote and published her own retrospective history of the
Women’s Liberation Movement and Feminist Art, entitled Crossing Over: Feminism
and Art of Social Concern, and Helen and Newton Harrison are among the wide
range of contemporary artists that she included in the volume. This is because in
conceptualizing Crossing Over, Raven’s express aim was to show interconnections of
Feminist Art and art committed to social justice more broadly. A discussion of the
Harrisons’ collaborative working methods appears in a catalog essay, reprinted as
part of Crossing Over, from an exhibition that Raven curated for the Long Beach
Museum of Art in 1983. In this essay, Raven surveys the diversity of domestic
experience manifest by artists in the exhibition, entitled “At Home,” with additional
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reflections on her own home. And she does so without categorically binding anyone
to specific criteria that constitute feminist identity.121
Helen and Newton developed a living room-like composition called Work
Place as their contribution to “At Home” at the Long Beach Museum of Art. And during
opening hours, according to Raven’s essay, they sat facing one another in red chairs
by a fire to engage in contemplative philosophical discussions as a durational work of
performance art. In the vicinity of the fire were tables, books, rugs, papers, and bay
windows that overlooked a vegetable garden and strawberry patch. Raven recalls
that, “The two artists [would] begin their day at the museum just as they normally do
in their home in San Diego—with a ritual of coffee, meditation, and dialogue.”122 And
Helen is quoted as saying that, “Any woman understands working at home—even
without a room of her own.”123
More specifically, in the Work Place installation, Raven recalls that the
Harrisons grappled with the idea of “timeless regeneration, in cycles, of the world…to
transcend death and the material world through mastery of them and compatibility
with them.”124 The crux of that statement is the pairing of “mastery” and “compatibility”
with death and the material world, which sounds like a paradox to say the least. But I
infer that, in their discussions at the Long Beach Museum of Art, the Harrisons
broached the multiple connotations of “mastery” as comprehensive knowledge and as
an assertion of control and superiority. And likewise that they explored the
connotation of “compatibility” as a feeling of harmony whereby two things are able to
exist together and without conflict. Raven thus observed the Harrisons in the process
of making a place for work, which they manifest as an inclusive home together in
which to contemplate the broad notion of regeneration, cycles, and paradox during a
time when the art world systematically excluded women and generally
underrepresented issues of gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity in its historical
framework of cultural achievement.
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Soon after the “Fragments & Groupings” exhibition opened at Atelier
Chapman Kelly in Dallas in September 1971, presenting components from the
“Survival Pieces,” Newton received an invitation from the Newport Harbor Art
Museum in Orange County to participate in an exhibition entitled “What Time is It?”
that would run from February 28 to April 8, 1973.125 Only one fragment from “Survival
Pieces” would be exhibited—a fragment that he and Helen referred to as Strawberry
Wall. Based on the first six iterative growth cycles, the Harrisons knew that once
strawberry plants took hold, they grew surprisingly well indoors with an artificial
lighting system. And the Strawberry Wall at Newport Harbor Art Museum did grow
well. The Museum relayed the success of the exhibition and thanked both Helen and
Newton for participating.126 But the more significant development, documented in the
Harrison archive, is that Helen went on to make two solo works, Strawberry Jam
(1973) and Off Strawberry Wall (1974), that crystallized her gradual emergence as an
artist. In these two solo works, Helen explored the scale of the human body on her
own terms and arrived at her own avant-garde understanding of growth form and
growth activism.
Dextra Frankel, Director of the Art Gallery of California State College at
Fullerton, who had worked with the Harrisons on the exhibition of Survival Piece #5:
Portable Orchard, contacted Helen in February 1973 to inquire if she would like to
participate as a solo artist in a large group exhibition entitled “In a Bottle.” As Helen
recalls in a typewritten statement reflecting back on the exhibition, “I had just finished
assisting Newton Harrison with a work called Strawberry Wall and he suggested that I
do a performance of making jam, since I did the feasts for his growth works, and I
thought—what goes in a bottle but Jam.”127 On a separate piece of paper, torn from
an old notepad of the English Language and Literature Department at the University
of New Mexico (where she taught 1965 to 1967), Helen recorded a stream of
consciousness that further elaborates on her thought process: “One of the things to
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do with a bottle is fill it. One of the basic things to fill a bottle with is food. One makes
the food and preserves it in the bottle. Collecting bottles and filling them with
food…imagine there is no food for us this year and we have to make next year’s
food—Food Wall—give up its yield to other people in a series of feasts—abundance
ritual—record it.”128
Strawberry Jam was a performance in which Helen made 15 jars of strawberry
jam per day for five consecutive days using only natural ingredients like lemon juice
and wine to thicken the mixture. She used as little sugar as possible to acquaint
herself with the sweet flavor of the fruit itself. With this in mind, the recipes varied
each day based on the sweetness of the berries plucked from the plants, and the jam
became increasingly tart as Helen came to appreciate the way lemon and wine
accentuated the acidic undertone of berries. The initial five days of the performance
took place in private. Then, on the sixth day, Helen staged the making of Strawberry
Jam as a live action in the Art Gallery of California State College at Fullerton in front
of an audience. And on the seventh day, she rested.
Six months later Helen resumed Strawberry Jam as an artistic research
project rather than a performance. She had continued ruminating on the conceptual
imagery of the bottle and its attendant ideology of preservation. She wondered how
the medium of photography would compare as a tool of preservation or perhaps
continuity, not of the fruit itself, but of the knowledge and skill required to plant, grow,
and harvest strawberries in cycles of regeneration with moments of abundance and
scarcity.
As a studio experiment, Helen used square wall-mounted shelves to arrange a
canvas-like composition of jars filled with the dark red strawberry jam left over from
the exhibition, “In a Bottle.” She then entreated Philip Steinmetz, a conceptual artist
and photographer who in 1971 had joined the Visual Arts Department faculty at UC
San Diego, to make two color images: one of abundance with all the jars in place so
as to fill the shelves, and one of scarcity with only a few jars in place. She also
produced a third and compelling image in which she placed just three jars on top of a
short stack of books, including Burnham’s The Structure of Art, and printed several
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copies such that she could modify the composition using collage techniques. With
collage, Helen could adjust the quantity of jars and stack them in different cumulative
formations as a way of reflecting on the merits of growth form and growth activism in
relation to the so-called structure of art.
Would the art world see Strawberry Jam as an avant-garde work? Would this
be contingent on Helen’s production of a canvas-like or grid-like composition of the
bottles—reified and preserved as art objects—that are thus consistent with the tenets
of modernism while also introducing a new paradigm of growth and decay processes?
Could Helen usher or even lead the art world out of its masculinist and conflict-driven
view of art historical advancements towards the principles of ritual practice—a
feminist way of making art that Braidotti describes as inclusive of mediation as well as
conflict, yet conflict that is predicated on the intelligence of matter, degrees of
intensity in fleshy bodies, and self-organizing coexistence?
Helen’s typewritten statement reflecting back on the exhibition “In a Bottle”
includes one handwritten afterthought about the potential value in producing a
notarized statement about how good the jam tasted, with a list of potential signatories
including fellow artists Allan Kaprow, Judy Chicago, Ken Friedman, David Antin,
Eleanor Antin, Newton Harrison, and Joyce Shaw. It is surprising to see Chicago’s
name on this list because Newton claims that Chicago and Schapiro had previously
denied Helen access to the cooperative performance space, Womanhouse, because
she was working with her husband.129 Working with Newton, from their perspective,
upheld deep-rooted structures of gender inequality, overshadowing Helen’s efforts to
challenge the masculinist assumptions of the art world. It was art historian Arlene
Raven who, according to Newton, unequivocally recognized Helen’s work as valuable
(though not necessarily avant-garde as many who now work in this way are
inconsistent in referencing themselves as such).
Raven invited Helen to participate in the exhibition program at the Women’s
Building of Los Angeles, a women-led non-profit arts and education center founded by
Raven, Chicago, and Sheila Levrant de Bretteville in 1973. This invitation affirms that
Helen was aligned with the core belief of the Feminist Art movement and the affiliated
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Women’s Liberation Movement—that women have the right to participate and be
recognized for their contributions to society and civil discourse—yet that she was
positioned on the periphery of it because of her decision to work with Newton. Many
radical feminists, including Raven, chose to leave their marriages to pursue fully
independent lives. But Raven, unlike Chicago, was sympathetic to diversity in feminist
identity. She appreciated that both Helen and Newton saw themselves as capable of
embracing paradox, and of contributing to the common goal of realizing a life-support
system that bridges social and environmental justice.
The exhibition schedule for the Women’s Building of Los Angeles, from 1973
to 1976, reads as a who’s who in the Feminist Art canon as defined by Leeson’s film.
Judy Chicago, Rachel Rosenthal, Faith Wilding, and Suzanne Lacy presented work
there during that time.130 Helen paired up with Joyce Shaw for a three-week exhibition
at the Grandview One Gallery within the Women’s Building from March 2 to March 23,
1974. The closing would coincide with a special celebration called “A Woman Made
Day” to include an array of events such as a gynecological self-help slideshow by the
Feminist Women’s Health Center, a karate and self-defense demonstration by Karen
Iwafuchi, an open forum on survival and power by the Commission Against Rape, a
presentation about the creation of the Feminist Studio Workshop (the entity that
founded the Women’s Building, a.k.a. FSW), and a Jamming performance by
Helen.131
Motivated by this opportunity to participate in the exhibition program at the
Women’s Building of Los Angeles, Helen produced a lucid statement about her
understanding of growth form and growth activism informed by her experiments in
photography and collage. In this statement, she titles this second solo work Off
Strawberry Wall and explains that both this one and the former one are, “spin-offs and
amusements from feasts and performances that I have done in other contexts. I am
interested in the relationship between the morphologies and transformations that
happen in living and growing and cooking and the transformations that we call art. I
am especially interested in those intentional transformations that make objects stand
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for process. The play of time, nature and artifice is an important element in my work
and I am intrigued by the juxtaposition of real growth strawberries, shelf-life for the
jam and the instantaneous transformations of the camera and collage.”132
Indeed, Helen highlighted the instantaneous transformations of the camera
and collage in the exhibition at Grandview One Gallery. On the largest wall in the
gallery, she hung the color photographs of the square wall-mounted shelves, the
scale of which was approximately true to life, along with the cumulative collage
formations that reflected on the merits of growth form and growth activism in relation
to the so-called structure of art. And then, on an adjacent wall, she installed a lowlying horizontal pasture of strawberry plants in modular container-like forms. But this
is a structural and object-driven description of Off Strawberry Wall.
The deeper significance of the strawberry works, taken together as a
penultimate event in Helen’s coming forth as an equal collaborator with Newton, is in
the documentation of Helen’s own thinking about time, labor, culture, art,
preservation, and continuity of life. On another paper fragment in the archive, torn
from the personalized notepad of “Helen M. Harrison,” are handwritten instructions,
steps #11 and #12, that layout a more poetic recipe for and commentary on
strawberry jam. "Add wet blood to jam,” instructs step #11, “[and] ask spectators to
add their blood to strawberries to produce good yield.” But step #12 again unravels
into a stream of consciousness, “Blood sweat tears, work finger to bone, work bloody
hard (Bloodmeal fertilizer), Bloodless victory, Blood is life—Ainu’s bear."133
It is common practice in many cultures to use animal blood as fertilizer. In the
United States, cow blood from meat packing plants that is dried and made into a
powder is used in agriculture and aquaculture as well as landscaping. High levels of
concentrated nitrogen in the blood meal can help plants grow (as with algal blooms).
And the smell of blood meal is thought to be a good and non-polluting form of pest
control that prevents infestations of moles and other unwanted visitors that damage
the growth of lawns, gardens, and farms. But if used in excess, blood meal can also
burn and kill plants, and attract meat-eating animals such as raccoons and dogs that
put pets and livestock at risk. Helen’s parenthetical and poetic commentary on blood
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meal fertilizer brings the idea of working one’s finger to the bone and working bloody
hard in direct relation with animal blood as well as the red juice of strawberries,
triangulating a system of thought that is predicated on the intelligence of matter (not
exclusive to humans). Her stream of consciousness thus emerges as a technique of
self-organizing differential coexistence by which she negotiates schemas of survival
in the world.
Helen’s reference to Ainu’s bear is a particularly divergent and unexpected
poetic pathway that leaps beyond the mythology and history of Western civilization. In
this reference, she evokes an ancient ethnic group that is native to Northern Japan,
and whose rituals of intimacy with nature have endured despite centuries of outside
cultural and economic pressures.134 The Ainu had great reverence for bears as
bearers of meat, fur, and bone for making tools. They traditionally hunted them, kept
them as pets, and worshipped them as god-forms and vessels of the mountain spirit.
In evoking Ainu’s bear, Helen alludes to a cross-cultural affinity with the people native
to Northern Japan with respect to the tradition of animal kinship and rituals of bonding
by feasting on things in the world that we revere (rather than objectifying them).
In the 1960s, the Japanese government banned the killing ceremony of the
Ainu bear festival. But the principle of reverence through ritual practice continues
unabated by the government’s imposed and inconsistent logic of saving a single bear
from a ritualized death, while unregulated habitat loss and road accidents have
reduced the population of the Japanese (Asiatic) black bear in a much more dramatic
way. Of three major Asiatic black bear populations endemic to each of Japan’s three
major islands, one population is already extinct and another is critically
endangered.135
From her prior research in preparation for An Ecological Nerve Center, Helen
was well acquainted with the destruction of natural habitats and the number of
species that are suffering as a consequence. She understood the extent to which
fleshy bodies were subject to the insatiable demands of free market capitalism. And
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she recognized the Ainu for their perseverance in staging the bear festival as a
performative model for perceiving and bonding with food sources as precious.
Yet, while these insightful recollections and notes are present in the Harrison
archive, spectators may have mistaken Strawberry Jam and Off Strawberry Wall as
awkwardly positioned in the context of Feminist Art at the Women’s Building. On the
surface, Helen appears to be perpetuating the sexist stereotype that a woman’s place
is in the kitchen. In !WOMEN ART REVOLUTION, Leeson cites Patricia Mainardi’s
“The Politics of Housework,” an article published by the feminist women’s collective
Redstockings in 1970, as one of the foremost examples of consciousness raising
literature in the struggle for women’s liberation.136 This article specifically looked to
address the labor inequalities of married couples within the family home where wives
were veritably in servitude of their husbands, responsible for the domestic chores that
husbands view as mundane and trivial. Such chores were a waste of manpower and
so women ought do them, despite the fact that many of women had careers of their
own. By addressing the seemingly insignificant inequalities of domestic chores within
the family home—and especially chores within the kitchen—Mainardi meant to incite
women to challenge historical, psychological, anthropological, and biological
prejudices that continued to oppress them as if beneath men.
In 1975, Martha Rosler produced a groundbreaking work of performance art
documented on film and entitled Semiotics of the Kitchen whereby she systematically
presented kitchen utensils in alphabetical order. Along with descriptions of their
mundane form and function—bowl, chopper, dish, eggbeater, fork, grater, hamburger
press, icepick, juicer, knife—she invented a lexicon of isolated gestures that signaled
housework. However, there was no sense of warmth from the kitchen, such as food in
the oven or aroma in the air. The setting was austere, the sounds were harsh, and
Rosler’s tone of voice was mostly matter-of-fact, except that it simmered with anger
over those domestic entrapments. Her concise and punctuated handling of the
utensils even appeared violent at times, as if the utensils were weapons. And in the
end, she said “X, Y, and Z” in a manner that even she admitted was veering into
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madness. Rosler said, “…with each letter, there is a certain kind of
confrontationalism, which I discovered quickly that many men found frightening.”137
Women artists who identified with Rosler in the 1970s felt a similar sense of
anger over the sexist domestic servitude of women in the kitchen. And some of them
broke free from those constraints. In Leeson’s words, “Consciousness surfaced from
the inside out. Traumas dissolved through the pours of the skin. And the body
became the body politic.”138 Indeed, more and more women responded to the call to
political action in the struggle for women’s liberation and equality in the 1970s, and
especially to fight for the right of all Americans to be protected from domestic violence
under the rule of law. With Semiotics of the Kitchen, Rosler had exposed a deepseated culture of micro-aggressions as well as rage against women in the privacy of
their own homes.
Perhaps because Helen had not fully liberated herself from her husband and
because Newton’s argumentative style was seen by some to be controlling or
superior over Helen’s empathetic style, there are few critical reviews of Strawberry
Jam and Off Strawberry Wall in the archive. Raven is the primary person on record
who took notice of this interlude of solo work by Helen. I also see strength in these
strawberry works. They are deserving of inclusion in the history of Feminist Art, and
perhaps they will be in future iterations. I argue in the remainder of this chapter that
Helen recognized the problem of uneven labor and power dynamics in the institution
of marriage, and chose to challenge the institution from the inside out.
Art historian Krista Geneviève Lynes notes that second-wave feminists did not
wholly transform the power structure of the art world or the structure of art. But one of
the things they did accomplish was “to open up a set of problems that the 1970s
raised without solving them, and…that’s one of the important parts of feminist
practice, not to shut down the questions.”139 Leeson concludes the documentary film
!WOMEN ART REVOLUTION with a statement affirming that “Time is an active
ingredient in the composition of any history. One of the vestiges of freedom that we all
have as human beings is to choose our attitudes despite adversity, to choose to
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refresh and rescript every circumstance into sustained and creative opportunities. On
the cusp of every potential disaster there was a reinvention and an absolute resolve
to preserve an enduring future…future generations will be able to add their stories to
this evolving history.”140
Looking back on the first iterations of the Harrison collaboration in the early
1970s anticipates the increasingly complex way that poetics, pragmatics, and the
paradox of difference drove Helen and Newton’s developing avant-garde aesthetics
through the late 1970s and the late 20th century. Newton trained to be an artist in a
conventional way. He studied both sculpture and painting in art school, and explored
the material as well as the spiritual potential in each expressive form. Even after
abandoning the tenets of abstraction and its reverence for transcendental art objects
to engage more directly in the compositional fields of the physical environment,
Newton continued iterating container-like forms. He saw the farm structures in
“Survival Pieces” as primary to developing ideas about growth form and growth
activism. Helen, on the other hand, trained to be an artist in an unconventional way.
Through the study of language, learning, and social psychology she developed
expertise in communication and relationships. Thus for Helen, the social experience
of “Survival Pieces” was primary. But with Strawberry Jam and Off Strawberry Wall,
Helen began her own exploration of expressive forms in art, namely experimenting
with photography and collage as tools with which to document and reflect on the
passage of time. And from this beginning, in the final section of this chapter, I will
show that the camera and collage became vital tools with which the Harrisons learned
to bear witness to their shared desire to do the “right” thing ecologically in “The
Lagoon Cycle.”
“The Lagoon Cycle” overlapped with and evolved from Helen’s two strawberry
works, and it synthesized what the Harrisons had learned about growth form and
growth activism more effectively than Full Farm Condensed. In this career-defining
work, Helen asserted herself as equally inventive and determined, if less
argumentative than Newton in her pursuit of social and environmental justice. Yet
simultaneously, the Harrisons more fully substantiated themselves in “The Lagoon
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Cycle” as fluid and relatively gender-free collaborators. In this work, they created two
metaphorical characters, named “Lagoonmaker” and “Witness,” which appear as if
they align with gender stereotypes. Yet the way “The Lagoon Cycle” is written, the
Lagoonmaker and the Witness are not inherently understood as a discrete man and
woman. They may be derived from Newton and Helen, respectively, but they are not
literally applicable. The personal pronouns “I” and “you” are used as non-gender
specific signifiers to show the two characters in conversation. Moreover, those
singular pronouns frequently merge into the plural pronoun “we” such that the
conversation develops between two self-critical and interchangeable entities that
engage as a unit with other interlocutors and the world at large. At times, the “I” and
“you” even read as if reflecting the mind’s ability to imagine different positions in an
internal dialogue (e.g. negative capability, see Chapter 2). And this dialogue is,
importantly, not predicated on the structural antagonism and violence at the heart of
Hegel’s dialectics. It is a dialogue predicated on openness to exploring new
knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery that people often perceive as opposite or
incompatible.
In the final section of this chapter, I will further substantiate that “The Lagoon
Cycle” is a distributed exchange between, at a minimum, two parties who negotiate—
“living, dying, loving and getting from day to day.”141 A close analysis of this careerdefining work of art will show incontrovertibly that the Harrisons were no longer bound
to the historical avant-garde principle of antagonism against the academy and the
authority of tradition for in this work they freely traversed the academic domains of art,
science, and technology. Furthermore, they traversed cultural geographies to expand
their understanding of long-held traditions that proponents of modernity and newness
have cavalierly appropriated or dismissed.
In making “The Lagoon Cycle,” Helen and Newton traveled west across the
Pacific Ocean to immerse themselves in a study of ancient irrigation on the island of
Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean where they recognized that Sri Lanka’s time-tested
system of off-stream canals and storage tanks—which predates the ideology of \
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modernism, the logic of abstraction, and the logic of infinite growth under free market
capitalism—is actually more technologically advanced in terms of ecology and
sustainability than technologically sublime structures like the Hoover Dam that are
designed to impede the flow of rivers downstream. The Harrisons visit to Sri Lanka in
1979 coincided with the early phase of construction on an equivalent structure called
the Victoria Dam, which would harness and transform the raw power of Mahaweli
River to meet the country’s increasing demand for hydroelectricity to fuel economic
growth in the terms set by free market capitalism. And the paradox of the ancient
system existing together with the modern dam suited Helen and Newton’s developing
avant-garde aesthetics. They could embrace the tension of seemingly incompatible
ideas, such that one might influence the other, while also thinking relationally with
intelligent matter, in this case the lagoons of Sri Lankan, about the future of social and
environmental responsibility.
Indeed the paradox of difference is key to the conversation that develops in
“The Lagoon Cycle,” not just at the scale of individuals or at the scale of tradition and
modernity, but at multiple scales of belonging, all of which require analytical scrutiny
in terms of their cultural and political use.142 The paradox of difference definitely
drives the relation of the Lagoonmaker and the Witness, which embody masculine
and feminine stereotypes. But the Harrisons also defy rigid separation of those
archetypal, fictionalized, and performative states of mind. Over the course of “The
Lagoon Cycle,” an interchangeable and relatively gender-free consciousness
develops around building and caretaking, observing and being observed, tending at
times to the design of structures and at times to the evaluation of relationships in
pursuit of a common goal—realizing a life-support system that bridges social and
environmental justice.
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3.4 “The Lagoon Cycle” and Hardcore Conceptualism

“The Lagoon Cycle” (1972-1985) is a story in seven parts or lagoons (referred
to as The First Lagoon, The Second Lagoon, The Third Lagoon, and so forth) that
represent what anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing would call the “friction” of the
Harrisons’ artistic research on aquatic food systems as a means to feed all of
humanity without degrading the earth. In Friction: An Ethnography of Global
Connection, Tsing develops a set of critical insights into the global movement and
morphology of intangible foreign imports such as language and knowledge, and in
particular the importation of colonial ideologies.143 Colonial ideologies are often
viewed as invasive and antagonistic to native cultures, for example, as if free market
capitalism invaded and supplanted feudalism in Sri Lanka. Yet Tsing argues quite
persuasively that foreign ideological regimes never fully colonize the physical
territories on which they are imposed.144 In the realm of tangible imports like
ornamental plants, exotic animals, disease, and weapons that directly endanger
native communities—in some cases driving them to extinction via competitive
exclusion, niche displacement, and predation—this argument is more difficult to
make.145 Nonetheless, anticipating Tsing’s scholarship, with “The Lagoon Cycle” the
Harrisons also challenged the assumption that colonizers and the colonized can exist
only as opposing forces, and instead pursued a study of global movement that does
not inherently result in the survival of one ideology and the destruction of another as if
a zero-sum game.
The story of “The Lagoon Cycle” begins with a chapter on the Lagoonmaker
and Witness’s inquiry into an invertebrate crustacean found in the coastal lagoons of
Sri Lanka—variably called lagoon crab, mud crab, mangrove crab, or Scylla serrata—
that has been a high-protein staple food source for centuries.146 This chapter is
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otherwise known as The First Lagoon, and it is the one that delves most deeply into
the history, culture, and water politics of the postcolonial island nation. In The Second
Lagoon, the Lagoonmaker and Witness build a water tank to house an imported
sample population of lagoon crab for study at their newly acquired Pepper Canyon
laboratory, made available to them by UC San Diego with additional support from the
Sea Grant College Program administered by Scripps Institution of Oceanography.
The primary discovery in this initial study is that the lagoon crab’s mating behavior is
tied to fluctuations in salinity and temperature, which in Sri Lanka coincides with
seasonal monsoons. In The Third Lagoon, the Lagoonmaker and Witness continue
studying the behavior of lagoon crabs from Sri Lanka with the intention of developing
a commercially viable crab farm with which to feed humanity without degrading the
earth. They are invited by a Hollywood actor and producer to build an outdoor crab
tank in the backyard of his private home in the Hollywood Hills of Los Angeles. But
plans go awry when the actor-producer claims the project as if it were his own
creation, prompting the Lagoonmaker and Witness to withdraw and redirect their
ambitions.
The Fourth Lagoon thus relocates the crab farm prototype from Los Angeles
to the shores of the Salton Sea with an expanded and even more ambitious
polyculture proposal to create a gravity-fed lagoon farm by mixing freshwater from the
Colorado River, conveyed by the All-American and Coachella Canals, with saltwater
from the Salton Sea. Although by this point the “relocation” exists only as a schematic
design. It is a conceptual provocation that Arjun Appadarai would call “a practice of
the imagination” with no physical counterpart.147 The Fifth Lagoon continues in this
conceptual mode whereby the Lagoonmaker and Witness recognize that there are
several complications in this imagined food system, in particular the complication of
food system waste. As a solution, the Lagoonmaker proposes to cut a new channel
that connects the Salton Sea to the Pacific Ocean or the Gulf of California to be used
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for the disposal of waste from the lagoon farm. But who will flush the Pacific and who
will flush the Gulf, asks the Witness. Realizing that food waste cannot be simply
discarded, The Sixth Lagoon thus redirects the forward ambitions of the lagoon farm
to instead reflect on the historical conditions of the Colorado River Watershed
whereby the Lagoonmaker and the Witness recognize that the freshwater of the River
and the saltwater of the Gulf have been in dialogue for millennia. This same line of
thought ultimately leads them to The Seventh Lagoon, which avows the world ocean
as key to shaping the whole of the hydrological earth system. Its existence is not
separate from our existence. The quality of life in the oceans is tied to the quality of
life on land.
By this brief summary, one might liken “The Lagoon Cycle” to the widely
acclaimed Powers of Ten film by Charles and Ray Eames, which in 1977 visualized
the importance of scalar and spatial inquiry beginning with an iconic view that is one
meter-wide and one meter-away from a young couple enjoying a lakeside picnic in
Chicago.148 The camera then progressively zooms upward, at a rate of one power of
10 every 10 seconds, to expand the field of view. And as it moves, the detail of the
picnic dissolves into the patchwork color of a green lawn, blue harbor, and gray
highway system, which then dissolves into a binary image of the land and the lake. By
106 meters, all of the Great Lakes are visible beneath a blanket of clouds. And by 107
meters, Planet Earth is shown as a solid sphere. The film continues through many
more levels of emerging structure all the way to the edge of the known universe—to
the limit of human knowledge—before reversing its movement and zooming back to
and through the lakeside picnic in Chicago. Rather than settle at the scale of humans
enjoying their picnic, the camera then presses onward and inward to diminish the field
of view by entering the negative powers, all the way to the proton in the nucleus of a
carbon atom—beneath the skin on the hand of the man at the picnic. The picnic thus
anchors the enormous scalar arc of the film narrative.
There is definitely a parallel interest in the work of the Harrisons and the work
of the Eames in the 1970s. Newton’s interest in cells as the smallest level of all living
organisms began with The Slow Growth and Death of a Lily Cell (1968), and he and
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Helen continued investigating bacterial diseases caused by microbial organisms as
part of “The Lagoon Cycle.” Were a bacterial disease to manifest in one of the
Harrisons’ saltwater tanks or crab farm prototypes, it could pose a potential health
hazard both to the crab and to human beings should that crab be consumed.
Furthermore, the Harrisons have described the scalar and spatial narrative
progression of “The Lagoon Cycle” as a storyboard for an odd kind of movie.149 But
“The Lagoon Cycle” narrative follows a humanistic or perhaps posthumanistic stream
of consciousness more so than a mathematical system with discrete exponential
levels. It is firmly grounded in the scale of individuals as physical and social beings—
as performative bodies—whose agency is defined in relation to a larger
environmental field on Earth (especially the ocean as field).
The Harrisons have alternatively referred to “The Lagoon Cycle” as an epic
poem derived from the ancient literary tradition of Gilgamesh, the Odyssey, Aeneid,
Popol Vuh, Mahabharata, Ramayana, and many others.150 The lagoon crab’s
scientific name, Scylla serrata, even references a monster in Homer’s Odyssey
named “Scylla” that lived on one side of a narrow channel of water opposite her
counterpart Charybdis. Yet what is striking about “The Lagoon Cycle” is its resistance
to a heroic and totalizing description of reality, which is one of the ancient epic’s
defining conventions.151
Mural painting is yet another tradition in which one could place “The Lagoon
Cycle” because the format and scale is expressly intended for hanging on walls. Not a
singular wall, but consecutive and proximal walls. 57 panels comprise “The Lagoon
Cycle.” The major ones are 8’ tall and the minor ones are 3’ tall. It requires
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approximately 350’ of linear wall space to be exhibited in its entirety. “The Lagoon
Cycle” is thus a hybrid story-object that shares in the conventions of scalar and
spatial narrative film, epic poetry, and mural painting. Except that they did not merely
paint on the 57 panels that comprise the work.
After more than a decade of developing “The Lagoon Cycle,” from 1972 to
1985, the Harrisons produced an objet d’art that incorporated a range of mixed media
technologies. They collaged photographs, maps, hand-drawn and hand-painted
graphics, and handwritten text into 57 panels that would surround and envelope
viewers.152 Los Angeles-based Pacific Studios, who had produced photographic stage
backdrops for production designers and art directors in the film and television industry
since the late 1920s (to enable indoor shooting of outdoor scenes), taught the
Harrisons how to produce large-scale durable photographs: first by enlarging 35mm
color slides into 8”x10” black-and-white negatives, then by enlarging those negatives
to be printed on Luminos photomural paper imported from Germany, and finally by
mounting the photomural paper onto heavy cotton duck canvas using organic wheat
wallpaper paste. In the process, Helen and Newton opted to replace the silver in the
black-and-white negatives with a sepia tone to achieve earthen shades of brown, and
then used the negatives as underpaintings to define the values of each collaged
composition and to ground them in a particular time and place.
Photography is a useful tool for documenting as well as grounding a work of
art because photographic images are direct tracings or cuts from the world. Scholars
understand them in ontological terms as indexical signs that are directly caused by
the things in the world to which they refer.153 However, photographs are not totalizing
descriptions of truth in the world. Cameras mimic and to some extent enhance the
functionality of the human eye. They work at multiple scales, speeds, and
wavelengths and they eliminate interference by the human mind, providing a lens that
lets humans see more in a less biased way. Yet while cameras have produced
unforeseen images of galloping horses, milk splashes, and pitch-drops, they still
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cannot record the full complexity of ecological interactions and there is still bias in the
camera operators’ choice of when, where, and how to frame as well as interpret a
picture. Helen and Newton approached photography for “The Lagoon Cycle” in this
way. They used photographs to provide viewers with a grounded sense of being in a
particular time and place in the world, and then hand-colored them with oil paints,
photo oils, crayon, graphite, and ink to acknowledge the still existing bias of
photographs and their embeddedness in a larger ecological puzzle.
A great number of topographic maps are also featured in “The Lagoon Cycle.”
The Harrisons enlarged, printed, and mounted maps of the regions in which they
were working in a similar manner as the color slides. They also used them as
underpaintings to ground each of the seven lagoons in a particular time and place,
but in a different manner than the photographs. As discussed in Chapter 2, in the
context of An Ecological Nerve Center the Harrisons viewed map-making as a tactile
process of retrieving and organizing aggregate information about the world. And in
“The Lagoon Cycle,” maps were especially valuable in aggregating symbolic
information about time and place that could not be captured by photographic means.
Yet the Harrisons did not mean for information to ossify in those cartographic
descriptions any more than in the photographic ones. Ideological regimes often use
photographs and maps to fix thinking about the contours and character of the world,
whereas in “The Lagoon Cycle” the Harrisons sought to liberate thinking about the
world such that one could experience a revelation about their active relationship to it.
Drawing and writing on maps as poetic edge objects implicated the maps, much like
the photographs, as fabrications that are politically conscious and deeply felt.
In some panels of “The Lagoon Cycle,” found photographs and graphics are
featured. Interestingly, the aura of the found photographs is no less than the aura of
the original ones. The enveloping sequence of 57 panels is impressionable no matter
the source. As Belting theorizes, images can migrate from one medium to another,
find new embodiment, and act on us in profound ways.154 And the embodiment of the
found images is consistent with the original ones. Most of them have been enlarged
and sepia-toned, which strengthens the seven lagoons as a cohesive body of work
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despite the great leaps across academic domains and cultural geographies from one
lagoon to another. Furthermore, in addition to being hand-painted, the collaged
panels of “The Lagoon Cycle” are heavily annotated with handwritten discursive text
representing the voices of the Lagoonmaker and Witness. This verbal framing further
liberates the photographs, maps, and drawings from the concept of aura and the
science of exactitude (to borrow a phrase from Jorge Luis Borges), instead creating
an active viewing experience whereby one can see, read, and potentially be affected
by the movement and friction of the Harrisons’ artistic research on aquatic food
systems as a means to feed all of humanity without degrading the earth.155
Metromedia Company and its president, John Kluge, for the most part
financed the production of “The Lagoon Cycle,” and over the course of several years
acquired all 57 panels.156 His patience was tested when in the late 1970s during a
heavy rainstorm, part of the roof caved in at the studio where the Harrisons had been
working, and again in 1983 when the studio neighboring the Harrisons caught fire and
burned out. It took a year to restore the damaged panels.157 “The Lagoon Cycle”
finally premiered at Cornell University’s Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art in an
exhibition entitled “The Lagoon Cycle: Helen Mayer Harrison/Newton Harrison” that
ran from March 23 through June 2, 1985. A monumental and critically-acclaimed
work, the panels continued circulating in both solo and group exhibitions for the next
decade, until the Centre Pompidou in Paris (otherwise known as Le Beaubourg)
contacted the Harrisons about acquiring the work for their permanent collection. After
lengthy negotiations and a transition of leadership during which Werner Spies
replaced Germaine Viatte as Director of Centre Pompidou, “The Lagoon Cycle” was
transferred to Paris in 1997 for perpetuity, valued at $1,050,000.158
I have not personally seen “The Lagoon Cycle.” For one, the 57 panels that
comprise the work are now stored in Paris, which makes arrangements for a visit
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difficult. Furthermore, according to Helen and Newton, the Centre Pompidou is
uncertain about the exact location of the panels in its storage facilities. The Harrisons
have personally tried on several occasions since 1997 to arrange a loan of “The
Lagoon Cycle” for exhibition at other museums without success. Neither have the
Harrisons’ French-speaking colleagues clarified its whereabouts. There is decent
photographic documentation of the premiere exhibition at Cornell University’s Herbert
F. Johnson Museum of Art in the Harrison archive, and the award-winning catalogue
published in conjunction with the exhibition includes full color images of all seven
lagoons.159 But I imagine seeing the mural in person would leave a different
impression.
On the other hand, I have spent many hours leafing through The Book of the
Seven Lagoons, a smaller-format suite of 45 hand-colored pages that translates “The
Lagoon Cycle” into a portable objet d’art. The Harrisons produced The Book of the
Seven Lagoons, at the encouragement of Kluge, in a limited edition of 31 handmade
books published in 1987 by a small publishing house in La Jolla called Laurence
McGilvery.160 The books are immersive and enveloping, albeit at a smaller scale.
They measure 1.8’ x 2.3’ when closed, opening to a series of 4.6’ wide two-page
spreads, and each page is trimmed carefully at the edge with a ribbon of gold paint. I
have seen three copies of The Book of the Seven Lagoons—one at the collection of
the Center for Art + Environment of the Nevada Museum of Art, one at the
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Department of Special Collections of Stanford University, and one on exhibition at the
Various Small Fires gallery in Los Angeles.161
Some critics have regarded “The Lagoon Cycle” and The Book of the Seven
Lagoons with skepticism. They have expressed uncertainty about the dense
composition of panels and pages, respectively, that detail the Harrisons’ research on
aquatic food systems, and whether or not those compositions constitute art. San
Diego Tribune critic Susan Freudenheim published a review of the work on exhibition
at LACMA in 1987 with the headline: “‘Lagoon Cycle’ experiment intelligent, sensitive
and, yes, sometimes boring.”162 She suggested that you “bring your reading glasses.
There’s more, much more, to read than see.”163 Likewise, Los Angeles Times critic
Cathy Curtis published a review of the finished work with the headline: “Reading All
About It Makes ‘The Lagoon Cycle’ a Chore to Appreciate.”164
The question “Is it art or is it a traffic jam?” first arose when Newton installed
his controversial Love Groups atop a private family home in the Radnor Township of
Pennsylvania in 1957. And it has been a recurring question with respect to Helen and
Newton’s collaboration. I here argue that “The Lagoon Cycle” and The Book of the
Seven Lagoons are works of art. They are career-defining works through which the
Harrisons more fully substantiated themselves as non-antagonistic and relatively
gender-free artistic researchers that marry self-critical introspection with scientific
research, mixed media technologies, and the live action of performance art to think
relationally with intelligent matter about the future of social and environmental
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responsibility. There are many insights to be gleaned from these two works in the
domain of art as well as the domains of philosophy, anthropology, biology,
engineering, economics, and physics too. However, in the remainder of this chapter, I
will focus on articulating the aesthetics of “The Lagoon Cycle” as it pertains to the
history of art and art criticism, and specifically to the social and environmental turn in
late 20th century art as a continuation and broadening of the avant-garde tradition.
My articulation of the aesthetics of “The Lagoon Cycle” builds from the first
chapter in which I introduced the legacy of the historical avant-garde and its
entanglement in the so-called triumph of modernism in the 1960s, as well as
transformations of the contemporary avant-garde. Specifically, with regard to the
contemporary avant-garde, I described how some of them began working inside
rather than against the academy to experiment with new forms of conceptual,
physical, and social intervention, and to benefit from the freedoms that academic
culture affords. This mode of working, especially when establishing a relationship to
research and scientific concepts, is referred to broadly as artistic research, or simply
arts research. In the second chapter, I proceeded to trace the individual paths by
which Helen and Newton became arts researchers in the years following the Second
World War. I showed how their training and passion for human development and the
material world, respectively, led them to collaborate with support by UC San Diego
towards the common goal of realizing a life-support system that bridges social and
environmental justice.
In the second chapter, I was forthcoming in describing the Harrisons’ initial
collaboration, An Ecological Nerve Center (1970-1971), as imperfect, largely because
Helen was not recognized for her contributions. Their collaboration also struggled
because the art objects that they began creating together demanded sustained
engagement on the part of museum visitors, or rather participants whom they invited
to partake in the tactile process of retrieving and organizing information. Sustained
engagement was difficult. Distractions were abundant. Nonetheless, these
experiments were worthwhile and generative. Through trial and certainly also with
error, Helen continued working with Newton to develop maps, not as autonomous art
objects, but as poetic edge objects that provoke strong feelings in relation to a larger
social and environmental field.
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I have strongly suggested in this third chapter that art historians and critics
dissociate the Harrisons’ artistic research collaboration from Krauss’s overly
deterministic and structuralist model of postmodern sculpture in the expanded field,
which emphasizes the principle of autonomy in art. Likewise, I have argued that the
rhetoric of Burnham’s treatise on systems aesthetics, given its association with
America’s domineering cyberculture, obscures key developments in the Harrisons’
distinctive approach to avant-garde aesthetics in the 1970s. Helen and Newton
certainly referenced theory as part of their inquiry-based research practice, but they
always remained grounded in the heuristic process of learning things for themselves
and they resisted ideology as much as possible. It is important that the Harrisons had
no intention to destroy ideologies. Ideology was, in a sense, an artistic medium that
Helen and Newton used, such that they could assess its value as well as its
shortcomings, without being wholly defined by it.
The bulk of this third chapter has thus addressed the paradoxical and
peripheral position that the Harrisons took with respect to the Land Art movement and
Feminist Art movement in the 1970s, remaining at a critical distance from both so as
to allow for differences to emerge between their work and the work of canonical
artists at the core of each movement. Heizer is the core artist of the Land Art
movement whose work I have discussed in detail. There is a misperception of Land
Artists in America as radical new age “frontiersmen” unencumbered by development
associated with the ideology of modernism in the 20th century. But in looking at
Heizer’s work, it is clear that his approach to making art was methodical, formalist,
and even motivated as a statement against the institutions of modernity. Heizer
executed deeply iconoclastic gestures at Jean Dry Lake and the Detroit Institute for
the Arts, pointing to the precariousness of an ostensibly rational and godlike
civilization.
Helen and Newton also thought and produced work on the scale of civilization.
After An Ecological Nerve Center, they began working on the “Survival Series” (19711973), exploring the role of artists in producing sufficient food for all of society without
degrading the earth. But Heizer differed in that he retained an underlying modernist
conviction in the need for some level of abstraction and autonomy in his art despite
loosening his reliance on and reverence for art objects. Heizer’s politics were latent in
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the erasures and edges of his displacements, whereas the Harrisons produced
iterative and relational edge objects that built from one to the next with the clear
intention of strengthening their own as well as others’ commitment to growth form and
growth activism. In “Survival Pieces,” the Harrisons created new forms of life in a way
that participants could learn to perceive and even bond with their food sources as
precious—and in turn see themselves as capable of making growth and form choices
that benefit society without degrading the earth.
Radical feminists were at the core of the Feminist Art movement, and many of
them turned to performance art as a form of protest from the masculinist standards
associated with Land Art, such as scaled up physical presence and intellectual ratio.
Helen’s contributions to “Survival Pieces” where she designed feasts as a social
experience to accompany Netwon’s farms structures were aligned with this
movement. Except that working in the kitchen as a socially-oriented, nurturing, and
empathetic artist while Newton worked in the landscape as a material-oriented,
irreverent, and argumentative artist, she reinforced the bifurcation of women and men
into passive/active and private/public subjects (even though Helen made strawberry
jam in public). This ran counter to the core feminist principle that women would not
continue as lawfully wedded wives in the traditional sense. The sexist, domestic
servitude of women in the kitchen especially angered, even enraged artists at the
core of the Feminist Art movement. Yet I have demonstrated that Feminist Art
nonetheless influenced the early stages of Helen and Newton’s artistic collaboration
in the 1970s, anticipating the increasingly complex way that poetics, pragmatics, and
the paradox of difference drove their developing avant-garde aesthetics through the
late 1970s and into the late 20th century.
Helen and Newton were nomadic in their approach to developing an avantgarde aesthetics in the 1970s, grounded in the heuristic process of learning things for
themselves while remaining attentive to and even experimenting with the conceptual
imagery and attendant ideologies that were developing in the diverse art communities
in which they practiced. Moreover, as early as 1968 with his exhibition of shaped
paintings at La Jolla Museum of Art, Newton began to see himself as working on the
periphery of the art establishment. In 1970, he and Helen connected with the World
Wildlife Fund to gather information on habitat destruction and species extinction for
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the “Furs and Feathers” exhibition, which led to establishing their broad poetic and
pragmatic ambition of realizing a life-support system that bridges social and
environmental justice. Nomadism coupled with resistance to established ideologies
has been central to their efforts ever since—especially when it comes to
presumptions about what it means to do the “right” thing ecologically. This has not
been an evasive strategy; the Harrisons have experimented freely across ideologies
in an inclusive and integrative way, while making sure to recognize the intelligence of
matter (not exclusive to humans) and degrees of intensity in fleshy bodies as vital to
their work.
In the remainder of this chapter, I will explore this pattern of ideological
movement as it maps onto physical movement in “The Lagoon Cycle” and The Book
of the Seven Lagoons, although I will focus on The Book of the Seven Lagoons
because it is a more accessible object of study. In this exploration, the boldness with
which the Harrisons traverse academic domains and cultural geographies will
crystallize their nomadic approach to avant-garde aesthetics as distinct from other
avant-garde artists working in the late 20th century. There is a phrase that effectively
conveys that boldness in the Harrison archive: “hardcore conceptualism.” It derives
from a work entitled Hard Core Conceptual: Wherein the Transformations are Found
Outside the Domain of Art.
The Harrisons produced Hard Core Conceptual for an exhibition called
“Decentering” at the Ronald Feldman Gallery in New York City in 1974.165 The work
was generated from their research on lagoon crab from Sri Lanka, and it shows Helen
and Newton’s burgeoning interest in combining story and object into a novel form.
They sequenced seventeen thumbnail-sized photographs of lagoon crab from Sri
Lanka in a film-like strip as the baseline of the composition. Above that strip, they
placed three 8 ½” x 11” sheets of photosensitive paper, except in lieu of a
photographic image were blocks of mundane, bureaucratic-looking text. In fact, these
three sheets of paper were exact copies of a research proposal that Helen and
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Newton had prepared for the 1974-1975 Sea Grant College Program administered by
Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego.166
The title of the Harrisons’ Sea Grant project was “Development of a
Commercial Aquaculture System for the Crab Scylla serrata (Forskal).” In this
proposal (a.k.a. R/A-8), Newton was listed as project leader and Helen as associated
staff, although most materials printed by UC San Diego listed only Newton’s name in
association with the research. The introduction was written in a conventional scientific
way, objectively outlining the problem to be addressed—to integrate and enhance the
breeding and growth cycle of the crab Scylla serrata under simulated natural
conditions in order to develop a commercially viable farming system (breeding for size
and passivity). The introduction also outlined the corresponding methodology
whereby Helen and Newton would develop a scale model of a closed aquaculture
system comprised of three saltwater tanks to run territorial, mating, spawning, and
rearing experiments in simulated tidal conditions with seasonal temperature and
salinity variations (mimicking monsoon seasons in Sri Lanka). However, the section
on “Work to Date” is noticeably unconventional in its use of subjective and aesthetic
language. The Harrisons wrote, “We taste-tested the crab upon first beginning to
explore its behavior and found it to be soft, non-stringy and rather sweet, similar to
Maine lobster rather than crab.”167 This subtle mixture of scientific and aesthetic
language would have been more acute when displayed in the context of the Ronald
Feldman Gallery. It evinces the hybrid character of the Harrisons’ developing
research practice.
The Harrisons reported in a scientific tone, “We have already maintained one
[saltwater tank] as a closed system without change of water for 18 months and
several crabs from our initial shipment still survive there. Our work to date has been
the collection by an assistant of specimens of a crab we thought might be suitable
from lagoons in Southeast Asia.”168 The unnamed assistant in this statement was
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Ranil Senanayake, whom the Harrisons met in 1972. He had been working with them
to design the initial saltwater tank and import the initial shipment of crabs. But a latter
section on “Associated Work” again conveys Helen and Newton’s penchant for
unconventional scientific research, stating:
This work relates to all aquaculture systems at the level of intention. All
systems pre-suppose mass culture, control, predictability of product and public
demand. This work differs from the lobster project at Bodega Bay (R/FA-4) in
that it proposes congruence with natural habitats, lower yields, simpler
technology and lower capital outlay. One might say that the Davis-Bodega
Bay project is addressed toward large corporate development. Our own, while
capable of expansion to large scale, could be developed and used by less
experienced personnel in a small business operation.169
In this statement about large corporate development, the Harrisons subtly critiqued
the logic of abstraction and infinite growth under free market capitalism—which
obscures the adverse effects of environmental pollution, species extinction, and social
inequality—as a driver of applied scientific research from which they would diverge.
And yet they shared in the broader ambition of research as a way to improve the
means by which society addresses the public demand for proteins like meat and fish.
Hard Core Conceptual thus signaled a decisive turning point in a new politics
of knowledge—an affirmative politics—by which the Harrisons began combining
scientific research on food sources with self-critical introspection, mixed media
technologies, and the live action of performance art to energize the epistemologies
and ontologies of academia, especially challenging the positivist epistemology of
cumulative scientific evidence and the private life of intellectuals (private in the sense
that research is discussed internally and rigorously among practitioners of science
more so than among the general public).170 Not as if the domain of art would supplant
or be absorbed by the domain of science, Hard Core Conceptual and “The Lagoon
Cycle” as in earlier works by the Harrisons rather embraced the paradox of difference
and discourse across difference as a generative aesthetic principle. To demonstrate
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this aesthetic, I will now perform a close reading of conceptual imagery and narrative
text in The Book of the Seven Lagoons, describing one page from each lagoon in
order to trace the nomadic process by which the Harrisons in dialogue with
Senanayake and others pursued research on aquatic food systems with the intention
of producing sufficient food for all of society without degrading the earth.

The First Lagoon: The Lagoon at Uppuveli

The island is shaped like a drop of water, painted a pale sage green, speckled
with blue freshwater lakes, and surrounded by ocean. Or perhaps it is the color of a
pale green sapphire, as the country is known globally for its abundance of the
precious stone.171 The northern tip of the island stretches west to form a large
peninsula and the word “JAFFNA” floats over it. But it is barely legible. The emphasis
on this painted map is the coastline, where the freshwater meets the sea.
The curved tree trunk of a tall and slender hand-drawn coconut palm draws
attention to the southeastern edge of the island. The tree bends and crosses into the
otherwise rectangular frame of the painted map, leaving just a sliver of ocean
between its woody flesh and the salty seashore. Sri Lanka is a tropical and warm
place where the versatile coconut is cultivated and harvested as the main source of
dietary fat.
The island and the coconut palm are an odd pairing because the proportions
in this collage image are not true to life. The palm tree is equal in size to the island,
and the coconuts are equal in size to the freshwater lakes as well as the crabs—one
of which, like the palm, presses sideways against the rectangular frame of the map.
There are 6 hand-drawn crabs in total placed in the left-hand sepia-toned margin, if
you can call it a margin, for it is there, mingling with the crabs, that six blocks of
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handwritten text flow top to bottom in a stream of consciousness to begin the story of
“The Lagoon Cycle.”
he said
he knew a hardy creature
a crab and supposed it
could live under museum conditions
…
he said it mated in small places
and hid in the mud in
and among the mangrove
roots in the lagoons at
trincomalee and negombo
it was the last to die when the tidal ponds
dried up often crawling
over land to find better
water or burrowing in mud
…
I said
fetch us some crabs and bottom
mud mangrove seeds and
whatever
I thought I can grow a crab
I can even make a lagoon
to grow it in
I will be a lagoonmaker
The text continues on the right-hand side of the page, bookending the island and the
palm, and introduces the companion of the Lagoonmaker.
He said
the lagoons and the ocean are being
fished and by foreign fishing
fleets who send some fish to the
world market and sell the rest
back to the people in cans
He said
the coconut provides most of the necessities of life yet to get western money
they are exporting coconuts
He said
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the fisherman can no longer afford to eat the
fish that they catch because the tourist hotels pay so much for them
He said
the 2,000 year old water system of tanks and
irrigation ditches is degenerating from lack of care
and being abandoned and replaced by modern
dams and reservoirs
…
Finally he said
why don’t you go to Sri Lanka and
see what is happening for yourself
And I thought
I will go to Sri Lanka and visit the
tanks and the temples and listen to
what people say
I will behave as a witness
The pronouns and the temporality of conversation in the text of the first lagoon are
ambiguous because it is quasi-fictional. It is not true to life. “The Lagoon Cycle” is a
reflection of actual research into the design of an aquatic food system, but it is not to
be taken literally. The Lagoonmaker is a metaphorical character derived from Newton
and yet the character is ambiguously identified as “I” in the left-hand column of text.
The Witness is likewise a metaphorical character derived from Helen and yet
ambiguously and intentionally identified as “I” in the right-hand column. The
Lagoonmaker seeks knowledge about the crab and lagoons of Sri Lanka such that
they can grow and build their own, whereas the Witness seeks knowledge about crab
and lagoons such that they can understand the embeddedness of the creature in
social, economic, and ecological webs of belonging. The Lagoonmaker imagines they
can take and reproduce the riches of the island at home, whereas the Witness is
attuned to the imminent loss and degeneration of communities for whom Sri Lanka is
home.
The third character in The First Lagoon, the one who is knowledgeable of the
crab and lagoons of Sri Lanka, is derived from Ranil Senanayake, though he is
identified only as “he.” Ranil was in touch with the Harrisons as early as March 4,
1972 regarding their search for a hardy species around which to build a poetic and
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pragmatic aquaculture prototype that could lead a transformation of the industrialized
food system.172 Catfish was not a viable species. The killing and feasting of catfish as
part of Survival Piece #3: Portable Fish Farm at the Hayward Gallery in London had
triggered in some an overwhelming skepticism about the Harrisons concern for social
or environmental justice, much less the prevention of cruelty to animals. Moreover,
the catfish did not mate in the tanks at Hayward Gallery. They did not reproduce,
which indicated that the population was neither poetic nor sustainable with respect to
the pragmatics of that particular farm structure.
While developing Portable Fish Farm in the fall of 1971, Helen and Newton
had connected with a London-based manufacturing company called Waterlife
Research Industries to design the water tanks for Hayward Gallery. And Graham Cox,
who was founder and managing director, wrote a letter to the Harrisons one or two
months after the closing of the exhibition encouraging them, much like the plasma
experts at Jet Propulsion Laboratory, to prolong the project despite the controversy.
“If you decide to carry on,” wrote Cox, “I am sending you someone who loves fishes
and freshwater biology very much…Ranil Senanayake…is a very experienced
collector, packer and shipper of tropical marine fishes having run his own business for
years in Ceylon.”173
Senanayake was born in 1943 in the British colony of Ceylon, prior to the
Sinhala-Buddhist independence movement of 1948. As a child, he witnessed the
momentous end of British rule and the end of the colonial era more broadly
speaking.174 He also witnessed his family’s rise to power in the early stages of nationbuilding as the country became a republic within the Commonwealth and its name
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was changed to Sri Lanka.175 In the late 1960s, Senanayake applied for a job at the
National Zoological Gardens of Sri Lanka, anticipating that his uncle Dudley, who was
then Prime Minister, would sponsor his application. But Dudley explained to
Senanayake that he could not sponsor him because he had no university degree and
would be criticized for the appointment based solely on familial ties.176 He thus
decided that he would pursue a professional degree in biology at UC Berkeley and
enrolled in the winter of 1971. He was in effect already in the UC system when Cox
put him in touch with the Harrisons later that year.177
In the spring of 1972, Senanayake requested that his mother pick up several
dozen Negombo lagoon crabs from the marketplace of Colombo, the capital city and
commercial hub of Sri Lanka, and send them by mail to the Harrisons’ newly acquired
Pepper Canyon laboratory so that they could begin constructing a crab farm. She
obliged, carefully wrapping each one of them in wet banana leaves and nesting them
in a cardboard box to keep them alive for the duration of their transcontinental
journey. The first challenge for the Harrisons was to create a saltwater tank that
would mimic the tropical environment of Sri Lanka’s coastal lagoons to generate the
conditions in which the crabs would mate, spawn, and rear juvenile crabs to sustain
the population of a crab farm. They helped Senanayake arrange a transfer from UC

175

Don Stephen, Don Charles, and Fredrick Richard Senanayake (Ranil’s grandfather) were
among the leaders of the new Sinhala-Buddhist class formation, which opposed the decaying
feudal structure of British Ceylon (which had been called Rajakariya). Political scientist Kumari
Jayawardena recalls this new class as “The ‘Nobodies’ denounced by S.C. Obeyesekere [an
old Sinhala aristocrat nominated by the British government to the legislature] for trying to be
‘Somebodies’….” See Jayawardena, Nobodies to Somebodies, 273.
176
Ranil Senanayake, Clowns to the left of me Jokers to the right And here I am Stuck in the
middle again!: Thirty years of attempting to affect policy change in Sri Lanka (Sri Lanka: Neo
Printers, 2010), 23.
177
Ranil arrived to UC Berkeley in the winter of 1971 in the wake of the impassioned Free
Speech, Civil Rights, Blank Panther, Anti-War, and Back to the Land movements. When Helga
and William Olkowski, a community activist and doctoral student respectively, announced a
new course to focus on organic farming and “integrated pest management,” affiliated with the
UC Berkeley Division of Biological Control, whereby students would work to demonstrate that
non-chemical and non-polluting forms of pest control can boost one’s crop yield in a safe way,
Ranil was keen to join. He had previously studied the causes of malaria in Sri Lanka with a
view to biological control. And he recalls, “As one of the students who dug up the Gill Tract
parking lot in Berkeley in 1971, in order to establish the first demonstration organic farm, I was
quickly exposed to the arguments that raged over organic vs. high energy farming.” Ibid., 9.
280

Berkeley to UC San Diego so that he could continue working with them in this
collaborative endeavor.178
In the summer of 1972, Senanayake went back to Sri Lanka to visit the lagoon
at Trincomalee to collect and send mangrove seeds, mudsuckers, Mugil cephalus,
bottom mud, and a second shipment of lagoon crabs to enhance the artificial
environment of the saltwater tank. He was knowledgeable about the natural and
cultural heritage of his home country, and he was generous in sharing that knowledge
with the Harrisons. It was not until 1979 that Helen and Newton traveled to Sri Lanka
to witness the paradox of old feudalist and new capitalist systems coexisting as a
“combined formation…the archaic and the modern were yoked together.”179

The Second Lagoon: The Sea Grant

There is no land in this collaged composition. There is no ground. Only
floating figures positioned in the four corners of the page. Two of them are anatomical
drawings of a lagoon crab. The drawing on the lower left corner shows the top of the
crab and the drawing on the lower right shows the bottom. Both are painted with a
mixture of blue and white to give volume to the crab’s two swimming legs, six walking
legs, its bulbous carapace, and enormous claws, nearly double the size of the crab.
This creature is an invertebrate crustacean. Novelist David Foster Wallace thinks of
crustaceans as sea-insects that do not have a central cerebral cortex and are
therefore likely immune to the feeling of both pleasure and pain, thus making foods
like crab, lobster, and crayfish a more ethical source of protein for humans. But
Wallace admits that neuroanatomy is a complex system. Crustacea do exhibit stress
in captivity and they are known to actively resist being plunged into pots of boiling
water. This raises doubt about their innate analgesia (“inability to feel”), despite the
absence of a central cerebral cortex.180
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The sepia-toned and hand-painted photograph in the upper left corner of this
page depicts Helen and Newton at work in their Pepper Canyon laboratory at UC San
Diego. They are standing at the edge of a saltwater tank that they have designed to
integrate and enhance the breeding and growth cycle of the lagoon crab. It is a
prototype that they hoped to develop into a commercially viable farming system.
Helen’s arm is halfway submerged in the tank, and her gaze is directed in and
through the water as if she is beckoning one of the crabs towards her for an
evaluation or feeding. Newton is similarly bending over the tank, but with his hands
resting on the tank’s edge. He is in a ready position, holding a net and gazing
downwards in the same direction as Helen. And like in The First Lagoon, there is
again an interlocutor. It is a man with white hair who is standing behind Helen and
Newton and gazing in that same direction, in and through the water. This is a picture
of John D. Isaacs, the oceanographer and engineer at Scripps Institution of
Oceanography with whom Newton had collaborated on Some Beginning Thoughts on
the Ocean as Field (c. 1969-1970).
We told him we were studying the mangrove crab
and the literature was full of contradictions
He said all the literature was full of contradictions and maybe that’s what literature
was for
We said we spend hours everyday with the crabs
some appeared to learn more quickly than others
and some had distinct individual behaviors We were
afraid our empathy might effect results
He told us he was having good results
growing beets in the Central Valley in salt
water which might help the farmers
He went to look at his beets regularly
and wanted them to grow well
…
We told him we had made a monsoon for the
crabs with fresh water from a hose which induced
mating behavior and cured an acid tank with
a pound of baking soda
282

He said he had invented a breakwater with balloons
that cost only a tenth as much as normal breakwaters and it was portable to boot
We told him we were inventing a technologically
simple aquaculture system in order to increase
protein production
…
We said we were amazed at the diverse interests
of scientists
He said he was amused at the exotic interests
of artists and why didn’t we go for a Sea
Grant and do it right
We asked what right was
There is no land or ground in this collaged composition in terms of representational
space. But the paper, awash with the reddish-brown color of sepia, has presence.
Helen and Newton were acutely aware of the material base of this book, which is in
part a work of literature that is full of contradictions. There are confirmations as well.
In his visits with the Harrisons at Pepper Canyon laboratory, Isaacs confirmed the
scientific value of the Harrisons’ artistic research. Those interactions led to the
research proposal (R/A-8) that Helen and Newton prepared for the 1974-1975 Sea
Grant College Program administered by Scripps Institution of Oceanography.181
The figure group in the upper right corner of this page combines a scientificlooking document with a film-like image of two lagoon crabs in contrast with the
anatomical drawings below. The proportion of the crabs, like most things in this book,
is not true to life. The crabs are larger in size than both the Harrisons and Isaacs,
pictured in the opposing corner. The enlargement allows readers to discern some of
the detail in their movements and expression. It is unclear whether the two crabs are
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battling or mating. It is an ambiguous relationship that harkens back to the
Pennsylvania Love Groups (1957).
The Lagoonmaker and Witness form a joint and embodied artistic
consciousness in The Second Lagoon. They are the “we” in conversation with Isaacs.
Their “exotic interests” and their willingness to question the positivist epistemology of
empirical science—which disbelieves in empathy as evidence of mutual feeling
between humans and crabs—unites them. The surrounding images suggest their
curiosity about how anatomical mapping informs the design of aquatic food systems.
Does the denial of feeling in the crab enable certain decisions about the conditions in
which they are bred and reared? How would recognition of feeling in the crab inform
the design of a system where the crustacean is understood as both a protein-rich
food source and a being that gives its life for human nourishment?
The Harrisons did not devalue science in this lagoon. Nor did they dismiss the
deliciousness of crabmeat, which they ate and enjoyed as part of their research. They
made a bibliography of all the scientific articles they could find on the Sri Lankan
lagoon crab in the journals available at Scripps Institution of Oceanography and they
took copious objective notes on the crabs’ crawling, molting, and mating behaviors as
well as territorial behaviors like cannibalism.182 This rigor is conveyed by the scientific
document that floats in the upper right corner of the page. But neither did the
Harrisons, as artists, evacuate the possibility that the lagoon crab is a feeling and
intelligent being.

The Third Lagoon: The House of the Crabs

The wood grain of three low-lying rectangular boxes is visible beneath a wash
of brown paint. The boxes are uniform in shape and contents—they are filled to the
brim with translucent saltwater—and they recede in perspectival space according to
the conventions of single-point perspective. Each box is then further subdivided into a
grid of approximately 15x25 compartments in which the shadowy bodies of individual
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crabs can be seen, though light cascading across the surface of the water obscures
the view.
This is a rationally organized composition that gestures towards depth and the
third dimension, except that the horizon is undefined. The boxes float as if a
construction of the mind more so than a representation of the world. Indeed this is a
schematic design for a “closed” aquaculture system comprised of three saltwater
tanks (or ponds), which the Harrisons described in the research proposal that they
submitted to the Sea Grant College Program. The design corresponds with the
suggestions of a Sea Grant scientist, which are elucidated in the handwritten text that
streams from the right side edge of the image.
He was from Sea Grant He found our adventures in the marketplace
amusing
He said
why don’t you go for another Sea Grant
This time grow your crab like the lobster
and
do it right
for
if your crab can grow from an ounce to a pound
in nine months in an open tank environment
think how much faster it could grow
in a totally closed environment
like the lobster’s
with one square foot per crab
The restricted movement will conserve
calories
while permitting surveillance
Let your research explore
artificial insemination
Let your research explore
selective breeding
Focus on size and docility
Let your research
concentrate on control
then
if it is successful
a market will
emerge
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The Harrisons visualized the scientist’s suggestions as a poetic edge object in The
Third Lagoon in order to clarify the differences between his narrow thinking and the
larger social and environmental field in which they saw themselves to be working. The
scientist’s preoccupation with efficiency and restricted movement unnerved the
Harrisons who intended to expand their crab farm prototype at Pepper Canyon
laboratory to a larger, but not overwhelming scale such that they and others with
minimal industry experience could operate and maintain the farm.
The bottom edge of the foremost wooden box on this page separates a
second block of text from the first. And this block is notably different in tone. It is more
introspective and conversational than the one above.
where is he speaking from
a space of his own devising
in which he has plenty of company
But what is he behaving
he is signaling to all who would create with him
do you wish to create with him
I have listened to his conversation and do not wish a sojourn in
his categories His direction lacks empathy
I have listened to his inventing
his moment is too narrow to play in
Then choose another conversation
Though not called forth by name, this is a dialogue between the Lagoonmaker and
Witness. The Lagoonmaker disagrees with the scientist’s suggestions. Then choose
another conversation, says the Witness.
Reflection on the motivations of potential collaborators with whom the
Harrisons could work to improve and scale up the saltwater tank they had prototyped
at Pepper Canyon laboratory is the defining theme of The Third Lagoon. Many
collaborators are discussed, all of them men, including an accountant, two men from
a utility company, a scientist working with electricity, a newspaper publisher, a
scientist who worked in Third World countries, a member of a commune at Wood’s
Hole, and a man dealing in commodities—namely the future of food.
The man referred to as “dealing in commodities” is actually a major character
in “The Lagoon Cycle,” derived from a Hollywood celebrity whose prideful self-image
muddled the introspective dimension of the work. The Harrisons do not disclose the
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full story of their meeting with the man in The Third Lagoon in order to diminish his
prominence, but the story is written in The Book of the Crab that they published with
the Santa Barbara Museum of Art in 1979.183 The man’s name is Ted Hartley.
Ted Hartley is an actor and producer who, in 1974, co-starred in an ABC
television series entitled Chopper One following the drama and adventures of a
California police helicopter team—interestingly, a pilot and an observer played by Jim
McMullan and Dirk Benedict. Hartley played their boss, Captain McKeegan. The Book
of the Crabs documents the Harrisons’ initial meeting with Hartley in the summer of
1973. He invited Helen and Newton to build an outdoor saltwater tank or “saltwater
pond” in the backyard of his private home in the Hollywood Hills of Los Angeles.184
They accepted the commission.
Construction of the outdoor tank went smoothly enough. The size of the
installation was roughly 10’x40’. In lieu of right angles, they agreed to shape it
poetically like a section of river. Both the Harrisons and Hartley understood the
pragmatic purpose of the tank was to prototype an economically viable crab farm.
Once installed, Ranil Senanayake acquired a new shipment of 163 juvenile crabs
from the lagoons at Negombo and Trincomalee to see how they would fair in these
new outdoor conditions.
But a noticeable difference in the Harrisons’ and Hartley’s thinking emerged
soon thereafter when a writer for the Los Angeles Times reported on Hartley’s
founding of the non-profit Desert Marine Research Center as if he and he alone had
discovered the lagoon crab as a solution to “mankind’s impending food crisis.”185 The
reporter described Hartley as a crab-loving entrepreneur who “spends his time
contemplating the various mysteries of his approximately 60 surviving Scylla
serrata.”186 “Hartley’s vision…is an admirable one indeed” she wrote, “[he] envisions a
world in which every family will have its own crab pond—or a ‘victory lagoon,’ as he
likes to term it. A puddle of sea water sitting in every American backyard, brimming
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over with an endless supply of cheap, nutritious, low-calorie Scylla serrata.”187 Hartley
expected to receive praise and profit from the Harrisons’ artistic research as if it was
his own. He neglected the epistemological and ontological foundations of the project,
and the nuances of what it means to realize a life-support system that bridges social
and environmental justice. Shortly after seeing this article in the Los Angeles Times,
Helen and Newton abandoned Hartley’s lagoon. But they did not abandon the
concept.

The Fourth Lagoon: On Mixing, Mapping, and Territory

In this composition, the frame of a golden yellow hand-painted map with a
Cartesian grid of longitude and latitude lines spans nearly the entire page. Information
about the source map is retained at the top edge: the United States Department of the
Interior Geological Survey; State of California; Goodwin J. Knight, Governor; Harvey
O. Banks, Director of Water Resources; Frink Quadrangle, California; 15 Minute
Series (Topographic). Across the bottom edge is information about the map’s scale
(1:62500), the date of publication (1956), and a key for discerning road classifications
(medium-duty, light-duty, unimproved dirt, and state route). But the two most
prominent lines on this golden yellow map are the Coachella Canal and the Southern
Pacific Railroad.188 After abandoning Hartley’s lagoon in the Hollywood Hills of Los
Angeles, the Harrisons relocated the concept to the shores of the Salton Sea, an
inland saline lake in the Sonoran Desert of extreme southeastern California. They
developed an expanded polyculture proposal to create a lagoon farm by mixing
freshwater from the Colorado River, conveyed by the All-American Canal and
Coachella Canal, with saltwater from the Salton Sea. The Salton Sea is an inland
saline lake in the Sonoran Desert.
Spatial historian Paul Carter argues that the rational system of a grid with
equal divisions of land in purchasable blocks is the essential precondition of capitalist
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settlement, and of a self-regulating democracy based on free trade.189 In The Third
Lagoon, the Harrisons had reasoned against efficiency as the primary driver of their
crab farm, but the capitalist grid clearly still intrigued them. The Harrisons reasoned
that land was abundant in the desert, the water was cheap, the railroad and highway
were nearby, and the land sloped in a way that would be conducive to a gravity-fed
polyculture system.
Thus Helen and Newton set out to select a location between Coachella Canal
and the Southern Pacific Railroad where they could design a gravity-fed system in
which to cultivate lagoon crab as well as other saltwater species such as cockles,
clams, mussels, oysters, and tilapia. The site they chose is delineated as a small blue
rectangle in the center of this golden yellow map. Having clarified their new vision of
building at the edge of the Salton Sea, the Harrisons then began talking to people
about the viability of purchasing the requisite blocks of land or partitions thereof.
He studied the plans and the drawings
and located the polyculture site on the map
Finally he asked
who will own this fish farm
and who will gain from it
and who will lose
He said
there appeared to be no critical component
to our ideas and wondered if we really knew
what we were doing
He said
if what we were doing was indeed valuable
we would immediately be coopted
and if what we were doing was not
why were we wasting our time
He said we were naives
and operating in ignorance of the larger whole
which was economic
and therefore we were dangerous
because we were enhancing
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the most destructive economic system of all time
and where was our conscience
He said
he was interested in the power
to change the system
and we might be the enemy
although he liked us personally
As in other lagoons, the identity of this interlocutor is ambiguous, though the
character is likely derived from philosopher and political theorist Herbert Marcuse who
was a colleague of the Harrisons at UC San Diego. In the late 1960s, Newton had
served on the original board of directors of the Third World College with Marcuse and
Angela Davis. They could easily have discussed the materials in The Fourth Lagoon,
completed in 1974, prior to Marcuse’s death in 1979.190 The tone of this interlocutor
certainly aligns with Marcuse’s Marxist worldview—that capitalism is the most
destructive economic system of all time. Indeed it was Marcuse who first articulated
the critical disengagement of America’s environmental movement in a symposium on
“Ecology and Revolution” in Paris in 1972, some of which was translated and printed
in the September 1972 issue of the journal Liberation and later expanded in a talk
entitled “Ecology and the Critique of Modern Society.”191
That the Lagoonmaker and Witness were thinking in market-based terms
about social and environmental justice makes no sense to the interlocutor of this
lagoon. A second block of text reflects on the exchange in a more introspective and
conversational tone.
where is he speaking from
A space of his own devising
in which he has plenty of company
but what is he behaving
he is a kind of beacon signaling
to all who will talk with him
190
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I have listened to his conversation
and do not wish a sojourn
in his dialectic
His arguments lack empathy
Do you wish to engage with him further
I have listened to his observations
His moment is too angry to play in
Then is it worth forgetting what he
so forcefully told us
he is not wrong to suggest that we
pay attention to advantage and
disadvantage but his ideas are
peculiarly inflexible and oddly
serious
and his categories are frozen
into a permanent opposition
The Lagoonmaker disagrees with the interlocutor’s criticisms. The Witness asks if it is
worth forgetting what he so forcefully told them.

The Fifth Lagoon: From the Salton Sea to the Pacific, From the Salton Sea to the Gulf

The blue Salton Sea is a geographic icon that connects The Fourth Lagoon,
The Fifth Lagoon, and The Sixth Lagoon much like the lakeside picnic in Chicago
anchors the orders of magnitude in Powers of Ten. It is a series of lagoons that zoom
out and in to explore levels of emerging structure. The Harrisons’ motivation to
continue expanding the view may well have been prompted by Marcuse who
lamented their ignorance of the larger whole, which in his view was economic.
The Fifth Lagoon zooms out from the imagined polyculture system on the
shores of Salton Sea to a regional view of the Salton Sea in relation with the Pacific
Ocean and the Gulf of California. The Lagoonmaker and Witness were influenced by
their interlocutor in The Fourth Lagoon, but instead pursued a line of inquiry premised
on the economy as a frozen category that obscures the whole system. For example,
Marxism—with its focus on the laboring class and the means of production such as
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facilities, machinery, and tools—tends to obscure the problem of waste. Not economic
waste such as a growing surplus that cannot be consumed, as in a lost opportunity to
profit, but actual physical waste, pollutants and toxic substances that are byproducts
of the economic growth. Specifically, in The Fifth Lagoon, the Lagoonmaker and
Witness address the adverse effects of food systems waste in the Salton Sea region.
Is waste adequately understood as a “byproduct” of the economic system when its
output fundamentally changes the material base on which that system depends?
In one panel, the view contracts again, such that the blue Salton Sea takes up
the full capacity of the page on which it is printed. It is reminiscent of the map of Sri
Lanka, except that the land and sea are reversed. A body of water is the object of
study in this lagoon. And in this lagoon the surrounding landscape, painted golden
yellow, is stripped of roads, canals, and railroad tracks. With such pared down
information, the steep grade of Toro Peak, the highest mountain in the Santa Rosa
Mountain Range, is clearly visible at the western edge of the Salton Sea, as are the
Chocolate Mountains rising to the east. The gridded patchwork of agricultural
development can be seen at both ends, with the farmers of Coachella Valley to the
north and the farmers of Imperial Valley to the south. But the Salton Sea is the central
object of interest. Hand-written text floats over it, polluting or perhaps reasoning with
it, streaming left to right in a structured argument comprised of six distinct
propositions. Propositions III and IV form the core.
III.
If
the salinity herbicide and pesticide levels of the Salton Sea are allowed to
continue to increase at their present rate so that the proportion and
composition of the salts and trace minerals continues to diverge from that of
the ocean
then
over the next few years as the salinity approaches 55,000 ppm all life forms will
have ceased to reproduce many of the larger in the food chain will have
ceased to function
then
only a highly adapted minimally productive low yield biomass can stabilize
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IV.
If
the salinity herbicide and pesticide levels of the Salton Sea are permitted to
decrease and the proportion and composition of the salts and trace minerals
brought to greater convergence with that of the ocean
then
over the next few years as the salinity reapproaches 35,000 ppm all the extant
life forms can regenerate and the food chain can be complicated by the
introduction/reintroduction of species
then
a less specially adapted high yield biomass can stabilize
The choice presented by this text is not between wrong and right. It is between death
and life. If no action is taken, all the extant life forms in the Sea will cease to
reproduce. If action is taken, life will regenerate and one could potentially farm there.
The question remains, what action to take?
The Lagoonmaker continues in The Fifth Lagoon to imagine an output-input
system that would flush the Salton Sea. They propose to cut a new channel westward
connecting the Salton Sea via the Colorado River Aqueduct at San Gregorio Pass to
the Pacific Ocean. An added feature is that the output waters of the Salton Sea would
conjoin with the wastewaters of the nuclear power plant at San Onofre in the
northwestern corner of San Diego County, and would thus consolidate two kinds of
waste in one location for further processing. An alternative but similar proposal is to
cut a channel southward via the Colorado River Delta to the Gulf of California. The
Lagoonmaker reasons that the cost of this waste management system would be
equivalent to the system of canals and pumps that moves water from the Sacramento
Valley over the Tehachapi Mountains to reach Southern California in support of
agricultural production, among other things. But the Witness asks, who will flush the
Ocean and who will flush the Gulf?
The Sixth Lagoon: On Dialogue, Discourse, and Metaphor
A single block of text is positioned in the middle of the page, flowing left to
right between two identical and unusual forms. There are a few clues. The overall
color of the forms is golden yellow, and the secondary color is deep blue. It must be
land and water given the pattern of prior pages. In the form on the right, in the
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extreme southwestern tip of it, a tiny geographic icon of the blue Salton Sea reveals
itself to an attentive reader. Indeed, The Sixth Lagoon dwells on the concept of
attention.
Pay attention to the flow of waters
Pay attention to the integrity of
the waters flowing
Pay attention to where
the waters desire to flow
Pay attention to where the waters are
willed to flow
Pay attention to the flow of waters
and the mixing of salts
Pay attention to the flow of waters and
the mixing with earths
attend to the integrity of the discourse
between the earth and water
the watershed is an outcome
Attend to the discourse between
earth water and men
interruption is an outcome
Pay attention to the meaning of
the nature of such discourse
and the nature of the meaning
of interruption after all
a discourse is a fragile
transitory form
an improvisation of sorts
and anyone may divert a discourse
of any kind into another probable
direction if they do not value its
present state
Pay attention to changes of state
An attentive reader will discover that the golden yellow forms on this page depict two
views of the Colorado River Watershed, one mountainous and the other aqueous,
gesturing to the integrity of the discourse between earth and water. The shape is
unusual because watersheds are not commonly depicted in this way.
Water flowed from the headwaters of the Colorado River to the Salton Sea by
accident in 1905 when flooding of the River broke an irrigation canal. The water
flowed freely for 18 months. It was dramatic. Salton Sea became California’s largest
lake with a surface area of roughly 380 square miles. And it supported numerous
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migratory bird species as well as a community of freshwater fish that came during the
flood. But soon the state of the floodwater began to change. Salinity continually
increased and the fish began to disappear. California’s Department of Fish and Game
restocked Salton Sea with species that could tolerate the saline conditions. But even
those fish have struggled to survive. The Sea would have evaporated entirely by now
were it not for agricultural development in the Coachella Valley and Imperial Valley
that “recharges” the Sea with runoff from irrigation. However, the runoff carries tons of
salt, herbicide, and pesticide that pollute the water more so than revitalize it.
The Sixth Lagoon redirects the forward ambitions of the lagoon farm proposal
to instead reflect on the historical conditions of the Colorado River Watershed. For
millennia, the freshwater of the River and the saltwater of the Gulf of Mexico have
been in dialogue. The southern boundary of the Colorado River Delta has been in
constant motion, extended by flood seasons when river sediment flushes into the Gulf
and washed away by drought seasons when the tide intrudes on the land. However,
the diversion of waters from the Colorado River in the 20th century has given
advantage to the tides, which are now intruding on the river-irrigated farmlands of
Mexico as well as the Coachella and Imperial Valleys. The diversion of the Colorado
River has also given advantage to the cities and industries of the United States.
Americans convert the flow of water into commodities and services to increase their
wealth and improve society, while depleting the wealth of nature and degrading the
environment. There is much demand on the River and the state of the River has been
changed, cautions The Sixth Lagoon. Not only the River, but in fact, the Earth too.
The land has changed. If the Lagoonmaker desires to build a polyculture system in
the Colorado River Watershed, they ought pay attention to the authors of those
changes and find a way to dialogue with them.
The ancient irrigation system in Sri Lanka, on the other hand, has operated for
more than 2,500 years. The Sixth Lagoon emphasizes that the Sri Lankan system of
off-stream canals and storage tanks became niched into the island ecology, only
minimally effecting the state of the land. Farms and villages were advantaged without
disadvantaging the rivers and riverine life. If one desires to build a dam on the
Mahaweli River, one ought pay attention to the authors of those changes and find a
way to dialogue with them.
295

The Seventh Lagoon: The Ring of Fire, The Ring of Water

“Indian Ridge,” “Indian Basin,” “Pacific Antarctic Ridge,” “Southeast Pacific
Basin,” “East Pacific Rise,” and “Albatross Cordillera” are some of the place names
that float over the vast expanse of blue ocean in this world map. It is an odd map
projection that narrows towards the North Pole and widens towards the South Pole.
Certain political lines are drawn; others are not. Most prominent are 14 volcanoes
erupting from the ocean with plumes of fire and smoke. The surrounding land is
painted an earthen color, reserving golden yellow for the vibrant frame that surrounds
it all. And in the frame, a block of text flows top to bottom, relaying a dream.
Let me tell you a dream
I was in a stone space
that was an earth space
that was a wood space
that was the cellar of a castle
I was sitting on a redwood bench
a picnic bench
at a round oak table
with an ensemble of others
who had no shape or form
that I could discern
This was a test
An examination of sorts
I grasped that I was in the company
of earth of water of rock and stone
and the issue was whether
any communication at all
of any kind
could take place
I awoke knowing that
the business of the universe
is conducted
in an odd kind of dialogue
For instance
I see the Ring of Fire
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as a discourse between fire and rock
taking place mainly at water’s edge
The business of the universe is conducted in an odd kind of dialogue, says the “I” that
awoke from a dream. In and out of consciousness, singular and plural, the pronouns
of “The Lagoon Cycle” are difficult to track. The details of the story are grounded in
expansive research across academic domains and cultural geographies, but the story
is also quasi-fictional with representations that are not true to life. There is a
looseness of identity from “I” to “you” to “we.” In my reading, this looseness actually
strengthens the work. It fosters relational and perspectival thinking, which is critical to
inhabiting a discursive world.
The world of The Seventh Lagoon is not merely inhabited by people. The “I”
who awakens from a dream is in the company of earth, water, rock, and stone. They
are in the company of discursive and intelligent matter in the hopes of bringing nature
into greater congruence with society such that nature is not disadvantaged so
blatantly as a waste dump for the byproducts of our existence, as if separate from its
existence. The “I” who awakens from a dream is attuned to the posthuman world. And
they seek structures and languages with which to demonstrate the power of discourse
between nature and society, which are always in motion, whether they are there to
listen or not. A story of invention thus ends as a story of reflection on probable
changes of state in the world, which will not be wholly engineered by humans.
Though the ending is another beginning.
From reflection to invention and back again, the aesthetics of hardcore
conceptualism crystallize in “The Lagoon Cycle” as a culminating and career-defining
work by the Harrisons in the 1970s. It developed over more than a decade of
research and across multiple scales of belonging, marrying contemplative
introspection with a new art of direct action that explored the scale of the individual as
a physical and social being—a performative body—whose agency is defined in
relation to a larger environmental field. And yet it is not totalizing or heroic in its
revelations. It does not follow the conventions of the modern epic. It remains open to
the revisionist process of exploring new knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery
in dialogue with old knowledge, media, and conceptual imagery. All ideas and things
in the world are of the world. New ideas and things are not inherently better than old
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ideas and things. They can interact in varying amounts and compositions to generate
new and potentially improved forms of existence. The value of modernity may be that
it allows us to see antiquity as more advanced than we initially realized.
“The Lagoon Cycle” thus yields a canonical avant-garde work of art that
challenges the ideology of modernism, the logic of abstraction, and the logic of infinite
growth under free market capitalism as if leading society forward into the unforeseen
future. This work is exemplary of the social and environmental turn in late 20th century
art, continuing and broadening the avant-garde tradition after modernism to bring
non-antagonistic spatial thinking together with temporal thinking. Avant-gardism need
not position itself against tradition. We can cycle back in order to go forward, in order
to advance our collective desire to do the “right” thing ecologically.
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Coda
The Time of the Force Majeure
At the culmination of “The Lagoon Cycle,” in The Seventh Lagoon, Helen and
Newton Harrison reflect on the power of discourse between nature and society, and
probable changes of state in the world that will not be wholly engineered by humans.
Discourse is conventionally understood as written or spoken communication between
two or more humans about a topic, and specifically it refers to communication that is
earnest and intelligent. But the Harrisons apply the concept of discourse to the natural
world, attributing earnestness and intelligence to all living as well as non-living things.
So as not to venture astray into philosophical debates about ontology, I will here
address the discourse between nature and society in The Seventh Lagoon as a
poetic statement about thinking relationally with intelligent matter. This expanded
discourse is especially useful in challenging the stereotypical narrative of nature’s
decline to instead foster a sense of agency in advancing multispecies justice—and a
new kind of multisperspectival environmentalism.
Newton first began to think with the world ocean as a discursive entity in
developing a proposal with oceanographer and engineer John D. Isaacs at UC San
Diego’s Scripps Institution of Oceanography in 1969. Some Beginning Thoughts on
the Ocean as Field would install an array of wave-powered water pumps and whistlevalve buoy mechanisms to thrust ocean water upwards in an awe-inspiring visual and
sonic display of wave energy. In the process, Newton assured Isaacs that he could
collect scientific data on the functionality of the water pump, which Isaacs had
designed both to capture wave energy for human use and to pump nutrients from the
deep ocean upwards to sunlit surface areas such that tiny phytoplankton plants would
bloom and grow the base of the oceanic food chain.1 But the aesthetic value of this
collaborative work of art and engineering would result from using the vast energetic
field of the ocean to describe itself, and in that process generating an ecological

1

Schematic drawing for Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field. Series 7, Early
Work by Newton Harrison, Box 163, Map Folder 383 and Folders 21-27. M1797, Harrison
Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.
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transformation.2 Newton imagined that the transformation would be mostly
advantageous, both for nature and society, increasing the supply of energy resources
to run the world economy while supporting diverse communities of oceanic life. Yet
the proposal also generated the paradoxical feeling of fear. There are many
potentially devastating collateral effects of transforming the raw ocean environment
by human power. Fortunately, Some Beginning Thoughts on the Ocean as Field
failed to gain traction beyond schematic drawings.
More than a decade later in The Seventh Lagoon, Helen joined Newton in
imagining the world ocean as if it were an estuarial lagoon “with rivers feeding it like
tiny streams.”3 It is not such a big leap in thinking from Some Beginning Thoughts on
the Ocean as Field. Helen and Newton essentially recognized that the ocean has an
array of pumping mechanisms that have been operating for millennia. The rain that
falls in the highest peaks of a land mass gives birth to mighty rivers that wash leaves
and debris down mountains through forests and valleys, collecting sediments and
nutrients from the earth and wildlife, eventually mixing with the sea in brackish deltas,
wetlands, and lagoons. Sri Lanka has an especially high rate of freshwater discharge
that nourishes its coastal communities.4 Its biodiversity is already an expression of
the vast energetic field of the world ocean in relation with the whole of the
hydrological earth system.
The bigger leap in thinking by Helen and Newton in The Seventh Lagoon is in
recognizing the problem of waste in food systems, among other waste generated by
humans, and the ways in which that waste is already transforming the raw ocean
environment with devastating collateral effects. In The Seventh Lagoon, the Harrisons
even allude to research on rising carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere—the waste

2

“CAREER” (c. 1973). Series 2, Project Files, Subseries 4, Survival Pieces (1970-1974), Box
22, Folder 27. M1797, Harrison Papers, Special Collections & University Archives, Stanford
University, Stanford, CA.
3
Helen and Newton Harrison, “The Lagoon Cycle,” The Harrison Studio, accessed March 21,
2017, www.theharrisonstudio.net.
4
Sperm whales that dive over two kilometers to roam the deep ocean must intermittently
return to the surface to breathe, and they are also well equipped to pump nutrients to sunlit
areas of the ocean by defecation. See Paul McGann, “Ocean of Giants,” Wild Sri Lanka,
Digital (National Geographic, 2015).
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product of the fossil fuel-burning industry—which scientists understood to be driving
climate change and sea level rise as early as the 1950s.5
increase in heat
increase in water

decrease in ice
decrease in land

After all
the ocean whispered
I am the beneficiary of your garbage can
as
you are the beneficiary of my abundance
…
and
the waters will rise slowly
at the boundary
at the edge
redrawing the boundary
continually
moment by moment
all over
altogether
all at once
It is graceful drawing
and redrawing
this response
5

Svante Arrhenius actually published the first calculations of global warming and the
greenhouse effect in 1896. See Svante Arrhenius, "On the Influence of Carbonic Acid in the
Air Upon the Temperature of the Ground," Philosophical Magazine 41 (1896): 237-276. But
Roger Revelle, a charismatic oceanographer who was integral to the establishment of UC San
Diego (he is the namesake of Revelle Plaza where Newton staged Body Bags in 1970) and
who later taught Al Gore about climate science at Harvard University, speculated more
publically on the issue in TIME magazine in the late 1950s, commenting that the greenhouse
effect might exert a “violent effect on the earth’s climate.” See “Science: One Big
Greenhouse,” TIME 67, 59, May 28, 1956, 59. And following this public statement, in 1957,
Revelle worked with radiocarbon expert Hans Suess to publish an influential scientific paper
employing new carbon-14 dating techniques developed by Willard Libby (who won the 1960
Nobel Prize in Chemistry), providing new estimates of carbon sequestration in the
atmosphere, oceans, biosphere, and lithosphere. The paper suggested that the world ocean
could not absorb carbon dioxide at equal pace with the fossil fuel-burning industry, and that
the emissions would likely create a “greenhouse effect” that would cause global warming over
time. See Roger Revelle and Hans Suess, “Carbon dioxide exchange between atmosphere
and ocean and the question of an increase of atmospheric CO2 during the past decades,”
Tellus 9 (1957): 18-27.
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to the millennia of the making of fire
and
as the waters rise slowly
in the Red Sea the dead sea
the caspian the north
the baltic and the black
the ocean gyres
will redraw themselves
as will the currents and tides
and
over time
gracefully
this rising tide will flow
up every river
that once flowed down
to the sea
and
each fresh water tongue
will withdraw
before the advance of the salt
…
and the floodplains
that are farmed upon
and lived upon
will become marshes or swamps or bogs
or beds for swollen rivers
or shallow inland seas
and the tropics
will become uninhabitable
and the far north
will become temperate
and corn rice wheat and beans
plantain manioc and yams
and all the grains and starchy roots
known and unknown
named and unnamed
will have to grow elsewhere than now
and most life
known and unknown
named and unnamed
will have to go elsewhere than now
as vast parts of the eastern seaboard
of North America
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and parts of Europe
near the North Sea
and South America near the Amazon
and china in the east
and russia in the north
india in the northeast
and other bits of asia africa
polynesia melanesia
australia and even japan
will join the growing sea
Research on climate change catalyzed at UC San Diego’s Scripps Institution of
Oceanography in 1958 when Scripps geochemist Charles David Keeling logged the
first point in the Keeling Curve database to measure the daily concentration of
atmospheric carbon dioxide in Earth’s atmosphere.6 Roger Revelle is another
influential figure in debates on global warming with ties to UC San Diego. He left in
1964 to found the Center for Population Studies at Harvard University, but returned in
the late 1970s for a professorship in science and public policy. With such an active
community of UC climate scientists, it is unsurprising that the Harrisons began
reading studies on glacial melt and sea level rise. But the way in which they described
the ocean as whispering and redrawing the boundary is unusual and compelling.
The poetic idea that the world ocean is a great draftsman continued to
influence the Harrisons’ thinking through the late 20th century and is especially
prominent in their ongoing “The Force Majeure” series (2007-present). Helen and
Newton define the time of the Force Majeure as “the pressure of global warming on all
planetary systems, acting in collaboration with the industrial processes whose
negative effects on the environment have more than coequally accelerated over the
past century.”7 The Center for the Study of the Force Majeure at UC Santa Cruz,
founded and directed by the Harrisons, further asserts that:
we as a species must adapt ourselves to a very different world...proceed[ing]
on our assertion that ecologically based, large-scale systems of adaptation to
6

Charles David Keeling began making daily measurements at the Mauna Loa Observatory on
the Big Island of Hawaii. Operations at Mauna Loa have continued to the present day
alongside a monitoring program by NOAA. See “The Keeling Curve,” Scripps Institution of
Oceanography, accessed March 27, 2017, www.scripps.ucsd.edu.
7
Helen and Newton Harrison, The Time of the Force Majeure: After 45 Years Counterforce is
on the Horizon (Munich: Prestel Publishing, 2016), 377.
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the extreme changes in the ever-warming environment are necessary for
collective survival and so must be invented. Seen metaphorically, two frontiers
are emergent and evolving exponentially: One is a wave front of water,
advancing on the edges of all continents that touch the oceans; the other is a
heat wave that is increasing (apparently slowly, but in fact exponentially) and
covering, touching, and affecting the whole planet and the lives on it. These
are different from all other frontiers that have been part of human experience,
frontiers that we have advanced toward, most often by conquering or
exploiting to our own advantage. These new frontiers move toward us, and our
habitual responses of exploiting resources for production, consumption, and
profit are no longer meaningful behaviors. Rather, we must adapt ourselves to
meet these two frontiers on the scale on which they operate.8
The ocean continues whispering, and the atmosphere too. Will humanity listen? Will
we pay attention to the accelerated conditions of global warming? And if so, how will
we respond? What ecologically based, large-scale systems of adaptation will be
invented and by whom?

Adaptations at Scale

The Harrisons maintain that in the time of the Force Majeure artists can play a
role in realizing a life-support system that bridges social and environmental justice. In
this dissertation, I argue that their conviction is exemplary of the continuation and
broadening of the avant-garde tradition in the late 20th century after modernism. Yet
the avant-garde of the 2000s neither defines itself as inherently antagonistic to the art
establishment, nor the authority of tradition. The contemporary avant-garde is
inclusive of many different traditions, working strategically in the middle space of
mediation, between nature and society, and thinking relationally with intelligent matter
about the posthuman future of social and environmental responsibility.
Consequently, the term “avant-garde” has acquired a non-antagonistic spatial
connotation that differs from its etymological root in Old French, which described the

8

Ibid.
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leading part of an advancing military formation. The contemporary avant-garde
continues to develop new concepts and techniques to challenge the status quo, but
they are not necessarily defined by the temporality of advancement into the future and
away from the past. Indeed, the Harrisons have demonstrated with “The Lagoon
Cycle” that avant-garde artists can reflexively cycle back in order to go forward, in
order to advance our collective desire to do the “right” thing ecologically. In the
ongoing “Force Majeure” series, the Harrisons have further articulated the aims of
their avant-garde practice as “adaptations at scale” that will lower entropy within local
planetary ecosystems, which is precisely a reversal of the extant pattern by which
civilization has accelerated entropy through “a population explosion, an energyconsumption explosion, and runaway economic development.”9 The key in this
endeavor, according to the Harrisons, is to regenerate economic systems based on
exploitation and the one-way logic of infinite growth into robust metabolic systems of
exchange.
The Harrisons’ understanding of “systems of exchange” bears a likeness to
William McDonough and Michael Braungart’s principled system of “cradle to cradle”
design, which is premised on eliminating the concept of waste. In 1991, McDonough
and Braungart co-authored design guidelines for the 2000 World’s Fair that
introduced a provocation to eliminate the waste concept—“not reduce, minimize, or
avoid waste, as environmentalists were then propounding, but eliminate the very
concept, by design.”10 Three years latter, they founded a consulting firm called
McDonough Braungart Design Chemistry (MBDC) to put this principle into practice in
fields such as chemical research, architecture, industrial product and process design
with clients such as Ford Motor Company, Nike, and SC Johnson as well as
municipalities and educational institutions.
Ford Motor Company bought its River Rouge property in Dearborn, Michigan
in the early 1900s. It was a raw marshland environment at the time of purchase,
which made its transformation into one of the largest manufacturing complexes on the
planet all the more astounding. By the 1920s, the Ford River Rouge Complex had

9

Ibid.
William McDonough and Michael Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make
Things (New York: North Point Press, 2002), 15.
10
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become a marvel of engineering at scale. They processed coal, iron ore, rubber, and
sand brought on barges from the Great Lakes such that they could produce an
automobile on-site from start to finish, and in record time. This vertical integration
strategy lionized Ford Motor Company in the auto industry. But by the end of the 20th
century, escalating costs and concern about the safety of aging infrastructure began
to haunt the Company. Pipes were rusting, technology was outdated, and
manufacturing processes had deteriorated the soil and water of the underlying
marshland. Company chairman William Clay Ford, Jr. thus began working with
McDonough and Braungart to restore the River Rouge property to a “living
environment.”11
According to McDonough and Braungart, Ford’s commitment to revitalization
at River Rouge has led to innovations at multiple levels in the Company. They have
developed new techniques for assessing the quality of air, soil, water, biodiversity,
energy use, employee relations, and profitability with respect to manufacturing
processes. They have also begun experimenting with remediation processes such as
phyto-remediation and myco-remediation, which function to remove toxins from soil
with plants and mushrooms respectively. These 21st century initiatives are
incrementally transforming the Ford River Rouge Complex from an industrial
wasteland to a socially equitable and environmentally conscious place to work. And
Ford is optimistic that the “successful innovations could be quickly implemented at
industry-transforming scale” around the world. Although, they acknowledge that
“specific solutions must grow out of and respond to local circumstances…to become
native to each place…effecting a profound process of change that may ultimately
embrace every aspect of what a company makes and how it is produced, marketed,
sold, and cycled on.”12
In a similar way, as part of the ongoing “Force Majeure” series (2007-present),
the Harrisons are investigating adaptations at scale that could revitalize and even
replace aging infrastructure in waterways of the American West. One of these works
is entitled Sierra Nevada: An Adaptation (or Sagehen in the Sierra Nevada) and
began with an invitation from the Center for Art + Environment at the Nevada
11
12

Ibid., 159.
Ibid., 164.
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Museum of Art to imagine an adaptation at scale in the Truckee River Watershed.13
The Harrisons estimated that it would take about 50 years to invent, research, revise,
and install new infrastructure for such an adaptation at scale. And they inquired
whether the Museum, which has just a fraction of the budget in comparison with Ford
Motor Company, could finance this sort of durational work. The Museum had no
answer, but encouraged the Harrisons to at least begin studying the changing state of
the Truckee River Watershed as a result of climate change, drawing from resources
that were readily available.
Based on those initial studies, Jeff Brown and Faerthen Felix of UC Berkeley’s
Sagehen Creek Field Station, which is nested in the Truckee River Watershed,
agreed to work with the Harrisons on developing an adaptation-at-scale experiment
within the grounds of the Sagehen Experimental Forest. The question they posed to
the watershed is whether it had sufficient means to survive what would likely happen
in the next 50 years as a result of climate change, and whether it would benefit from
the migration of resilient plant species such as those with deep-roots and sponge-like
properties that could capture, store, and slowly release runoff from snowmelt and
rainwater in times of severe drought. A chain of concrete dams and canals currently
in place along the Truckee River ostensibly prevents the “wasting” of freshwater, first
by impeding the flow of the river downstream and then by redirecting it to optimize it
for human use. But such hard infrastructure, say the Harrisons, disadvantages
riverine life. This is most apparent at the terminus points of the Truckee River, at
Pyramid Lake and Stillwater Wildlife Refuge, because water diverted through
municipalities and farmlands is polluted with selenium salts and arsenic by the time it
reaches those areas.14 Furthermore, an increasingly warm atmosphere over the
Sierra Nevada will carry a greater amount of water vapor that threaten catastrophic
floods and erosion events (further exacerbated by groundwater depletion), which
would undermine the structural integrity of concrete dams and canals.15 The

13

Helen and Newton Harrison, The Time of the Force Majeure, 411.
Robert Dawson, Peter Goin, and Mary Webb, A Doubtful River (Reno: University of Nevada
Press, 2000).
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Devon Ryan, “Q&A with Stanford Experts Puts Oroville Dam Breach in Context,” Stanford
Woods Institute for the Environment, February 15, 2017, accessed March 29, 2017,
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Harrisons hypothesize that assisting the migration of drought and fire-tolerant plant
species to the Truckee River Watershed would be an appropriate first step towards
adaptation at scale, an iteration of what Hobbs et al. have described as “intervention
ecology,” aiming to conscientiously conserve the watershed as a whole and resilient
system of exchange. Five planting sites have been established at Sagehen
Experimental Forest in collaboration with Brett Hall who is Director of UC Santa Cruz
Arboretum.
A video released by the Harrisons in 2016 entitled Saving the West: A Whole
Systems Proposal in Brief outlines an even more ambitious adaptation for the Sierra
Nevada as a whole system in anticipation of heat waves that will affect all life in the
region.16 “In 2015 in California,” the Harrisons report, “over 6,000 fires consumed
hundreds of thousands of acres, the worst fire year in recorded history, with 2016
even hotter.”17 And this pattern will continue, they warn, with the potential to bring “a
tsunami of fire unstoppable until all energy is exhausted” if industries fail to reform
their exploitative practices, driven by the logic of infinite growth.18 Helen and Newton,
like McDonough and Braungart, believe that reform is possible. Drawing from their
research on assisted migration at Sagehen Creek Field Station, the Harrisons
propose an adaptation at scale for the lumber industry. If lumber companies focus on
thinning rather than clear-cutting alpine forests in the Sierra Nevada, say the
Harrisons, they can reduce the risk of overcrowded and under-watered trees catching
aflame in heat waves. Thinning would also allow resilient plant ensembles to root as
meadowland habitat for wildlife, thus conserving the alpine forests as fire-tolerant and
biodiverse landscapes. Meanwhile, chipped lumber from thinning could be “turn[ed]
into profit twice, becoming both building materials and carbon credits,” say the
Harrisons.19 Indeed, building with wood (preferably without fossil fuel-burning
technologies) is a form of carbon sequestration: “one 20-story wood building will act
as a carbon sink for 3,100 tons of CO2…If large scale building with wood is
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“Saving the West: A Whole Systems Proposal in Brief,” Vimeo video, 13:43, directed by
Helen and Newton Harrison in 2016, posted by Kelly Skye in 2016, accessed March 29, 2017,
https://vimeo.com/181541814.
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Ibid., 2:08.
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Ibid., 3:13.
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Ibid., 07:25.
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developed city by city, creating thousands of local jobs and businesses, then gigatons
of CO2 are retained.”20
A third work in the “Force Majeure” series that investigates adaptations at
scale in waterways of the American West is entitled The Bays at San Francisco. And
in fact, this work commenced in conversation with me, after I was appointed as
curator for a “Blue Trail” of public art along the San Francisco waterfront that was to
coincide with the 34th America’s Cup yacht race in the fall of 2013. The founders of
Blue Trail endeavored to create a large-scale civic art project that blended art, design,
digital technology, and science to address degradation of the world ocean. Helen and
Newton saw this as an opportunity to revive an earlier project from the 1970s, called
Sacramento Meditations, which challenged the historic transformation of the
Sacramento River, Delta, and Bays of San Francisco from a seasonal floodplain into
an intensive irrigation economy with dams, canals, levees, and drains, asking “What if
all that irrigated farming isn’t necessary?” They asked me how Blue Trail would be
financed, and I had no answer.21 They nevertheless began studying the changing
state of the Bays at San Francisco as a result of climate change, drawing from
resources that were readily available, as an extension of their work in the Sierra
Nevada and the “Force Majeure” series more broadly.
With The Bays at San Francisco, the Harrisons propose an adaptation for
California’s Central Valley in response to reports of sea level rise and the affect that
saltwater intrusion will have on all life in the region. According to the Harrisons,
scientists anticipate that the world ocean will rise three meters in the next 100 years
and the rising saltwater tide will flow inland to inundate the Sacramento-San Joaquin
River Delta, thus rendering the intensive irrigation economy inoperable. In place of
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farmland, there will be a vast estuarial lagoon.22 A multidisciplinary planning group,
say the Harrisons, could begin an investigation of resilient species that would thrive in
the lagoon and thus conscientiously conserve the delta as a highly productive and
whole ecosystem.
Neither Sagehen in the Sierra Nevada, Saving The West, nor The Bays at
San Francisco is a stereotypical narrative of nature’s decline. These proposals
instead aim to foster a sense of multispecies agency in adapting resilient communities
for climate change. Indeed, for the Harrisons, assisted migration is collaboration with
nature. “[A] 162,000-hectare estuarial lagoon will produce approximately 1,100
kilograms per hectare when it becomes a low-intensity fish farm [emphasis added].”
Companies can sustainably harvest lagoon fish if they focus on “thinning” the
population rather than depleting the stock. Actually, the Harrisons argue, it is
preferred that many different saltwater species be harvested together in a lagoon
because biodiversity is key to sustaining an ecosystem. Biodiversity keeps entropy in
the system low such that energy is capable of doing work, whereas monoculture
creates unusable inert energy that increases entropy in a system—sometime to a
dangerous degree because highly entropic systems are disorderly. In fact, the
Harrisons conclude that humankind is one of the most threatening monocultures on
the planet. We are the dominant species driving the sixth mass extinction, and we are
thus transforming low-entropy systems into rising-entropy systems. Will we evolve to
recognize biodiversity as vital to our own survival? The planet will be resilient without
us. “If 200 to 300 million years remain before the sun’s slowly increasing temperature
makes most (if not all) life on earth impossible, that would give nature…as many as
four to six 50-million year cycles in which to begin again,” quip the Harrisons.23
Indeed, humanity is at greater risk of decline than nature.

22

The Sacramento Valley is a floodplain where a hundred-mile-long inland sea used to form
regularly during the rainy season. Historian Robert Kelley chronicles the human influences and
alterations to the Valley since the 1850s in Battling the Inland Sea, focusing on the interplay of
American political culture and reclamation policy that lead to its transformation from a
seasonal floodplain with a mosaic of habitat types including wetlands, riparian, upland, and
pond areas into an intensive irrigation economy with dams, canals, levees, and drains. See
Robert L. Kelley, Battling the Inland Sea: American Political Culture, Public Policy, and the
Sacramento Valley, 1850-1986 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989).
23 Helen and Newton Harrison, The Time of the Force Majeure, 428.
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Time is an active ingredient in the composition of any history. One of the
vestiges of freedom that we all have as human beings is to choose our
attitudes despite adversity, to choose to refresh and rescript every
circumstance into sustained and creative opportunities. On the cusp of
every potential disaster there was a reinvention and an absolute resolve to
preserve an enduring future…future generations will be able to add their
stories to this evolving history.
—Lynn Hershman Leeson in !WOMEN ART REVOLUTION

The historiographic work of this dissertation has been to establish critical
distance from the memory of memories as framed by the Harrisons in The Time of the
Force Majeure, and to instead investigate primary archival evidence of their
contributions to arts research, avant-gardism, and environmentalism leading up to
and directly following the social and environmental turn in late 20th century art. I have
identified precise moments of revelation, friction, entanglement, and fortitude in the
Harrison archive from the 1940s to the 1980s when they completed “The Lagoon
Cycle,” arguing that the boldness with which they traverse academic domains and
cultural geographies in that career-defining work crystallized their nomadic approach
to avant-garde aesthetics—an aesthetics that I call hardcore conceptualism—as
distinct from other avant-garde artists working in the late 20th century. This same
aesthetic runs through recent work by the Harrisons, especially in their ongoing
“Force Majeure” series (2007-present), which includes Sagehen in the Sierra Nevada,
Saving the West, and The Bays of San Francisco, as well as Peninsula Europe and
Tibet is the High Ground.
Working closely with the Harrison archive impresses upon me the dynamic
quality of their avant-garde collaboration. However, my intent with this dissertation is
not to boost their celebrity as if singular in their capacity to imagine and create lifesupport systems that bridge social and environmental justice. My aim is to provide a
contextual and analytical resource for my peers, and to open the Harrison archive to
an experimental mode of next-generation social and environmental thinking that I call
“slow criticism.” This mode of criticism is coupled with the advent of arts research,
and operates in the same manner as the Harrisons’ avant-garde aesthetics. It is
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driven by a generative principle that criticism contributes to creation. It can unmoor,
link, and reimagine works of art in unexpected ways—without destroying them. This is
fundamentally an affirmative Braidottian form of criticism, which is not predicated on
the structural antagonism of Hegel’s dialectics. It dovetails with the affirmative politics
of knowledge that I attribute as a defining characteristic of the Harrisons’ aesthetics of
hardcore conceptualism, providing a methodology for navigating the Harrison archive
and the archive of contemporary avant-gardism more broadly as an open field of
inquiry with many possible trajectories, frames, and outcomes. What do archives
reveal about the advancements and failures of arts research in the late 20th century?
And if it reveals failures, then how can arts research be improved?
The Harrisons maintain that a multidisciplinary planning group could begin an
investigation of resilient species that would thrive in the vast estuarial lagoon that is
slowly forming in the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta, as a model for
sustainable aquaculture in coastal regions of the world. A recent innovation brief on
“Aquaculture and Global Food Security” from the Stanford Woods Institute for the
Environment corroborates that:
Feeding a global population of 7.5 billion amid increasing natural resource
constraints, pollution, and climate change requires a resilient food system.
More than two billion people are food-insecure as measured by calorie and
micronutrient deficiencies, and they are vulnerable to shocks in food supplies
and prices…aquaculture has emerged as one of the most dynamic and
resilient segments of the world food economy…output has outpaced that of
staple crops and terrestrial animal products…[but] only if it progresses in an
efficient, equitable and environmentally sound manner…avoid[ing] the
environmentally detrimental growth path generated by many industrial
livestock systems around the world.”24
The multidisciplinary planning group that the Harrisons imagine could adopt slow
criticism as part of its working process.

24

Rosamond Naylor, “Innovation Brief: Aquaculture and Global Food Security,” Stanford
Woods Institute for the Environment, October 3, 2016, accessed March 30, 2017,
www.woods.stanford.edu.
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Slowness is a concept that pushes back against the initial modernist ideation
of the avant-garde as a machine for radical and rapid innovation. For example,
slowness is a sharp inversion of Italian poet F.T. Marinetti’s conception of the avantgarde, articulated in “The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism” in 1909. In that
manifesto, Marinetti proclaimed that historical time was dead and that the present
was a realm of infinite and omnipresent speed.25 But the trope of speed carried
forward as the dominant paradigm of industrial production and mechanization such
that is can no longer uphold an avant-garde position. Marinetti’s manifesto even
foreshadowed what computer scientist and futurist Raymond Kurzweil calls the
technological “singularity,” which forecasts the dawning of a new machine civilization
that “breaks the shackles of its genetic legacy and achieves inconceivable heights of
intelligence, material progress, and longevity.”26
Slow criticism, by contrast, warns that rapid innovation and mechanization is a
dangerous and destructive force that is blind to its own toxic legacy. Not only does
speed shirk responsibility for the consequences of the fossil fuel-burning industrial
revolution from which it emerged, it also ignores the problem of planned
obsolescence in consumer and business electronics that has been driving
“innovation” since the information revolution. These highly desirable throwaway
objects are designed with little concern for e-waste, which is being disposed along the
path of least resistance—namely being shipped from the affluent Global North to the
less affluent Global South. Sociologist Francis O. Adeola confirms that “Developing
countries with rudimentary e-waste recycling infrastructure and those lacking such
infrastructure but receiving huge volumes of e-waste are at greater risks of toxic
contamination.”27 Speed is synonymous with the forward momentum of free market
capitalism and the power available to those who maximize and grow their own profits
and lifespans by exploiting and disempowering individuals and landscapes they deem
as other. Slow criticism is nomadic and non-antagonistic resistance to speed. It is a
25

F.T. Marinetti, "The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism" in Critical Writings, ed. Günter
Berghaus, trans. Doug Thompson (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006), 11-17.
26
Raymond Kurzweil, The Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology (New York:
Viking Press, 2006).
27
Franciso O. Adeola, Industrial Disasters, Toxic Waste, and Community Impact: Health
Effects and Environmental Justice Struggles Around the Globe (Lanham: Lexington Books,
2012), 112.

313

position outside of and different from the logic of infinite growth that drives free market
capitalism. But it does not seek to wholly destroy the infrastructure of the world
economy. It desires to reflect on the strengths of machine technology (especially with
regard to communication technology) and reinvent the growth paradigm slowly anew.
In his 2004 book, In Praise of Slowness, journalist Carl Honoré defines the
“Slow Movement” as a series of loosely coordinated and emergent modes of cultural
resistance to the technological force of speed.28 Hallmarks of this alternative
philosophy privilege quality over quantity and include Slow Food, Slow Gardening,
Slow Parenting, and Slow Design, among others. But the Slow Movement has failed
to gain traction beyond a market-based luxury economy, much like the Green
Movement. Indeed, the Slow Movement bears affinity with the Earth Day movement in
that its primarily white and affluent organizers have failed to connect with the longstanding social and environmental issues faced by “working people in general and
people of color in particular.”29 Literary historian Rob Nixon duly complicates the
concept of slowness as a trope of resistance in his 2013 book entitled, Slow Violence
and the Environmentalism of the Poor, in which he calls attention to the more gradual
processes of industrial production and modernization that threaten the planetary
ecosystem and specifically people in the Global South who are poor and
disempowered.30
Similar debates over temporalities of progress have preoccupied the natural
sciences for centuries.31 In 1830, geologist and paleontologist Charles Lyell published
the first volume of Principles of Geology where he expounded on the theory of
uniformitarianism developed by James Hutton to describe geologic natural history,
arguing that gradual, transient, and cumulative processes like wind, rain, and sun
shape the geology of Earth. Lyell was also adamant that Earth, which is made and
remade indefinitely and slowly by the work of nature, was comprised of a fixed
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University Press, 2011).
31
Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, Second Edition (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 138-144.

314

number of species. He reasoned that plants and animals migrate over land and sea in
rhythm with the gradual processes of geologic change, and mostly thrive in newly
sorted communities. In some cases, Lyell conceded, a dominant species would have
a far-reaching and destructive environmental impact. In fact, he identified man as one
such colonial species. And in doing so, he deemed this behavior as natural and
acceptable, as if part of gradual evolutionary processes whereby the fixed number of
species on Earth would gradually go extinct. Lyell’s theory of uniformitarianism
directly opposed zoologist Georges Cuvier’s theory of catastrophism, which instead
attributed the shape and composition of Earth (including extinctions) to sudden violent
events reminiscent of revolutions, and in fact Lyell influenced Charles Darwin’s
advent of the theory of evolution—except that Darwin unmoored his belief that only a
fixed number of species existed and ever would exist on this planet. Contemporary
scientists advance a more integrated view of global environmental change marked by
both gradual processes like sea level rise and catastrophic events like floods.
Experiments in and criticism of slow criticism are important to its gaining
traction in debates over temporalities of progress in arts research and in the world at
large. I argue that there is continued aspirational merit in the avant-garde practice of
arts research, but slow criticism is necessary to advance the field with second, third,
fourth, fifth ad infinitum parties gradually evaluating its historiographic value. Slow
criticism adds a level of meta-research that embraces the opportunity to think slowly,
critically, and directly with archival materials to gain deeper insights on facets of the
multidisciplinary and multicultural historical record and to use those insights to think
cyclically, through innovation and reflection, in order to advance a new kind of
multiperspectival environmentalism and achieve multispecies justice.
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