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It's not every day that an exhibition comes along that ends up 
changing the course of art forever. It is even less often that it 
happens around here. But, when nine artists from various countries 
descended upon Ithaca in the winter of 1969, that's precisely what 
happened.  
 
Some say it was one of the top 20 most important shows of the 20th 
century. Others say top five. Whichever way you view it, it was 40 
years ago this month that the landmark Earth Art Exhibition took 
place at the Andrew Dickson White Museum of Art at Cornell 
University, when the museum and various natural sites around 
Ithaca became the location for ephemeral projects and installations 
by artists including Robert Smithson, Hans Haacke, Richard Long, 
Jan Dibbetts, Dennis Oppenheim, Neil Jenney, David Medalla, 
Robert Morris and Gunther Uecker. 
 

Hans Haacke's Grass Grows, one of the few indoor pieces, consisted of a mound of dirt with, quite simply, grass growing. 
Richard Long arranged locally quarried stones on the museum's front lawn, and David Medalla used a bulldozer to dig a pit in the 
museum's back lawn, before repositioning the several tons of excavated earth onto the museum's south lawn in an oblong 
shape.  
 
Representing a radical transformation in the traditional genres of art, as well in new ways of structuring the relationship between 
the work of art and the viewer, the exponents of the movement (referred to as earth art, landart or environmental art) were unified 
in their tendency to approach the earth as a medium in itself. Usually this required taking the art out of the museum and into the 
landscape, a point which reinforced the impulse to reject the gallery as a frame and economic system. 
 
The late Robert Smithson, the leading polemicist for the earth art movement, perhaps best elucidated it in his 1968 essay, "A 
Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects," where he wrote that earthworks had less to do with conventional or Romantic 
conceptions of nature, and that the more interesting work is concerned with 'place' or 'site.' Meaning, not only specific overlooked 
locations, but also "a conceptual relation between viewers and boundaries, inside and outside, center and periphery." In other 
words - everything. Within this framework, the idea of nature is defined and shaped by culture and the history and 
phenomenology of man's inhabitance, while being invented and re-invented in forms of representation such as maps, 
photographs, engineering plans, and so forth. 
 
As part of the exhibit, Smithson created one of his Mirror Displacement series, consisting of a 'site,' a 'nonsite,' and a walk. On 
the floor of the gallery, he made an installation out of mirrors and rock salt trucked in from the mines of the Cayuga Rock Salt 
Company (Cargill Salt) in Lansing. He referred to this as the 'nonsite.' The 'site' was the salt mine itself. The walk was an 
additional installation titled Ithaca Mirror Trail, comprised of single square mirrors placed at eight sites along the eastern shore of 
Cayuga Lake, running between the site and the nonsite. 

 
Robert Smithson poses for a picture with materials he used to create the 
Ithaca Mirror Trail in 1969, marking the beginning of the earth art 
movement, in the Andrew D. White Museum of Art at Cornell. (Photo by 
Sidney Piburn) 



 
"Landart, earthworks, in one fell swoop, countered all of these beliefs and all of these traditions which still occupied 99 percent of 
the artworld at the time," said Dennis Oppenheim, one of the original earth artists, and a key figure of American conceptual art. 
"All of a sudden, in the hands of these artists was this alternative, which meant going outside in the land and doing this work 
regardless of the spectator, regardless of the ephemerality, and regardless of any of the features that necessitated, or were 
required, in the traditional function of the artist." 
 
Because the art was meant to be fleeting, photography was brought in as a vehicle in which to document the work. As 
Oppenheim points out, an interesting consequence of landart was that photography suddenly transformed into an "exalted area 
of art which had historically been rather secondary. 
 
"All of a sudden, at this moment, conceptual photography was born, and it precipitated into this major movement which is now as 
strong as painting," he said. 
 
Oppenheim's contributions to the show included Gallery Transplant, where he experimented with the concern of "site as a 
surface for inscription." He tackled this by taking the floor plan of gallery number 4 from the museum, and transplanting it to a 
'Bird Sanctuary' by drawing on the ground with dirt and snow. Likewise, Accumulation Cut involved walking onto the frozen 
surface of Beebe Lake and using a chainsaw to create a cut into the surface of the ice, in both examples, the manipulation of the 
physical location effectively replacing the traditional function of the object. 
 
"The piece that I did on Beebe Lake didn't seem like a radical thing at the time," he recalls. "There was just this belief that there 
was a profound rightness to what we were doing - a rightness in the urge to counter objectness; a conception of objects in a 
traditional sense, the exhibition of these objects in galleries and museums, and the selling of these objects to collectors; it felt like 
these gestures were falling in place along this lineage coming from recent art history and going into the future of landart." 
 
He describes the feeling of excitement pulsating throughout the week, which he attributes, in part, as stemming from the fact that 
most of the participating artists were in their 20s, as well as from the idea that even though it had been "culminating in the 
imaginations of the artists for a little while," this was to be the first legitimate exhibition of landart in an institution that was 
recognized. 
 
"So here was, in the winter of 1969, this strong feeling by everybody that this was a direction which was going to resound forever 
- it wasn't just some sort of fantasy, some kind of idiosyncratic gesture which was going to evaporate in minutes. This had legs 
and it had teeth and it had theoretical substance and it was on the back of minimalism, it had all the right features that it was 
going to be a strong moment in the chapter of the evolution of conceptual art; Well, you don't feel like that very often as an artist, 
if ever. " 
 
Anything Seemed Possible 
 
Admittedly, these days it would be difficult to imagine the likelihood of a group of students being assigned the task of following 
visiting artists - in most cases ones who are the same age as them - into places such as onto the frozen surface of Beebe Lake, 
wielding chainsaws, to the salt mines, and forests around Ithaca for the purpose of creating art. Not to mention the likelihood of a 
bunch of artists hanging out smoking in the A.D. White House. But, as local resident Sidney Piburn points out, things were 
different then. 
 
A co-founder of Snow Lion Publications and the Namgyal Monastery Institute of Buddhist Studies, Piburn is perhaps most known 
locally for being largely responsible for the Dalai Lama's relationship with Ithaca, which began when he met the young spiritual 
leader in 1974 on the first of many trips to India, Nepal, and Tibet. Before all of this, however, Piburn was an MFA student in 
painting at the Cornell Department of Art (1967-69) where he recalls how he and several of his fellow grad students were 
assigned to work as assistants to the Earth Art show. 



 
"At that time, in the art world, there was also a lot of minimalist and conceptual stuff going on with artists like Donald Judd and 
Robert Morris and on the other hand there was Clement Greenberg and the colorfield painters. With these earth artists there was 
a bold movement out of galleries, out of museums, out into life. We didn't quite know what this was all about or how significant it 
was. But this was the time of the Vietnam War, going to the moon, and Woodstock, a time of big change in society, in which even 
greater change seemed possible in all areas of life, a feeling of being able to do almost anything," Piburn said. "It was locally the 
time of the Willard Straight takeover, there was this feeling of a newly found freedom and boldness." 
 
Forward Leaning 
 
Technically speaking, the first earthworks show took place in October 1968, organized by Smithson at the Dwan Gallery in NYC. 
The artists came to Ithaca in November to begin preliminary work for the Cornell exhibition. The impetus for this is reported to 
have arisen when Museum Director Tom Leavitt (who became director of the Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art when it was 
built in 1973) was unable to secure a touring exhibition called "Air Art," which featured works by Andy Warhol and David Medalla, 
among others. As a result, Leavitt decided to accept a proposal by Willoughby Sharp, an independent curator, writer and artist 
(who died on Dec. 17, 2008) to curate the Earth Art show.  
 
"Leavitt's decision to accept the proposal for the exhibition points toward an incredibly delicate socio-political event in the sense 
that it represented a marked departure from the traditional role of the museum, not only in a university context, but in an artistic 
context," said Tim Murray, Professor of Comparative Literature and English and Director of the Cornell Society for the 
Humanities. He adds that the show marked a commitment on the part of Leavitt to position the University as a site for the 
development of conceptual art, "at a time when the notion of conceptual art was just beginning to articulate itself." 
 
In October 2008, Murray, along with Department of Art Chair Patricia Phillips, co-organized "From Earth Art to Eco Art," a 
workshop held at the A.D. White House celebrating the 40 year anniversary of the exhibition. Attended by Tom Leavitt and 
Dennis Oppenheim (who delivered the keynote address), the workshop aimed to commemorate the event and to open up a 
dialogue regarding developments in art that have taken place since.  
 
"At the Society for the Humanities, we feel fortunate to be able to carry on this legacy in an intellectual way," said Murray, adding 
that this is achieved "through an on-going archive of conceptual practice, whether it be through art, philosophy, literature or 
music. That's why it was so important to revive the memory of it, to re-instill our investment and point to the University's 
contribution to conceptual thought and art practice, perhaps at a historical time when one could let that be in peril." 
 
Echoing this sentiment, Phillips offers additional insight into what factors may have contributed to making Earth Art not just any 
show. "I think the workshop confirmed that it was something very substantive and not just a particular moment in time... we were 
able to tease apart that we weren't just celebrating a legacy for nostalgic purposes, but that there was something very generative 
about it." 
 
A reason for this, Phillips notes, was that it was one of the first exhibitions nationally or internationally that really looked at these 
kinds of emerging practices within the landscape and environment. Keeping in mind the atmosphere of the artworld at the time, 
when the capacity of painting to invent new strategies appeared to have exhausted itself, sculpture became the dominant 
practice in fine art, offering a seemingly endless horizon of new possibilities. Yet, with landart, the sculpture is not only located in 
the landscape, the landscape is the means of its creation. The work of art and the landscape became inextricably linked. 
 
"I think it was significant that artists at this moment were starting to seek other ways of doing their work outside of the 
conventions of a gallery-based practice and turning their sights to the world at large," Phillips said. "What ended up happening 
was that landart, which looked at ways of intervening in a particular site, then moved to think about land and landscape as an 
intricate web of systems that constitute a site, with water and climate, and not just natural systems, but human presence within 
them, and taking on a greater sense of those complexities." 



 
After Earth Art 
 
In terms of the effect this may have had upon the future, Phillips points out that there is a lot of work today driven by this 
hybridization of artistic practices as well as by larger global issues. She cites several examples, such as Mel Chin, whose Paydirt 
project involves working with scientists and engineers in New Orleans to deal with the lead content in the soil, one of highest in 
the nation, thereby using his artistic practice to instigate a national fundraising initiative to bring attention to the soil toxicity and to 
help facilitate its remediation. Merle Ukeles is also mentioned, whose landscape interventions at the Fresh Kill landfill take a 
systemic and comprehensive approach toward highlighting how we interact with the natural world, "not in a morose way, but as a 
reality." 
 
"While there are still some people out there who would doubt the scientific evidence of global warming, I think most people are 
increasingly concerned about the kinds of consequences that we see within a larger global environment and how we live in a 
more sustainable way," Phillips said. 
 
Maybe we are all earth artists, by nature, and by relation, inextricably linked to our environment. Or perhaps it is too soon to tell. 
At the very least, it would appear to be an important aspect of local history. As Oppenheim points out, "Ithaca was a catalyst, the 
earliest demonstration of this sensibility in America or Europe - Ithacans should know that this was an extremely important event 
that had ramifications all around the world and continues to have an effect." 


