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ABSTRACT

EPHEMERALITY IN CONTEMPORARY ART

Zeynep Zeren Goktan 

M.F.A. in Fine Arts

Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Mahmut Mutman 

May, 1999

In this study an aspect of “ephemerality” in contemporaiy art is 

analyzed. In this respect, while Land Art and Installation art are 

underlined in relation to a variety of concepts, like site-specificity, 

process, and evanescence, the notions of fragility, penetrability, and 

process are highlighted through the works of artists who may be said 

to take ephemerality in connection to their identity. Then, after noting 

ephemerality as the main framework, these concepts are traced in 

relation to my works.

Kejrwords: Ephemerality, Process, Site-specificity, Evanescence, 

Fragility, Penetrability, Land Art, Installation Art, Identity of the 

Artists.
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ÖZET

ÇAĞDAŞ SANATTA UÇUCULUK KAVRAMI

Zeynep Zeren Göktan 

Güzel Sanatlar Bölümü 

Yüksek Lisans

Tez Yöneticisi: Doç. Dr. Mahmut Mutman 

Mayis, 1999

Bu çalışmada Çağdaş Sanatta "uçuculuk" kavramı irdelenmiştir. Bu 

bağlamda, Çevre ve Enstalasyon sanatlar! çerçevesinde mekana- 

özgülük, süreç ve kayboluş kavramları incelenirken, uçuculuğu 

kimlikleriyle ilişkili olarak ele alan sanatçılarla bağlantılı olarak da 

kırılganlık, müdahale edilebilirlik ve süreç kavramlarının altı 

çizilmiştir. Daha sonra ise, uçuculuk kavramının ana çerçevesinin 

çizilmesini takiben yukarıda değinilen kavramların benim islerimle 

ilişkisi ele alınmıştır.

Anahtar Sözcükler: Uçuculuk, Süreç, Mekana-özgülük, Kayboluş, 

Kırılganlık, Müdahale edilebilirlik. Çevre Sanatı. Enstalasyon Sanatı, 

Sanatçıların kimliği.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

“Ephemerality,” a word that does not exist in dictionaries, has 

become a widely used notion in the art world after the 1960s. 

Literally, "ephemeral” refers to something living or lasting in a very 

short period of time. As a starting point, one may say that 

ephemerality refers to the state of being ephemeral. It is introduced in 

the art world in order to underline this state of the works of art in 

opposition to permanence of the artworks exhibited in the 

institutions of art.

After the 1960s, some artists, like Daniel Buren, Robert Smithson, 

Walter de Maria, Richard Long, Robert Morris, Jannis Kounellis, 

Nancy Holt, Sol Le Witt, etc., frequently challenged the idea that 

galleries and museums are the most suitable places to exhibit art and 

they underlined and questioned the institutional constraints or 

frames of these institutions. For them, museum preserves art, 

reinforcing the idea of the masterpiece, and it collects work, making 

an economically motivated distinction between work that is 

successful and work that is not. The museum also serves as a refuge, 

isolating work and placing it in an idealistic and illusory removal 

from actual political and economic conditions.



In this respect, non-art sites have become important for these artists 

for the display of the art works and this brought about novel 

questions about producing art. Artists began to make works of art 

that is not based on object and that gave rise to the idea of art as 

event and experience. In this vein, the notion of ephemerality became 

a crucial element in these works. Ephemera refer to the organisms 

living for a very short period of time and ephemeral works may be 

taken in a similar way as referring to the works that last in a short 

period of time in a specific site. Therefore, one may take ephemeral as 

describing change, progress, process or evanescence and such works 

of art introduced real time as an artistic coordination.

There will be a series of examples of ephemeral works by different 

artists under the concepts of in situ, process, penetrable, penetrating, 

evanescent, fragile, and perishable in my thesis. In line with the 

above-cited notions, I will try to exemplify ephemerality in Land Art, 

in Installation Art and as the identity of the artist.

In Land Art, the use of natural sites paved the way to the 

introduction of “ephemeral” nature of Land Art projects in the sense 

that these works can be viewed as ephemeral as a result of the use of 

material, location and also of the presentation of the work. The earth 

as both the material and the location for these works is in a constant 

process of change that also makes it impossible for the works to stay 

intact as time passes. Ephemerality in terms of the presentation of



works may be seen in relation to the process as offering an 

alternating viewing in actual site and in photographs of the work at 

different times. 1 chose two works which, I will discuss and include 

the above-cited ephemeral nature of Land Art. One is Robert 

Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty” and the other one is Walter De Maria’s 

“Lightening Field.”

The second issue that I will discuss in my thesis will be Installation 

Art and the concept of ‘in situ” in relation to it. Installation artists 

question the sites and the boundaries of art that made them to leave 

the museums and galleries and they highlighted the problem of 

producing works adaptable to various sites. In this respect, the 

ephemeral character of Daniel Buren’s and Tadashi Kawamata’s 

works may be noted with reference to their penetrability, site- 

specificity and evanescence.

Apart from the ephemerality in Land Art or Installation Art, some 

artists questioned ephemerality by using natural materials and 

through stating ephemerality as a problem of identity. In this line, I 

will describe Wolfgang Laib’s and Andy Goldsworthy’s works. And in 

the last part of my thesis, I will try to describe my works in relation to 

the concepts or discussions that will be put forward in discussing 

these artists.



CHAPTER 2

2.THE CONCEPT OF LAND ART

2.1. Introduction

Landscape is our surrounding matrix and base for the perception of 

reality. It forms the connections in an object-oriented world and is a 

place of dynamic change. And the linkage of people to this land may 

be due to their evolutionary roots, environmental needs, and 

agricultural dependency. Sometimes it was a vehicle for people to 

express philosophy, religion and art. Land Art is an attempt to 

transform a section of nature into a work of art. Both the natural 

objects and the space in which these objects are found are the 

materials, and the work itself. And this natural space should be 

perceived by sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. Beginning with 

1960s, there are lots of names used for this movement which uses 

earth as a medium; “process art,” “environmental art,” “ecological 

art,” “total art,” “land art,” and so forth. But if it is necessary to label 

these art works I prefer to use the term, “Land Art” which Walter De 

Maria first used to name his works.

Originally linked to the minimalist posture of breaking with the 

decorative function of sculpture, land art fed on the desire to make 

works of art that are not so much based on object, with an “anti-art” 

spirit of the 1960s and 1970s. Like body art and action art, the



“ephemeral” nature of land art projects introduced real time as an 

artistic co-ordination, thus giving rise to the idea of “art” as event 

and experience. The development of Land Art is characterized by a 

search for new forms, new models, and new concepts, by the artists, 

even if they draw their references from megalithic art and pre- 

Colombian civilizations. In the search for novel parameters that 

would allow a definition of art, the Land Art artists have produced 

new objects. They challenged the idea that galleries and museums 

are the most suitable places to exhibit art. They preferred natural 

sites, derelict industrial zones, quarries and mines, where they 

produced works out of natural materials, sometimes on a massive 

scale, thus creating a new tendency. Their move away from museums 

and galleries is also a desire to reinvent art, in a certain sense. But 

moving away from these spaces has also become an extension of 

these spaces. In their use of earth as a medium, and a material, they 

did not have a determination to make nature a new museum, 

although there was some attempts in this vein, like De Maria’s “Earth 

Rooms.” In Smithson’s understanding of Land Art, the relationship 

between nature and museum may be noted as follows:

We hope to get away from the formalism of studio art, to give the 
viewer more of a confrontation with the physicality of things 
outside. It is diametrically opposed to the idea of art as 
decoration and design...! think we all see the landscape as a 
coextensive with the gaUeiy. I do not think we are dealing with 
matter in terms of a back-to-nature movement. For me the world 
is not nature, but a museum. It relates to man and matter rather 
than man and nature (quoted in Tiberghien, 44)



In this sense, Land Art extends itself to the whole world, to man and 

matter, and it places itself at the frontiers of other arts- architecture, 

painting, sculpture, photography, and cinema. But the privileged 

medium of Land Art remains earth. Therefore Land Art vacillate 

between the traditional discourses on art by confirming its 

disappearance, and a novel conceptual and plastic elaboration of an 

encounter with art through the earth.

Land Art is the result of the intercrossing trajectories of a diverse 

group of artists all of whom belongs to the same intellectual 

generation. There were neither leaders nor manifestos. However this 

group of artists is not a coincidental grouping; they mostly have their 

roots in from American minimalism or reflect a similar or parallel 

evolution. But some other artists who did not share that background 

had a similar interest in making exhibitions outside the gallery 

settings and they also worked with earth and other natural elements. 

In any case, it is clear that all of the artists affiliated, to some extent, 

with Land Art have preferred to utilize the element “earth” , even if 

some of them used other media like air, water or fire. During this 

period many artists worked with natural materials, often fascinated 

by their evolution and their organic decomposition.

In the end of 1950s, the interest in the human body, the “events” 

staged by Fluxus movement that flourished in New York and 

Germany, Allan Kaprow’s “happenings” and productions by the Living



Theatre and other street theatre companies that focused the attention 

on the importance of movement and improvisation, were all created a 

cultural environment which also provided a context for music, 

painting and sculpture. At a time when the consumer society took its 

ride, artists started creating works that addressed the spectators with 

an intention to make them to redefine their positions. Body Art, in 

which the body becomes a vehicle for experimentation, was an 

outcome of these practices. But some other artists preferred to 

produce a mark on the natural world. With this trend, the creation of 

a new relationship between body and space has come to the fore and 

these artists used their bodies as an inscriptive vehicle and as a 

material in their encounter with the natural world. For example. In 

"One-Hour Run" (1968), Dennis Oppenheim scarified a snow-covered 

dune with a motorcycle, and in Foot Kick Gesture (1968) Michael 

Heizer marked the ground with his heels. Richard Long, in one of his 

early works. Line Made by Walking (1967), was the result of his 

walking to and fro in a straight line over a stretch of grass, leaving 

behind an ephemeral trace of his passage.

2.2. Robert Smithson’s “Spiral Jett}^’

Earth is also used for building structures on, sometimes on a very 

large scale. The distinctive feature of Land Art is this use of earth 

(sand, rock, or wood) on natural sites, all of which may then become 

components of the sculpture or even a sculpture itself as in Robert
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Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty.” (1970) The interest in the experience of “in 

situ” is common for ail of the Land Artists, but this alone is not 

sufficient to characterize them. Robert Smithson’s conceptualization 

of this work started with his interest in finding an inland body of red 

saline water. He had heard about such lakes in Bolivia, but decided 

that they were too remote for the American spectators. Then he 

learned that microbacteria give Great Salt Lake (also referred as 

America’s Dead Sea) reddish tinges and decided to investigate that. At 

first sight, Smithson interested in the red salt lake as a site for and 

as a material of the work he is planing to make and he made the 

decision about the form of the piece later. In the beginning, he 

planned to make an island but after he visited the site, he changed 

his mind and decided to make a spiral. According to Robert C. Hobbs; 

Spiral Jetty

is an image of contracted time: the far distant past (the beginning 
of life in saline solutions symbolized by the destructive forces of 
the legendary whirlpools in the lake) and no longer valid 
optimism of the recent past (symbolized by the Golden Spike 
Monument) {Golden Spike monument is a ready-made symbol of 
obsolescence, the commemoration of the joining of the rails of the 
first transcontinental railroad- now a defunct system and an 
outmoded concept of progress.} All these parts collide with the 
futility of the near present (the vacated oil rigging). All appear to 
be cancelled, made useless: all are results of the essential 
universal force of entropy.” (193)

Into this symbolic Utah terrain, Smithson placed the Spiral Jetty and 

the word spirals itself have many symbolic meanings. In Dictionary o f 

Symbols, which Smithson had in his library and probably used in



forming his work, J.E. Cirlot describes the symbolic ramifications of 

the spiral as follows:

A schematic image of the evolution of the universe. It is also a 
classical form symbolizing the orbit of the moon, and a symbol 
for growth, related to the Golden Number, arising (so Housay 
maintains) out of the concept of the rotation of the earth. In the 
Egyptian system of hieroglyphs the spiral - corresponding to the 
Hebrew vau - denotes cosmic forms of motion, or the relationship 
between unity and multiplicity. Of especial importance in relation 
to the spiral are bonds and serpents. The spiral is essentially 
macrocosmic. The above ideas have been expressed in mythic 
form as follows: “From out of the unfathomable deeps there arose 
a circle shaped in spirals...Coiled up within the spirals, lies a 
snake, a symbol of wisdom and eternity.” Now, the spiral can be 
found in three main forms: expanding (as in the nebula), 
contracting (like the whirlwind or whirlpool) or ossified (like the 
snail’s shell). In the first case it is an active sun symbol, in the 
second and third cases it is a negative moon symbol. 
Nevertheless, most theorists, including Eliade, are agreed that 
the symbolism of the spiral is fairly complex and of doubtful 
origin. Its relationship with lunar animals and with water has 
been provisionally admitted. Going right back to the most ancient 
traditions, we find the distinction being made between the 
creative spiral (rising in clockwise direction, and attributed to 
Pallas Athene) and the destructive spiral like a whirlwind (which 
twirls round to the left, and is an attribute of Poseidon). As we 
have seen, the spiral (like the snake or serpent and the Kundalini 
force of Tantrist doctrine) can also represent the potential center 
as in the example of the spider’s web. Be that as it may, the 
spiral is certainly one of the essential motifs of the symbolism of 
ornamental art all over the world, either in the simple form of a 
curve curling up from a given point, or in the shape of scrolls, or 
sigmas, etc. (quoted in Hobbs, 194)

Most of the above points about the symbolic meanings of spiral may 

be thought as applicable to Spiral Jetty as well. Smithson made a 

work in which no single particular symbolic element cited above 

dominates. It is a work in which all of these points about spiral are 

equally relevant and in which all possible meanings of the form create 

a significant work by using ancient prototypes. However in this work,



we can only be sure about the counterclockwise whirl of the Jetty 

itself, which connotes entropy and destruction.

Spiral Jetty denotes destruction and this involves ephemerality. 

Spiral Jetty installed in an asymmetrical form suggestive of the 

spiraling salt crystals that periodically encrusted the lake’s banks in 

late summer. For Smithson, these crystals grow or in other words 

they are in a continuous process of change and this special 

characteristic of these crystals made them extraordinarily valuable 

for him. Although they are not actually living things, for Smithson the 

properties of the organic and the inorganic united in them. In this 

respect, one may talk about a system in which different concepts of 

time layer. The crystals that are in a continuous process of change 

may lead us to think that the time of the present is already past. The 

sites, composed of earth and organic material, are not unchangeable; 

they are prone to sun, rain, snow, etc. Indeed, this change in itself 

puts forward the sedimentation of a process whose completion is a 

part of its own deterioration. This is not just because of the erosion of 

work by time, but also because of the decomposition of the work by 

time at the same and exact moment that the artist creates it. In Land 

Art, one should always consider that the site can disappear before the 

work and the work would not be viewed in the same way had it been 

constructed or installed elsewhere. In 1971, one year after its 

construction. Spiral Jetty was covered for the first time by the rising 

waters of the lake. During this brief ebb, salt crystals attached
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themselves to the edges of the Jetty that had been submerged. In 

another instance “Spiral Jetty” stayed under fifteen feet of water for a 

while.

Having seen these instances, Smithson noted that the structural 

development of each crystal echoed the form of the entire spiral. For 

him the originally installed form of Spiral Jetty is nothing but a layer 

within the spiraling crystal lattice, magnified trillions of time. Since 

1972 Spiral Jetty has been under water. When one visits Spiral Jetty 

today, one sees nothing except its dark mass that appears to be 

sleeping under the waters of the lake. Traces of the Spiral Jetty are 

visible, but a Jetty under water denotes to its lost function, under a 

condition which denies its original site paving the way to think about 

the Jetty in a non-site -  the traces may be thought as a chain of 

signifiers whose signified can no longer be found. In this vein, one 

may interpret Smithson’s Spiral Jetty as a lament of the paradoxical 

situation of an art work which is in a continuous process of change 

that always reminds of a “once upon a time” site of the work with the 

existing traces of that “original” condition at a particular time. There 

are numerous photographs of Spiral Jetty and Smithson's film of the 

project shot from a helicopter. In spite of the monotony of the 

photographs, there are numerous different photographs of the work 

taken at different times but from the same angle and this makes us 

to see the changes in differing details of the work, taken from the 

same angle but taken in different situation. For example, the color of

11



the Spiral Jetty continuously disorients us and the void in the 

“absent presence” of the work makes us more sensitive to the scale. 

In my opinion Robert Smithson’s main concern was to create a 

dynamic relation with the site in terms of inscriptions or markings, 

than to build objects that resisted time.

2.3. Walter De Maria “Lightening Field”

De Maria’s “Lightening Field” (1977) is composed of a one mile by one 

kilometer square grid of four hundred stainless steel poles (sixteen 

poles wide by twenty-five poles long placed 220 feet apart). In order to 

accommodate the variations in the terrain (ranging from 15.07 feet to 

26.72 feet), the height of each pole varies. So that their needle- 

pointed tops are on the same plane level. This work has a relatively 

little intrinsic value. However, it gains its meaning through the 

experience it engenders. If one wants to see this work, s/he should 

accept a set of rules. No more than six people permitted to view the 

work at the same time. One can not leave the place in the first day of 

his/her visit because of the distance of location, the absence of 

means of transportation, and the maze of paths at the location. This 

obligation for the spectators, at least a two-day long visit, brings 

about the articulation of this duration, including the day and the 

night, into the work itself. Therefore, the experience of the work is 

both spatial and temporal (as an obligation), and it is distinct from 

the experience of a work exhibited in a museum.

12



In particular, the experience of the work in a precise location and in 

an already-set duration involves the experience of a change of light at 

different times of the day, the experience of a shift in space as the 

spectator wanders in and around the work, and the experience of a 

change in temperature. This is also an experience of waiting; the 

work has its rituals and processes. The construction or installation of 

the work in a distinct and isolated plain is not coincidental. For 

Walter De Maria, isolation is the essence of land art and it is 

important for him to make the spectators to experience the passing of 

time transforming one’s perception of oneself and the things. When 

the lightening crashes down and transfigures the work, one may 

think that the experience of work is over. However, this momentary 

experience of the work only belongs to that particular moment when 

the lightening crashes down and every new lightening will underline 

the possibility of a distinct experience of the work of art which in this 

way continuously redefines its own existence and boundaries.

In Land Art, photography plays an important role, too. There exist a 

variety of attitudes in using photography in Land Art. But 

photography is mostly used to keep a record of the act of momentary 

creation. Lightening Field reaches at the peak of its artistic point at 

the moment when lightening strikes it; only photography can testify 

to this event. For Walter De Maria, his photographing of Lightening 

Field is not only a way to remember a work of art but also an integral
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part of a project. For some artists like Nancy Holt, photography is not 

a substitute for the work, but also an enticement to visit the site. For 

Michael Heizer, photography has the function of a memory aid and it 

is thus only a "residue” that he must control, to prevent the 

photographs of his works becoming exotic materials for magazines. 

For Richard Long, photographs constitute the bulk of what is 

exhibited. But whatever its function, photography has served as a 

record of Land Art and in some instances, the language of 

photography has also influenced the perception of the work itself.

One may argue that all of the works of art are marked by an 

inescapable eventuality -  ephemerality -  but it is difficult to discern 

this character of many works because the change in these works 

takes a long time. The works that may be termed under the category 

of Land Art may easily be related to ephemerality because the change 

in these works is easy to recognize in a short period of time. In other 

words, the ephemeral character of these works is not marked with a 

slow process of change unlike many other artworks. In Land Art, 

constructions are completely insignificant if they are not recorded by 

a map, a plan, a caption or a photograph. If the artist does not give 

that kind of clue to the spectators, the spectators may not even find 

the chance to locate the work.

But there is a problem when one attempts to experience the 

photographic point of view of these works because one loses the
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perception of space, light, and volume that constitute the work itself 

in its location. In other words, the effect produced by a photograph 

taken from an airplane or a helicopter differs from the experience of 

walking in and around these works because these photographs give 

us a feeling of floating in space without ascertaining the actual 

location and this can be attributed to an absence of any known 

references unlike our perception of a certain place or location on the 

earth in its actuality.

However, there also exists some sort of an opposite possibility of an 

experience of these works via optical means. For Leibniz, this may be 

discussed with reference to a totally different experience. This is

seeing the monumental Land Art works “in situ” through the 
optical means of photography. In other words, one finds oneself 
in a critical space actually within perspective, which has the 
effect of showing its limits, privileging one point of view as clear 
and distinct while dooming the others to confusion or to a sort of 
monadological wandering on the part of the spectator, (quoted in 
Hobbs, 259)

In this respect, one may claim that the aim of Land Art artists, 

liberating themselves from the constraints and frames of museums 

and galleries as well as from the market system, may not be seen as 

fruitful just because the exhibited photographs and various other 

documents of these works carried these works back to these places, 

but with an offer of a different and two-dimensional experience aside 

from the experience of these mostly enormous and monumental 

works in their real locations.
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Apart from this “failure” of the promise of liberation from the confines 

of the institutions of art as a result of the exhibition of the 

photographs in these institutions, one may assign a documentary 

function to the photographs of Land Art works in the sense that a 

remarkable number of these works disappears or dissolves after their 

installation or construction. The photographic images of these works 

are still visible unlike the actual works that has disappeared and one 

may argue that these images have eventually become substitutes for 

the works themselves. Even a specific photograph of a work among a 

variety of photographs of the same work starts to be the “original” 

substitute for the work in the sense that the visual representation of 

the work implicitly corresponds to only one photograph of the work 

(i.e. to the “original” one) which is continuously reproduced in 

different documents about the work.

Finally, one may also speak about the re-presentations of the works 

in different forms as maps, plans or photographs mostly realized by 

the Land Art artists themselves are nothing but a questioning of 

representation itself. Both the actual presentation of the work at a 

particular location and the re-presentations of the work through 

different means have brought about the possibility of a converging 

and complex understanding or perception of the work by using the 

presentation and re-presentations of the work together. In the end, 

one may say that “art is always elsewhere; it is neither in the work.
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nor in the one-dimensionality of the representation, nor in the mind 

of the artist or the spectator. It is present among us in the form of 

absence.” (Tiberghien, 259)
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CHAPTER 3

3.EPHEMERALITY IN INSTALLATION ART 

3.1 Introduction

It is difficult to make a proper definition of installation art. But in 

contemporary art, installation is essentially used as a generic term 

suggestive of the notion of ‘exhibition’ or ‘display’, and of an actual 

activity, which is today conceived as a kind of making art.

Installation Art is a discipline that has to come to the fare as a result 

of multiple histories. Through crossing the boundaries of the existing 

art forms and through combining or using them, it is taken as a 

different form of art. Installation is also a form of a questioning of 

place within these art forms. And at this point installation makes a 

shift from art history to social life. The distinction between the 

aesthetic space of art and the social space of the world around us has 

been drawn throughout this century in different respects; individual 

creativity versus mass production, high art versus low art, avant- 

garde versus kitsch, and elitism versus populism. The history of 

modernism is somehow an impelling force to establish some sort of 

an equivalence between these two opposite arenas.

With Duchamp’s ready-mades; which were mass-produced objects 

chosen without an aesthetic intention and brought into the gallery
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space as ‘works of art.’ Duchamp’s ready-made works blurred the 

borderline between art and what is conceived as a non-art. In other 

words, artists started to explore the margins of art. In the early1960s, 

‘assemblage’ and ‘environment’ have become important elements in 

works. These terms were commonly used for works that were not 

considered as installation, which was not referred to as installation at 

that time. These works consisted of various materials and objects 

piled up by the artists to fill a space. But later they started to use the 

exhibition halls as a part of their works, too. In 1950s Spatialism; 

challenged the illusory of the two-dimensional picture plane and 

integrated art with architecture and the larger environment. For 

O’Doherty

the exploration of the two dimensional picture plane and the 
elaboration of the technique of collage combined art and everyday 
objects on the canvas which also interacted with the real space of 
the gallery -and they both meant to break open the artistic realm 
and to make it one with the social space, now also including the 
viewer, (quoted in Archer, 12)

The work’s context became more important and the context of the 

work started to indicate the exhibiting space, as well as the cultural 

disposition and the sensitivity of the audience. Meaning is no longer 

predestined, residing the object until discerned by the perceptive 

viewer; it is something that is made in the encounter.

The idea that the meaning of a work of art is not contained entirely 

within its frame or form is not a new thing. Among the forerunning
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trends in the twentieth century, one may list the early Dada, 

Futurism, and Constructivism at first sight, as well as with the 

theatrical movements of the Avant-garde that offered a scene for the 

fusion of art and everyday life. El Lissitzky took the sculptural 

possibilities of space itself and of the passage of time in 

Constructivism. Constructivists proclaimed that “ Space and time are 

the only forms on which life is built and hence art must be 

constructed.’’(quoted in Archer, 17) In 1923 Lissitzky made an 

exhibition that has a dynamic relationship with the galleries in 

Berlin. Kurt Schwitters’ activities from 1920s and 1930s can also be 

called as installations having a theatrical pedigree. In 1960s, Joseph 

Beuys was an interesting figure forcing a simple break with the 

techniques and strategies of high modernist art. He produced works 

that can be only described as ‘installations.’ Yves Klein refers to his 

works as follows:

Beuys does not change the state of the object within the 
discourse itself. Quite to the contrary, he dilutes and dissolves 
the conceptual precision of Duchamp’s ready-made by 
reintegrating the object into the most traditional naïve context of 
representation of meaning, the idealist metaphor: this object 
stands for that idea, is represented in this object, (quoted in 
Archer, 17-18)

Yves Klein also organized an exhibition entitled Empty(-iness) and left 

the gallery completely empty. All of these works question what we 

should focus on when viewing art, since it is no longer evident what 

the art object is and what we are required to look at. The 

understanding of the sculptures of Beuys and later minimalists and
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postminimalists between the mid-sixties and mid seventies, lay rather 

in the process of their making or their architectural interpretation 

than in their construction. Minimalists sought formal simplicity and 

lucidity in creating their ‘three-dimensional works,’ a phrase which 

not only suggested how close they were to the category of sculpture 

and painting, but also drew attention to any other kind of (non-art) 

object. Robert Morris described in his ‘notes’ how the absence of 

differentiation within such objects “takes relationships out of the 

work and makes them a function of space, light, and the viewer’s field 

of vision.” (22) Experiencing Minimal Art, for Fried, is an

instance of ‘theatre’ meaning unfolded as a consequence of the 
spectator’s awareness of his or her relationship, psychological, 
physical and imaginative, to the object. From this point on, the 
inherent relativity of the viewing experience itself became one of 
the most crucial factors for artists to explore, (quoted in Archer,
4)

Unlike minimalism, post-minimalist artists like Richard Serra, Bruce 

Nauman, and Eva Hesse produced works which were bound up with 

the series of procedures that brought them into a being. These works 

appeared loosely structured and diffuse, giving a sense of a rejection 

of the idea that the materials used in the work constitute an object. 

The art object is related to the creative process and this leads to 

Process Art and Action painting. The work of art, being 

dematerialized, turned the attention from an object viewed , into a 

material occasion for viewing. In this respect John Cage is 

remarkable with his chance oriented Happenings that link us to
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installation, by involving the audience in the construction of the 

event that they are viewing.

In the past two decades, after time and space had been integrated in 

art as its material, installation that originally stood for the ‘display of 

the exhibition,’ began to describe “a kind of art making which rejects 

concentration on one object in favor of a consideration of the 

relationships between a number of elements or of the interaction 

between things and their contexts.” (Archer, 7) Installation artists 

started to question the sites and boundaries of art that made them to 

leave the museums and galleries. In this move, non-art sites have 

become crucial for the display of the works and this brought about 

the problem of producing works adaptable to various sites. Site- 

specific art initially took the “site” as an actual location, a tangible 

reality, and its identity is composed of physical elements used in the 

works. The concept of “in situ” in relation to these works is used to

imply something grounded, bound to the laws of physics. Often 
playing with gravity, site-specific works used to obstinate about 
‘presence,’ even if they were materially ephemeral and adamant 
about immobility, even in the face of disappearance or 
destruction. (Kwon, 85)

The work, in this respect, was to be experienced by the presence of 

the spectator at the place where the work is displayed for the work is 

immovable and is determined by the topography of that site. 

Installation concentrated on the whole space including the viewers, 

who in a way become an object among objects.
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Installation Art led to the development of an understanding that 
the spectator’s position in relation to a work of art is not a fixed 
‘point of view’, but is itself the continually transforming upshot of 
the processes and conflicting impulses of the social 
experience.(Kwon, 80)

As a site-specific art, installation may also present a possibility of 

reconstruction or reproduction of the works at different sites, 

however, still as encompassed by the specific traits of every different 

site. At this point, one may claim that the installation of the work at a 

different site would eventually create another work, even the concept 

of the work remains same.

Leaving this ongoing debate aside, it is important to note that both 

the display of these works in non-art sites and the use of the 

elements of everyday life in them (e.g. the works of Daniel Buren and 

Tadashi Kawamata, and some other installation artists) convey a 

“simple” language distinguishing them from “high art” and underline 

the fusion of art and life. The ephemeral character of Daniel Buren’s 

and Tadashi Kawamata’s works may be noted with reference to their 

penetrability, site-specificity, and evanescence. These works may be 

altered or even destroyed by nature or by people for they are usually 

installed in public spaces. Even the authorities may ban the display 

of these works or abolish them. In this respect, one may note that 

these works will eventually alter in time and therefore they will not

stay intact.
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3.2. Daniel Buren

Since 1965, Buren’s work has been based on variations of one motif 

the vertical stripe. Stripes are always 8.7 centimeters (about 3 72 

inches) It was the generic size referring to some material he 

purchased in the mid-60s at Paris’s textile market, the Marche' St 

Pierre. And he has kept it ever since. The only variation can be seen 

in the making of the material, rendering the dimensions essentially 

arbitrary. He is using striped paper panels. The stripes vary only in 

color, from green to yellow, blue, red, brown, orange, or gray, and 

alternate with white bands. He pastes stripes like wallpaper to any 

available place, to a bus or to the stairs of a museum. He chose the 

stripe because of its ordinary form, to be seen at everywhere without 

suggesting “high” art, and he praises the stripe because he believes it 

is devoid of illusion, mystery, and content, all of which are the 

characteristics of traditional painterly art that he refuses.

Buren claimed that it is easier for him to define himself according to 

what he is not. He is accepted as a Conceptual artist. His work is 

conceptual in that it reflects a shift from the definition of art as an 

object of aesthetic contemplation and satisfaction to art as an idea or 

as an emblem of the artistic process. Although all of the elements of 

the pieces he created can be taken in relation to traditional painting, 

it is not possible to say that they are paintings. In fact, all of these 

elements are built in a site and we cannot also refer them as
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sculpture. And although these elements create novel visions of and 

volumes for a space, we cannot say that this is architecture. And 

even though the entire device can be approached as a decor that 

reveals both sides of itself depending on the movements and positions 

of visitors, so that they become actors in a play without words, this 

nevertheless does not allow us to say that what we are talking about 

here is theatre. Buren finds a simple definition for his works ‘what 

the work does have to do with is what it does.’ (quoted in Dan to, 44)

Whether applied to cloth, paper, marble steps, busses or boat sails, 

they vary as the locales for which the art itself is conceived altering. 

Buren sees his works as defining the spaces where people circulate. 

The work’s conception is the site itself. All of his works are prone to 

the outside conditions and even to destruction by these conditions. ‘1 

do not build monuments’ he said. His works are marked with their 

site-specific character. The stripes must be viewed in their 

surrounding and this includes materials, architecture and space. His 

aim is to transfer attention from the object to space itself.

For Buren, space is the entire world, it is the world taken as 

backdrop. In 1979 Buren designed a project, Sail/Canvas- 

Canvas/Sail. The work made in a sailmaker’s shop, where nine sails 

were put together of alternating bands of white and color, 8.1 

centimeters wide. The boats, steered by children, appeared in regatta, 

first in Berlin and later on Lake of Geneva. The sails can also be
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taken as paintings and art shows itself in full sail. For him the work 

in a museum will be a different work and you can not have a lake in a 

museum. The ‘beauty’ of a work exists in the fact all that the 

interactions that made it possible are still visible in the finished work.

Buren opposed to the ‘art object as displayed in a museum’ and to 

romantic notions of the ‘artist as hero.’ Daniel Buren has directed 

attention to the institutional framework within which artworks are 

displayed -  a framework obscured by the modernist emphasis on the 

self-sufficiency of the artwork. The museum preserves art and 

collects works by reinforcing the idea of the masterpiece and 

therefore making an economically motivated distinction between 

successful works and unsuccessful ones. The museum also serves as 

a refuge, isolating work and placing it in an idealistic and illusory 

removal from its actual political and economic conditions.

Buren has made hundreds of works, many of them were ephemeral 

but all were site- specific. For Jean Francois Lyotard, Buren’s work 

“is a work of its own time” , (quoted in Ginger, 135) It is “always 

temporary, but that ‘temporary’ may be measured in seconds, 

minutes, hours, days, months, and years, (quoted in Ginger, 137)

3.3. Tadashi Kawamata
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Tadashi Kawamata's works are mostly based on architectural 

constructions. He is known for cladding buildings in readymade 

derelicts. Space may be taken as the main element of Kawamata's 

work. In his works, he constructs wall-like structures made up of 

lath where inner and outer spaces may influence each other freely 

and mutually. Air, light, and shadows all circulate between the two 

spaces, the inside and the outside and this relation between the 

inside and the outside is the main theme of his works.

Kawamata's works suggest both demolition and renovation. He 

produced his installations outside the galleries and museums. 

Kawamata's constructions and deconstructions in the cities and in 

urban places may well serve as metaphors for himself, for life, and for 

death. The recycled lath is not a coincidental tool in his works; it is 

used to devise a relationship in terms of time, space and the 

confrontation of different rhythms.

In 1993, Kawamata referred to his works in terms of ephemeral 

architecture which "may change people’s perception of public spaces, 

streets and squares." (Cerver, 195) At times, he is intended to give 

people a new perspective of the space when they pass on the street 

and this also become a new experience for those trespassers as it 

may lead them to realize and discover the place where they are living. 

Another important aspect of Kawamata’s installations may be noted 

as the sense of mobility they arouse in the spectators. This mobility
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concern can be related to the proposition that everything is in a 

constant process of change in time. Kawamata also emphasizes some 

sort of a communication aspect in his works. He organizes working 

groups, consisting of people from the area, to help his constructions. 

And this type of a contact with the local people may also be 

interpreted as some sort of a contact with the city.

Between 1987-1992, he made an installation on the southern part of 

Roosevelt Island in New York. The island was in a position viewed 

from midtown Manhattan across the East River, and the Small Pox 

Hospital ruin rises from the island. The hospital was made in 1856 in 

a neo-gothic style and the background landscape of the Manhattan 

Island is in contrast with that building. The hospital, which had 

served as a symbol of public health for a particular period of time, is 

now ruined but Kawamata's covering of these ruins with lath may be 

viewed as a recovery of the hospital. “The artist establishes a 

metaphorical dialogue between spatial degradation (the ruins), 

physical degradation (illness) and moral degradation (social neglect)” 

(Cerver, 196) At a neglected place Kawamata uses a variety of 

pathological references as he recovers the ruins with lath in a 

contradictory way. Indeed, he always makes his installations in 

places where he can show the contrasts of situations and where he 

can reveal their past and present in a complex reality. “He uses irony 

to criticize the situations of marginality caused by the current social- 

economic situation of modern metropolises.” (Cerver, 199)
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All of Kawamata’s installations are dismantled and taken away after 

the exhibition. In this way, both the passing of time and the 

evanescence of the works are underlined. He uses abandoned 

materials like lath and chairs. When the exhibition ends, he returns 

the materials back to their former places. So nothing remains after 

the exhibition but the photographs. Those images may only be taken 

as a record of a process that was experienced by a number of people. 

But the works are dissolved or evaporated in time as like nothing has 

happened there.
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CHAPTER 4

4.EPHEMERALITY AS AN IDENTITY OF AN ARTIST

4.1. Introduction

Apart from the ephemerality in Land Art or Installation Art, some 

artists questioned ephemerality by using natural materials and 

through stating ephemerality as a problem of identity. In this respect, 

they underlined their respect for nature: the nature has its own 

system and rules; it has its own language. Anything that is alien to it 

is taken to be impure and therefore excluded. As a result, they 

preferred to use natural materials. In this, they gather or collect 

materials that are found in nature and they produced works with 

these materials. These works are usually very fragile or perishable 

because they alter or wither once they are taken out of nature.

4.2. Wolfgang Laib

Wolfgang Laib is an extraordinary artist. We cannot categorize his 

works under a simple notion or under a single form of art. Although 

one can find a combination of elements from different fields of art in 

his works, Laib describes himself as “isolated...from art and artists...! 

have probably distanced myself from traditional European ideas of 

art in eveiy respect.” (quoted in Thomas McEvilley, 104) One may 

elicit the starting points of such a stance by looking at Laib’s life.
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Laib trained as a medical doctor, obtaining the degree in 1974 with 

his thesis on the purity of drinking water. But instead of practicing as 

a doctor, he started to make art. For Kerry Brougher,

Laib turned to art not to be an “artist,” at least not in a modern 
or Western sense of the term, but out of a personal need to find a 
different science, one that could heal not only the body but also 
the mind and the spirit. (28)

His works are somewhere outside the parameters of modern and 

contemporary art. Laib has an emphasis on the spiritual qualities of 

materials and forms - he brings together organic substances (milk, 

pollen, rice, beeswax, and wood) and inorganic materials (marble, 

sheet metal, bronze, and sealing wax). He thinks that art can be a 

conductor for contemplation and purification. Laib does not design 

concepts, like many contemporary artist do. He may be taken as the 

representative of a certain kind of making art that aims to give the 

meaning directly in the thing observed, but not outside it. For Kerry 

Brougher

He seem far removed from modernism’s concern with notions of 
the radical and vanguard, or the postmodern sensibilities of 
parody and cynicism...the work simultaneously grounded in the 
literalness of materials with their fragile, almost mystical 
presence, and in the symbolic, the reading of these substances as 
ritualistic and mythological referents. (28)

While Wolfgang Laib’s works stay far away from the center of art 

today, but one cannot deny that his works function successfully by

31



both the quality of its close approximation to and the use of the 

language of twentieth century art. Wolfgang Laib says

The pollen, is what pollen is, and I am somehow participating in 
that, and trying to get close to these things. 1 could not create 
something like this. Which is why 1 make the milk-stones, and 
collect and sift the pollen, because 1 know that there is much, 
much more than myself, (quoted in Farrow, 77)

Laib sees his artwork “not as a creation but as a helping along the 

expressiveness of nature.” (McEvilley, 108) He is more a participator 

than a creator. Laib collects the pollen by hand and this take months 

and months of a repetitive, monotonous labor that is said to make 

the artist “close to rhythms and generative processes of nature.” 

(Clare Farrow, 78) Interestingly and to some extent in opposition to 

his close ties with nature, Laib exhibits processed pollen after 

installing them in the form of a rectangle inspired by Malevich in 

galleries. This natural material taken out of nature becomes fragile 

and “impure” in the gallery space, in an unnatural space where the 

pollen start to stress a promise of “purity.” Laib’s works are based on 

materials; they are much about materials as images. In his way of 

installing the works, fragility becomes an expressive artistic language 

in the combination of form and material. He concentrates on the 

processes in nature; like growth, ripeness, and decay. In this 

combination, the natural substances are manipulated in such a way 

that they do not loose their original character. Artist manipulation of 

the natural substances in a way that still exists as what it is. For the 

artist.



the pollen, like the milk, beeswax, rice and marble, is a material 
with properties that extend beyond his individual powers of 
invention; and it is in accepting this, in playing the role of 
mediator rather than creator, combining organic materials that 
have invisible energies.” (Farrow, 78)

Laib’s work combined with the material itself so much that it also 

determines the size of a work. While Laib sifts pollen for his pollen 

squares, the properties of pollen becomes very important. For 

example, dandelion pollen is a coarse substance and it is difficult to 

sift it, so he is only doing small pollen rectangles with this kind of 

pollen.

According to Laib materials have a reality and energy of themselves: 

milk is an opaque, viscous substance full of nutrients that are 

perishable, intimate, and pure. He uses the ephemeral characteristics 

of milk in his work ‘milkstone’ in which milk is perished as time 

passed. He installed a well-polished marble on the floor and poured 

the milk onto it. In this work, Laib counterbalances the fluidity of the 

milk and the stiffness of the stone in bringing together these 

opposites for a few hours. In this period of time, they achieve a silent 

stillness before the milk begins to evaporate into the air, leaving 

behind a pale yellow residue of fat that must be wiped from the stone 

before the milk can be poured again. According to Kerry Brougher, 

“as one contemplates the nature of the works, their form and 

substance, their meaning becomes more ephem.eral, perplexing, 

virtually unfathomable.” (Laib, 28) In other words, Laib’s works are



marked by a process of time and in this process, the ephemeral 

character of the works is foregrounded in the sense that they do not 

stand still or intact. Laib does not have a special interest in the 

conservation of his works and they are in a constant process of a 

change, the milk sours and must be replaced, the pollen drifts out of 

shape, the rice shifts into less formal mounds. Like living being, they 

are affected by the environment or by their surrounding.

Another important issue in Laib’s works is the ritualistic way of 

making art. His way of collecting the pollen, sifting the floor, and 

pouring the milk onto marble directly refers to the metaphor of life in 

its linkage to the ritual of nature, time and silence. By using 

rectangles, circles, squares, house shapes, enclosed spaces, intense 

colors, he pays attention to the organization and the presentation of 

installations and to the incorporation of the gallery space into the 

work. The form or shape of Laib’s works has a geometrical or 

mathematical stance, too. For instance, a square may also be taken 

as a rectangle in the sense that two squares installed side by side 

becomes a rectangle -  the square gives the impression of being part of 

something bigger. Laib’s use of these forms may pave the way to link 

his works to different traditions of art, like Constructivism of Kasimir 

Malevich and Piet Mondrian, Minimalists like Carl Andre and Robert 

Morris, a metaphoric tradition that can be traced from Constantin 

Brancusi to Joseph Beuys, Arte Povera and Process artists like
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Jannis Kounellis and Eva Hesse, and even with the artists 

experimenting with monochrome Mark Rothko and Yves Klein.

Apart from these traditions of art, one may also note that Laib’s 

works have a relation to human body and to the earth with the use of 

basic materials, the living organism, and the actions of the body 

shape in a similar sense like that of Beuys who talked of going 

beyond “physically visible objects, an indefinite energy...brought into 

a definite form through the moment of movement; that is a process.” 

(quoted in Brougher, 29) Like Kounellis who tried to intertwine the 

yellow in Malevich’s white with a memory of gold behind that yellow, 

Laib installed a yellow square, onto the white floor of an exhibition 

hall, made up of yellow pollens which are in a constant process of 

change. For McEvilley

regarding the comparison with Minimal Art, Laib has asserted 
that the simplicity of his own oeuvre is not so much the result of 
an artistic reductivism as of a religious renunciation, “...it has 
much more to do with the ascetic [than with Minimal Art]” Laib 
has said, “and. in art it is much closer to Beuys than to Carl 
Andre.” Aside from the use of beeswax as art material, the 
aesthetic aspects of their oeuvres are very different. But the 
combination of religious and therapeutic meaning that seems to 
underlie the value of art for Laib occurs of course in Beuys’ 
statements, too. (106)

Laib’s works may be underlined in terms of his “strange” positioning 

against the art world. The scientific purification that Laib has left in 

the name of making art is indeed resounds at a different context 

melted with some sort of a spiritual purity that takes him outside the
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materialistic traits of the art world. The elemental presence of Laib’s 

works allows the spectators to enter into a spiritual plane, where 

some sort of reinterpretation of the relation between nature and art, 

and life and art starts to emerge. Laib brings the fragile and 

ephemeral beauty of nature into a world, into the gallery space, in a 

strictly concrete form that contrasts with itself and brings about an 

immaterial, even metaphysical, dislocation on the part of spectators.

4.3. Andy Goldsworthy

Andy Goldsworthy makes sculptures in landscape by using natural 

materials like rock, stone, ice, sand, leaf, tree, flower, branch, root, 

seed, etc. according to the chance conditions of place, time, weather, 

season. Goldsworthy takes nature as the only frame for his works. In 

his relation to and encounter with nature, he notes that he wants his 

art

to be sensitive and alert to changes in material, season, and 
weather...All forms are to be found in nature, and there are many 
qualities within any material. By exploring them I hope to 
understand the whole, (quoted in Abrams, 2)

Goldsworthy takes his criteria from nature, for instance he refers to 

the fragility and movement of sand by referring to it as somewhere 

between stone and earth. He believes that the use of natural 

materials is an opening into the process of life within and around it. 

So his art is sensitive and alert to changes in material, season, and
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weather. For him, to be conscious of the state of changes in nature is 

also a key to understand it. He tries to underscore the main energies 

of nature like movement, change, light, growth, and decay in his 

sculptures. “I do not change the underlying processes of growth, and 

nature’s grip is tightened on the site that I have worked.” (quoted in 

Abrams, 4)

In Goldsworthy’s sculptures some forms are always recurring, like 

lines, arches, patches, balls, columns, domes, spheres and spirals. 

These forms demonstrate rhythms and patterns of growth. 

Goldsworthy believes that all forms can be found in nature and one 

can find a variety of qualities within a single material. “By exploring 

them I hope to understand the whole. My work needs to include the 

loose and disordered within the nature of material as well as the tight 

and regular.” (quoted in Abrams, 2) Although Goldsworthy uses 

numerous forms in his sculptures, ‘hole’ becomes a crucial form in 

his works. “Looking into a deep hole unnerves me. My concept of 

stability is questioned and I am made aware of the potent energies 

within the earth. The black is that energy made visible.” (quoted in 

Abrams, 3) Goldsworthy notably underlines the black color of hole. 

“The black of a hole is like the flame of fire. The flame makes the 

energy of fire visible. The black is the earth’s flame - it’s energy.” 

(quoted in Friedman, 8)
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In one of his works, Goldsworthy made a solitary “cain” (a traditional, 

man-made pile of stones of ancient Celtic origin that served as a 

landmark or boundary-marker) that shows the interactions between 

the processes of growth and decay. He made a series of cains: a core 

of yellow stones, then of gray-blue stones, a cain that gives a sense of 

a change from reddish brown to white in a slight transition, he 

created one with yellow stones and blue-gray stones together, 

blanched, burnt-ended stalks, graded stones which are then wet, 

gray stones and sticks, large, concentrically arranged stones, a 

cocoon of sticks. For Goldsworthy, these cains grow one after another 

over nine days. “I have always felt that each work is made on the last, 

but never actually made one in a way that the piece does not just 

replace the last but grows from it.” (quoted in Friedman, 6).

Goldsworthy reached at a seven feet height with the last cain he 

made and this cain is installed on a dried river that lies in front of a 

mountain. So the materials he found for making this piece came from 

the mountain via water or wind and all of these materials present us 

different time periods, like core of yellow stones dating from the 

earliest geological strata of the mountain -  about 250 million years 

old. According to Terry Friedman the cain “is a miniature reflection of 

the mighty mountain in the exultation of its youth.” (7)
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Goldsworthy also made some sculptures based on body actions: 

stone throws, leaf throws, stick throws, rainbow splashes. For 

Goldsworthy,

the body [is] the sculpture. I’ve seen myself as an object in the 
work; that I am nature too. With the throws the human element 
is central, so the idea of dance-human energy, human nature-is 
something that I can respond to very, very strongly, (quoted in 
Friedman, 7)

He also marks the ground with his body simultaneously with some 

natural events like rain. He also collaborates with the dance 

companies while he throws stones and splashes water and creates 

dance performances. In these performances, he also designs and 

installs the stage as he organizes the act of playing and dancing.

Although Goldsworthy made some sculptures in public spaces or in 

museums, he prefers to make sculptures as a private activity. 

Interestingly, one cannot see his works at the location where they are 

installed. Goldsworthy takes the photographs of his works and 

exhibits them. For him, the photographs of his works are his 

personal explanation of how and when the work should be seen. 

“When the sculpture was on view before being dismantled prior to the 

exhibition, the artificial light would have killed of that quality and 

form, and no one would see it in its proper light.” (quoted in 

Friedman, 10)
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For Goldsworthy, photography has a documentary function and it is 

the best tool for marking the moment but it is also a way of talking, 

writing, and thinking about his art. By photography, he can be aware 

of many things in his art like connections and developments. He 

notes the significance of photography as follows:

It is the visual evidence that runs through my art as a whole and 
gives me a broader, more distant view of what I am doing. On the 
occasions when film has not come out, that work feels dislocated 
- like a half-forgotten memory. (Goldsworthy, 120)

For Goldsworthy photograph does not replace the work but comes 

out of the working process and it can be an artist's vocabulary. He 

thinks that photography is a suitable tool in relation to the purpose 

underlining his works for he relates photography to time. “The 

photograph is time. If 1 had to describe my work in one word, that 

word would be time...Ephemeral work made outside, for and about a 

day, lies at the core of my art and must be kept private.” 

(Goldsworthy, 120) In one way or another, Goldsworthy tries to 

protect, what he calls, the “privacy” of his works. For he takes the 

nature and what exists in nature as transient, he tries to make his 

relation to or touch at nature or natural materials transient, too. This 

touch or relation is “private” for Goldsworthy and therefore he only 

exhibits the photographs of these sculptural works. In this sense, 

Goldsworthy leaves his works prone to the penetration of nature after 

taking the photographs of them. His use of natural materials makes 

his works fragile and perishable, leaving them in nature to dissolve.
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His sculptures made out of natural materials are transient, 

ephemeral like his relation to nature.
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CHAPTER 5

EVALUATION OF MY WORKS

5.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I will tiy to describe eight of my works in relation to a 

variety of concepts that seems to constitute some sort of a common 

course in my oeuvre. In my works, the notion of “ephemerality” comes 

to the fore in line with an emphasis on “process” in which the work is 

made and exhibited. In other words, the change or dissolution in my 

works that brings about the notion of “ephemerality” in viewing my 

works may be noted as a process in two different dimensions. One is 

the process of the material itself which at times under 

transformation. The second is a convergence between that process of 

the material itself and my own use and portrayal of the material 

according to my own perspective or worldview as an artist.

Apart from the process, the ephemeral character of my works may 

also be noticed in different respects. The fragility and evanescence of 

the material and the work itself when it is exhibited may also be 

viewed in terms of ephemerality. The dissolution or termination of the 

works may be the case at the end of eveiy exhibition mainly because 

of site-specificity of some of them. Some others may dissolve as a 

result of the material itself in the sense that some of the materials are 

organic and they are transformed or dissolve in time. Also the
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penetrability of some other works by the viewers may also bring 

about ephemerality.

Finally, the ephemeral character of my works may be related to my 

own way of portraying the works. Some of my works introduce life, 

death, survival, loss of identity in time and space, and the process of 

life. The being of the man on the earth as well as his or her identity 

can be taken as ephemeral, evanescent, fragile and perishable.

5.2. Im/migration (Göç, 1996)

Im/migration was exhibited in Youth Action II. This work is made 

with ice cream corns that are installed upside down standing on their 

crackled pieces and it is about ‘deterritorialization.’ Ice cream corn is 

a material that holds ice cream. But an ice cream corn without an ice 

cream becomes an object whose signified is blurred. Ice cream corn is 

a fragile and perishable material that brings about a relation to 

im/migration in the sense that im/migration makes im/migrants 

fragile and penetrable as a result of a spatial and temporal change.

The upside down installed ice cream corns resembles tents in their 

form. Both tent, as habitat, and ice cream corn, as food, are 

perishable and fragile. The crackled pieces of corns display a time 

process, which may be related to a situation and condition after 

migration marked with some sort of deserted or deterritorialized
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being. In this respect, one may speak about ephemerality in terms of 

the actual experience of im/migration marked with tents as fragile 

and "crackled” in their surrounding and of the material, ice cream

corns.

5.3. Rendezvous (Randevu, 1996)

Rendezvous was placed in .Maçka Art Gallery, in Istanbul, the interior 

of which is covered with ceramic tiles. I used hammer, nail and apple 

as materials. I replaced the wood stick of toffee apples with nails. The 

three hammers were in a confronting position with toffee apples 

illuminated with red light. While installing the work, I have tried to 

institute a dialogue with the gallery space. Ceramic is not a suitable 

material to nail something on. If so, it would be easily crashed. The 

placing of hammers in this exhibition site and their state of waiting in 

an ever-ready position created a sense of disturbance or distress. 

This pressure emanates from the function of the hammer.

The process in this work is related to its duration of exhibition in the 

sense that toffee apples began to perish following the opening day. 

After the exhibition is started, the encounter of the work and the 

spectators produced some sort of a novel or different relationship. 

The spectators ate the toffee apples and thus they stopped the 

process of perishing. By doing this they also changed representation 

or installation of the work. In short, the ephemerality in this work
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may be elicited due to the corrosion of time and to the intervention of 

the spectators.

5.4 Dead or Alive (Ölü ya da Diri, 1998)

This work consists of moldy bread, label of bread and white texture 

that is especially used for covering the dead body. White texture and 

the forms that resemble to coffin are the elements that I used in a 

series of works. They can be viewed as objects that represent a 

process. In this work, I separated the moldy bread into forty colors 

and shaped each group of moldy bread in the form of a small coffin. 

Bread is fundamental for nutrition in many societies. Its process of 

production entails sun, earth, water, and air.

Forty different colored small coffins were placed on white texture in 

eight rows, each row having five coffins and starting with the lightest 

color and ending with the darkest one. These colors show a 

continuous process of change. In Islam, the number of forty is 

believed to refer to the forty day long duration of the dissolving of a 

body into soil or ground. The reason that I came with this idea is the 

result of the way I used to separate the bread into its colors because 

with the help of rolling pin I depleted or deformed the bread so much. 

On each coffin there was a bread label, a proof of its existence. The 

ephemerality of this work comes from the material used. Moldy bread 

installed on white texture in the form of a coffin seems to be a
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representation of death, but it is indeed a living organism that 

continuously transforms itself.

5.5. The kitchen of a work (İşin Mutfağı, 1998)

When I completed “Dead or Alive,” 1 decided to exhibit my studio. My 

working place and materials that I used in making “Dead or Alive,” 

like knife, spoon, mask, gloves, breads, rolling pin, maintained 

exactly the same way after I finished working. My working area is a 

place where you can see the whole process in which a work is made. 

It is a place that depicts the situation in-between art and life. 

Afterwards, I resembled my working place to “musalla taşı” which is a 

special platform that the coffin is placed during the burial ceremony.

5.6 The Bread Door (Ekmek Kapısı, 1998)

The Bread Door” have a special meaning as idiom in Turkish 

referring to the place where one works for his/her living. This work 

was installed in a white room. I made a small size wooden door and 

installed on the floor next to a wall and from the door, moldy bread 

gushes out. I used the moldy bread as pigment in this work. What is 

behind the door is not defined. So I see this work in a perspective 

that moldy bread was trying to find a place to gush out in order to 

breathe. The door is small in comparison to the room, but the smell
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of the moldy bread captures the whole room and the work may be 

taken as enlarging itself with its smell.

The title of the work refers to survival of human being. Indeed the 

direct reference of the materials, bread and door, to an idiom brings 

about a sense of the depiction of that idiom. But the heavy smell of 

moldy bread and the use of bread as molded are both transforming 

the work and taking it out of this direct reference. Moldy bread may 

lead one to speak about the process of life for moldy bread is under a 

continuous process of change as a result of living organisms 

constituting it. In this sense, the work is the simulation of life of men. 

For me, this work is also the representation of my own life as an 

artist whose “bread door” is that work.

5.7. Big Coffin (Büyük Tabut, 1998)

When I was working with moldy bread, 1 was crunching it with a 

rolling pin. Then, I noticed that the crunched moldy bread took a 

special form on the flat surface that I was crunching it on. Then I 

decided to use the material, clay that was in harmony with moldy 

bread in the sense that it is a material, marked with soil and its 

moisture making it earthly. After deciding to use clay and moldy 

bread together, I first made a standard size bottom part of a coffin in 

a wet and slab form with clay. I rolled moldy bread with the help of a 

rolling pin onto this slab coffin.
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The color began to change every moment and day and one may 

therefore talk about a system in which different time concepts layer. 

For me, this work was a continuous painting and this painting will be 

finished when the transformation or change of moldy bread and clay 

ended. 1 put this work in a hall that one can see from the first, 

second, third and fourth floors. Indeed, the standard size coffin can 

be viewed as getting smaller as one goes upstairs. In this sense the 

coffin seems to be in an in-between situation as a result of the 

relation between the view from upstairs and the slab surface on the 

ground. When one views it from upstairs, it was like a part of the 

floor but in a different texture than that of the floor.

5.8. Living the hives door open (Kapısı Açık Kovan, 1998)

I installed this work in an exhibition in Bodrum castle. The subject of 

the exhibition was “being a guest.” This work is an installation of an 

empty hive at a place where everyone can touch and see. The Turkish 

word for the hive. Kovan, literally means to make someone to stay 

away from something -  from the hive with bees. But an empty hive, 

an empty bee house, was not so much meaningful without quests. 

And the hive was an offer of a nomadic life or a continuous travel for 

producing the best honey.
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This is the work that I exhibited at First Youth Action in Ankara. The 

place that 1 exhibited my work was a public park, Kuğulu Park, 

where people sits or walks through throughout the daytime. The most 

characteristic trait of this place is its pond with swans and the ducks. 

The swans in this park cannot leave that place and should spend 

their whole life there because they cannot fly. In order to prevent 

them to escape, some crucial feathers of swans’ wings pluck with an 

operation. In other words, they cannot immigrate to another place. So 

the idea that people see/watch the whole life of these animals make 

me to show a process that also includes an in-between situation, 

between life and death.

In making this work, I first collected swan feathers from the park and 

then I made a little wooden coffin without its top cover plate. Then, I 

covered this empty coffin in the form of a boat with swan feather. I 

left it to the pond in ‘Kuğulu Park’ to float freely among the swans 

and the ducks. As the coffin traveled in the pond with swans, it 

started to be a part of the life and death of swans at the same time. 

When it was floating it was life and what it symbolizes was death. As 

a site-specific work, it was in-between the life and death of swans for 

the swans are confined to death in the park throughout their life.

5.9. Untitled (İsimsiz, 1998)
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In this work, I first cut the tin plates that are used for the inside 

cover of coffins. These tin pieces form the bottom and side parts of 

the coffin without the top cover plate. Then, I weld the side parts to 

the bottom part by making them like one flattened slab plate and this 

constitutes the first plate. In the second plate, I omit the bottom part 

and weld the sides like a flattened frame of coffin. Then, in two basins 

filled with water I first put the white texture of coffin and placed two 

tin plates on these textures. After these tin plates get rusted, the 

color of rust sticks on the white texture in the form of the plates. The 

water in basins evaporates as time passes. After the white texture 

dries I take the tin plates and white texture out and I exhibit the 

white texture with a rusty pattern of coffin on it.

In the first texture the rusty colored form is the bottom of coffin with 

its side plates and in the second one only the sides of coffin are 

visible without the bottom part. These two textures will be hanged on 

the two walls between the two entrance doors of C Block in Faculty of 

Art, Design and Architecture. These two entrance doors and two walls 

are like the walls of a room, two of which, the two doors, are 

transparent. Two textures hung on the walls will be in relation to 

each other, one in the form of a flattened slab coffin and the other as 

the flattened frame of a coffin without its main part or only with its 

sides. Also the floor of the room-like passage will be covered by white

5.10. Passage (Geçiş, 1999)
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paper in order to neutralize the color and pattern of the floor and to 

create an atmosphere in harmony with the white color of walls.

For me, this work is the exhibition of the last phase of a process like 

a two-dimensional still image of the end product of a process. It is the 

only remaining trace of a process -  a coda of a narrative that 

continuously refers to its preceding lines. Indeed this work is made 

up of the remnants of an ephemeral process of evanescence or 

evaporation. The exhibition place is also important in the sense that 

one should pass through this room-like passage in order to enter or 

leave the building. This passage is like a pause perhaps in-between 

life and death and it can be experienced in passage.
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION

Until now I have tried to trace ephemerality and some other concepts 

that seem to be important in relation to my works. It seems possible 

to note that while Land Art and Installation Art may be underlined in 

terms of their site-specificity, process, and evanescence, one may 

underline fragility, penetrability, and process in the works of artists 

relating nature and identity claims in their works. All of the above 

concepts may be related to my works, too.

In Land Art, one may speak about site-specificity, process, 

evanescence, a special relation to the earth, the transfer or 

introduction of the soil or other natural materials into the institutions 

of art, the use of natural or non-urban sites, usually monumental 

character of the works, and a ritualistic experience of the works. Site- 

specificity, process, and evanescence are all traits of some of my 

works, too. One cannot speak about my works in terms of their 

monumentality, even it is possible to speak about the small forms of 

things or objects in my works. It does not seem to be possible to 

relate other characteristics of Land Art to my works mainly except the 

ephemeral character of these works.

In Installation Art again site-specificity, process, and evanescence are 

underlining concepts in relation to my works, but one can also speak
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about urban spaces, architecture, and social life, their use of daily- 

objects, the convergence of the works with the urban life, and their 

interaction with the viewers. As different from Land Art and apart 

from site-specificity, process, and evanescence, these works may have 

some similar traits with my works especially in terms their mediation 

in social life and urban space. Although I do not use daily objects as 

much as the Installation artists, a common point in my works and 

some of the installation art works may be made with reference the 

solitary character of the works, as non-repeatable. The articulation of 

some works into the urban space and their relation to the viewers 

may be taken in terms of a lively experience and exchange 

continuously changing in time, like some of my works articulated into 

some public space and left there to change or demolish.

As a last point, one may speak about a number of artists 

problematizing ephemerality in relation to their identity. For this 

group, one may in the first instance note that fragility, penetrability, 

and process are the important underlining characteristics. The 

respect to nature is very crucial for these artists and it is possible to 

note a similar tendency in my works. The process of the work, the 

patience and devotion of the artists in this process may be taken as 

similar to that of mine. Like my works, these artists’ works are fragile 

and penetrable -  so much open to a variety of external influences 

which to some extent constitutes the ephemeral character of such 

works.
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As a last point, one may note that for all of the above-cited artists, 

they leave their works into the works’ own process of dissolution or 

alteration. Mostly there only remain photographs of the works and in 

this sense photography may be taken as important or useful in order 

to mark the traces or remnants of the works -  even photography may 

constitute a part or the whole of the works. A similar tendency is 

visible in my works, too. But my last work, “Passage,” is remarkable 

in the sense that the work itself can be taken as the still image 

depicting the end product of a process in which the work had become 

possible.
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Figure 1. Robert Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty”
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Figure 2. Robert Smithson’s “Spiral Jetty"
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Figure 3. Walter De Maria “Lightening Field’



Figure 4. Walter De Maria “Lightening Field"



Figure 5. Walter De Maria “Lightening Field”



Figure 6. Daniel Buren “Sail/Canvas Canvas/Sail”



Figure 7. Daniel Buren “Sail/Canvas Canvas/Sail”
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Figure 8. Tadashi Kawamata “STUI Project”



Figure 9. Wolfgang Laib “In the Dandelion Meadow”

10 In der Löwenzahnwiese / In the Dandelion Meadow
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Figure 10. Wolfgang Laib “Pollen from Hazelnut”

15 Blütenstaub von Haselnuß / Pollen fronn Hazelnut, 1992
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Figure 11. Wolfgang Laib “Milkstone"
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47 Milchstein / Milkstone, 1978/79
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Figure 12. Andy Goldsworthy “Cain”





Figure 13. Zeren Göktan “Im/migration” (Göç, 1996)

Figure 14. Zeren Göktan “Im/migration” (Göç, 1996)



Figure 15. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996)

Figure 16. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996)
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Figure 17. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996) Figure 18. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996)



Figure 19. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996)

Figure 20. Zeren Göktan “Rendezvous” (Randevu, 1996)
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Figiire 21. Zeren Göktan “Dead or Alive” (Ölü ya da Diri, 1998)
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Figure 22. Zeren Göktan “Dead or Alive” (Ölü ya da Diri, 1998)
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Figure 23. Zeren Göktan “Dead or Alive” (Ölü ya da Diri, 1998)



Figure 24. Zeren Göktan “The Kitchen of a Work” (Isin Mutfağı, 1998)



Figure 25. Zeren Göktan "The Kitchen of a Work” (Isin Mutfağı, 1998)



Figure 26. Zeren Göktan ‘The Kitchen of a Work” (Isin Mutfağı, 1998)



Figure 27. Zeren Göktan ‘The Kitchen of a Work” (Isin Mutfağı, 1998)
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Figure 28. Zeren Göktan “The Bread Door” (Ekmek Kapısı, 1998)



Figure 29. Zeren Göktan “Big Coffin” (Büyük Tabut, 1998)



Figure 30. Zereri Göktan “Big Coffin” (Büyük Tabut, 1998)



Figure 31. Zeren Göktan “Big Coffin” (Вй}шк Tabut, 1998)
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Figure 32. Zeren Göktan “Big Coffin” (Büyük Tiibut, 1998)



Figure 33.,Zeren Göktan “Living The Hives Door Open” (Kapısı Açık 
Kovan, 1998)



Figure 34. Zeren Göktan 
Kovan, 1998)

“Living The Hives Door Open” (Kapısı Açık



Figure 35. Zeren Göktan “Untitled” (isimsiz, 1998)



Figure 36. Zeren Göktan “Untitled” (isimsiz, 1998)
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Figure 37. Zeren Göktan “Passage” (Geçiş, 1999)




