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Introduction

Wilderness, which this publication celebrates, is the most ambitious and
monumental video installation Mary Lucier has undertaken to date. For
the commission, Lucier has chosen an epic theme: the effects of the
advance of civilization on the natural environment. To present this
theme and its implications for man, Lucier uses seven large state-of-the-
art monitors mounted on classical pedestals and a garden urn. She has
orchestrated three channels of videotape in a pictorial narrative format,
using sequences of vast unspoiled land that are interwoven with images
of industry and man-made objects. For inspiration, she has reached back
to painting and literature of the second half of the 19th century, a time
when the need to maintain a tenuous balance between the advance of
civilization and the beauty of the natural land was first perceived. She
has accepted the challenge of her theme with a pioneer spirit of adven-
ture and exploration recalling this period.

Lucier first became concerned with the conflict between civiliza-
tion and nature in 1983 while producing Obio at Giverny. In the course of
exploring the theme of America’s relationship to its European heritage,
she re-created on videotape Claude Monet’s garden at Giverny. While
taping, Lucier came to see Monet’s garden as a world apart, a world un-
touched by conflict. She realized that she had to make a substantial effort
to screen out the surrounding evidence of the 20th century, such as the
sound of airplanes and trucks. What she eliminated became as compel-
ling to her as the beauty of her subject. A desire to address the theme of
civilization’s impact on nature became the motivation for Wilderness
which she began the following year.

Lucier once again turns back to the 19th century for Wilderness,
focusing on this period in her own country’s history. Drawn to the
paintings of Thomas Cole, John F. Kensett, Fitz Hugh Lane, Sanford
Gifford, and Frederic E. Church, as well as George Inness, Winslow
Homer, and John Twachtman, Lucier travelled to sites in the Northeast
painted by these artists whose careers spanned the second half of the
19th century. Her travels took her to the Adirondacks, the Hudson
River, Long Island, southern Connecticut, Cape Cod, and the coast of
Maine. Following the tradition of many of these painters, she even
ventured outside the country’s territorial limits. To capture spectacular
scenes of icebergs, a motif depicted by Frederic E. Church approxi-
mately 100 years ago, Lucier undertook an expedition to Newfound-
land.

Initially, Lucier began Wilderness with a conceptual or schematic
plan that evolved from researching works by these 19th century artists,
locating the sites they painted, and placing them in three categories:
coastal, inland, and upland scenes. Although she returned to some
specific sites and maintained a structure based on the three original
classifications, in many instances she broke with her original plan and
taped scenes only similar in motif to those painted in the late 19th
century. The motifs, geographical in character, included coves, moun-
tains, rivers, and marshes.

As Lucier taped scenes for Wilderness, she simultaneously experi-
enced the actual locations and recollected the paintings from her
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its effects and the natural environment. For Lucier, the recognition of
progress as both positive and destructive signaled the beginning of the
modern point of view, one which she developed in Wi/derness.

By selecting a theme for Wilderness that she perceives to be rooted
in American culture, Lucier also defines the role of the artist: an artist
carries the responsibility to clarify major issues. It is from the vantage
point of a contemporary American that Lucier is able to illustrate the
paradoxical effects of progress. Such issues as ecology and nuclear power
add an underlying urgency and relevance to Wilderness — nuclear power,
with its potential for producing both positive energy and total annihila-
tion, encompasses the ultimate paradox of civilization. Lucier’s ambiva-
lence toward a highly technological society is made no less poignant by
her use of video. For Luciet, video is both a useful medium capable of
synthesizing literature and painting as well as functioning as a socio-
political and economic tool with potential to become a major threat in
American life.

In Wilderness Lucier has allied herself with great 19th century
American painters and writers who addressed the epic theme of man
caught in a natural environment which is threatened by the very
advances he is creating. She has found this theme continues to carry
serious implications in the American cultural and social consciousness.
Unquestionably, Mary Lucier succeeds in bringing her vision to viewers
with originality, beauty, and depth. Turning back to reexamine the
past, she has become an effective and eloquent voice for her own time.

Nancy Miller
Guest Curator
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An Interview with Mary Lucier
by Nancy Miller

NM  [n Wilderness your subject is the American landscape.

ML ['mdealing with landscape from various points of view, and I've
been dealing with this subject since [ began making art. That subject
has something to do with national identity and personal identity, in-
creasingly expressed in the investigation of landscape and light in land-
scape. But it’s important to mention that [ wanted also to get images not
only of pure nature — what you might call wilderness — but cultivated
nature and aspects of design or domestic architecture. Also industry. So
that the piece is really a mixture throughout, an interweaving of all
those kinds of images from all those places. It’s not merely a trip into the
wilds. The scenes of pure nature are almost always seen in counterpoint
to the hand of man and what has been wrought in the environment. The
wilderness is a metaphor for what I'm really interested in, which is ulti-
mately the conflict between the wild and the civilized and where that is
taking us. I think Wilderness has primarily to do with my focusing exclu-

sively now on themes that are indigenous to America; themes that are,
in fact, indigenous to American culture and have been from very early
times, in literature as well as painting. I'm coming to focus exclusively
on what I consider to be the American condition or archetypal American
concerns. The piece is about the state of wilderness as a condition of ori-
gin for the United States, both as a reality of life and as a projection from
the Old Testament for the first settlers, as well as an aspect of assimilared
myth for the contemporary American. Wilderness was at first the dark
opposite of the Garden of Eden, something to be tamed, cultivated, and
purified. As the natural wilds began to disappear, the idea of the wilder-
ness became nostalgic, and the notion of preservation became a cause.
Americans began to discover that it was important to retain some con-
crete aspect of wilderness, in order to preserve the national identity, that
of a garden having been righteously won from the wilds.

Images from Wilderness
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