
Making Earth 1969-1970
Pepper Canyon Outdoor Studio



It was 1970. Earth Day had happened. I was becoming ecologically aware, and had made 
the decision that I would only do work that benefited the ecosystem in some way. Though I 
knew nothing about how ecosystems actually worked, I asked myself if there was a source, 
a place where I might begin, and a material I might begin with. Having a penchant for 
research, I’d also become aware that top soil was in danger in many places in the world. So 
I took a decision to make earth — to go to one of the principal sources, which is itself alive, 
and from which terrestrial life springs. Something as common as air or water. Something 
ubiquitous. Something that everybody feels they can enact their will upon. It was the earth 
itself, and anyone with a simple shovel, in one stroke, could interrupt the living proper-
ties within it. I chose to make earth, by gathering sand and clay, sewage sludge, cow, 
chicken, and horse manure, and leaf material. I then threw in some worms. I watered it 
every few days, and turned it repeatedly, using a hand shovel, which I saw as a meta-
phor for creating earth (as opposed to an overreaching steam shovel, a tool for destroying 
earth). I kept turning the earth, which at first had a foul smell dominated by sewage sludge; 
after almost four months, however, the earth developed the rich smell of a forest floor. I 
actually tasted it. I became involved with the making of earth as a kind of private perfor-
mance: The mixture combines with time, and our touch, becoming literally a living element, 
a medium for growth. . . every morning I spend ten minutes of my time with a shovel, ten 
with a hoe, ten with my hands, and one minute with a hose . . . I notice that I breathe in
when I pick up a shovel full of earth and breathe out when emptying it. I notice that I make three 
hoe strokes on inward breathing and three strokes on outward breathing . . . In the beginning 
when the mixture smells vile, I take very deep breaths, drawing in air slowly, but letting it out 
quickly. At that point my behavior is almost gluttonous. I become very possesive, running my 
hands through the earth to break up small lumps. This behavior seems compulsive to me. Yet 
it is very necessary that I touch the soil all over, as a form of ornamentation. Rereading this 
early description, I remember the flavor of those moments. Allan Kaprow had begun doing 
private performances (of a very different kind); Pauline Oliveros, Eleanor Antin, David Antin, 
and Jerome Rothenberg were all performing in each other’s presence there at UCSD; and 



we were all very aware of Dennis Oppenheim, Vito Acconci, and others in New York. In those 
early years of working together, Helen and I were always attuned to the everyday events in 
our part of the art world. In this earliest phase of our collaboration, however, Helen answe-
red the question that outweighs the performance, the ritual, and the referential structure.
I began to invest myself in the earth that Newton had made. I began growing things 
in it. Corn did not work out so well, but strawberries did, and I found myself growing 
the sweetest, most delicious strawberries that any of us had ever tasted. At this very 
early point in our working together, we did not know whether we were going to make 
collaborative work and individual work, or do all our work as a two-person collec-
tive. Later, I designed a work entitled Making Strawberry Jam for the exhibition “In
a Bottle” at California State University in Fullerton, in 1973 (repeated in 1974 at The Women’s 
Building in Los Angeles). In a ritual somewhat paralleling Newton’s Making Earth, I made 
batches of straw- berry jam once a day for thirty days. Each day I added less sugar, until at 
the end I used no sugar! The idea was to slowly diminish my own and my family’s taste for 
sugar, to decontaminate our appetites. I showed the work, but nobody lost their taste for 

sugar. It appeared that nobody was going to give that up.
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Survival Piece I : 
RW Shumway’s Annual Hog Pasture Mix 1971

Boston Museum of Fine Art 



Making earth for Hog Pasture

Survival Piece I: RW Shumway’s Annual Hog Pasture Mix
Boston Museum of Fine Art, 1971 Making The Earth



It was in 1970. I don’t remember exactly when. I heard from David Antin that Virginia Gunther, 
who was curating a major exhibition at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts entitled “Earth, Air, 
Fire, and Water: Elements of Art”. She was interested in a work from me on his recommen-
dation. I had in mind to make a growth piece. I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to grow, 
except that I wanted to grow it under light. A bit influenced by John Cage and his use of 
chance operations, I commissioned Robert Kushner, then a young decorative painter in 
my class, to look through seed catalogs until he chanced upon a mixture that was totally 
singular; I would plant whatever he brought, and see what happened. After a few days, 
Kushner showed up with a big smile on his face, and handed me an advertisement for 
R.H. Shumway Seedsman’s Annual Hog Pasture Mix. And that’s how Hog Pasture came to 
be. Hog Pasture was constructed and exhibited in midwinter, in a small room. (The piece 
itself was eight feet by sixteen feet; the room, perhaps twenty-two by sixteen.) I made the 
earth mix too rich, and Hog Pasture grew almost half an inch a day once the seeds germi-
nated. It was cold and gray outside. The room, warmed by grow lights, and slightly moist, 
carrying the smell of budding life from the rich soil, became a favored gathering place for 
people, who came for the relief of being in a microclimate that wasn’t winter. When I asked 
the museum staff to supply a hog for the pasture, so that I could metaphorically turn the 
museum into a protein production site, I was politely turned down. At the time I put a lot 
of value on dialogue — or better yet, debate — with my contemporaries. I was particularly 
annoyed by the critical acclaim for what I thought were vacuous formalisms. For instance, 
if you took the frame from one of the light boxes over Hog Pasture and put it askew on a 
wall, it could be read as a somewhat dramatic Dan Flavin. If you removed the earth from 
the wooden container beneath the light box, repeating the container as a module (perhaps 
across a large floor), a new pattern would emerge, and you might have a Donald Judd–like 

experience.



If you took the earth from the box and added enough to fill a room, you might have Earth 
Room, a work that Walter De Maria would make in 1977. I did not subscribe to the notion 
that the form was the content (which overstated the obvious fact that content could not 
manifest physically in the absence of form). Even at that point, I was arguing to put the uti-
litarian aspect back into the form, and then create with the ensemble. Harrison Backstories 
In retrospect, I may have been a bit harsh in my dismissal of a great deal of then current 

formalist aesthetics.



Hog Pasture ten days after sowing the seed 



Survival Piece II : 
Notations on the Ecosystems of the Western Saltworks 

with the Inclusion of Brine Shrimp 1971
LACMA  Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Art et Technology



Notations on the Ecosystems of the Western
Saltworks with the Inclusion of Brine Shrimp



In 1971, when the landmark « Art & Technology » exhibition - which included my Artificial 
Aurora Borealis — was being installed at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, there 
was much excitement and press. Maurice Tuchman, the senior curator, had put his two 
best talents to work on the exhibition: one of them was coordinating large installations with 
heroic themes, the other generating funding and publicity. Together these strategies made 
for powerful public notice. Claes Oldenburg’s Ice Bag was being constructed outside the 
museum entrance; one of David Smith’s Cubi sculptures was on the next level. Four steps 
below that was an open space, perhaps forty feet by sixty, with a big pond on either side. 
The water in the ponds was very clear. Tuchman explained that they used algaecide, a lot 
of it, to keep the water clean. He asked if I had any ideas that would suit this space — and if 
so, whether I could do something inexpensively. I had recently finished my first eco-critical 
works, and something about all that algaecide bothered me. I wondered why pure water was 
aesthetically necessary. I began talking to scientists at Scripps Institution of Oceanography, 
not far from the art department at UCSD, and soon found myself in the company of two very 
sophisticated algologists, Richard Eppley and Michael Mullen. I asked if they knew of any 
algae that changed colors. They thought it was an odd question… but suggested I get on a 
plane and fly to San Francisco, and look down at the salt ponds as the plane was coming in 
for landing. So I did. Some ponds were hues of green, some reddish-pinkish, and one brown.

Eppley and Mullen later explained that a genus of algae called Dunaliella grew in those 
ponds. In normal seawater Dunaliella behaved as blue-green algae, but as water evapo-
rated and the ponds turned saltier, the algae grew carotene so that it was able to resist 
the increased salinity. This accounted for the different colors in the ponds, as they move 
from blue-green to almost brick red. They said that the clear ponds with white around the 
edges were ten times saltier than seawater, and nothing could live in them. These ponds 
were being prepared to harvest salt. Then they explained that a genus of small crustacean 
called Artemia — brine shrimp — lived in the other ponds.These brine shrimp, like the Duna-
liella, were among the only species that could live in such salty water, and their eggs were 



so durable that they could survive space flight. They also said that the Dunaliella-Artemia 
interaction in extremely saline waters was the simplest working ecosystem that they knew 

of. In that moment a work was born.

I gathered inoculations from salt ponds with varying salinities, and put them in five-gal-
lon glass jars on the roof of the algology labs at Scripps. I fed them liquid plant food. My 
Dunaliella were fruitful and multiplied. I added brine shrimp. They, too, were fruitful and 
multiplied. The Dada aspect of my persona liked the idea of growing algae between the 
two large ponds at the museum, where so much effort had been spent on killing algae. So 
I designed a twenty-by forty- foot water piece, divided into four teAs the months passed, 
many of the indoor works that were electronically driven began to run into technological 
difficulties. I liked the idea that for my work, the sun was the engine, and I wasn’t having any 
technological difficulties. Many of the works inside the museum cost fifty thousand dollars 
or more (including my own Artificial Aurora Borealis) ; I likes the idea that the shrimp farm 
cost only seven hundred — barely more than one percent of the average cost of a work in 
the show. In the last week of the exhibition, I publicly harvested, weighed, and bagged the 
salt, which I sold at below the cost of salt in the supermarket. Above all, I liked the idea of 
making a complex, utilitarian work that functionally countered the all-tooprevalent notion 
that « if it was utilitarian, it was not art ». (Calculations indicated that if scaled up, the artwork 

could produce sixteen thousand pounds of brine shrimp per acre.)  

The exhibition ended, and the shrimp farm was removed and in part recycled. My first per-
formative act in the Survival Pieces was to use the brine shrimp to create a feast. There was 
one problem, however. No one in their right mind would eat them! The taste was appalling, 
with a slightly rotting, crunchy, and extremely salty algae-like flavor. I tried making a fish 
soup. Adding capers made the broth a little better. Anchovies made it possible to take a 
taste, but nobody wanted a mouthful. In a last-ditch effort I mixed the shrimp, capers, and 
anchovies in a blender, then added chopped chili peppers to make it a bit spicy. During 
performance mode at art parties, people felt somewhat obliged to taste a dollop on a 



cracker — but no one asked for seconds! When researchers at UC Davis heard about my 
attempt to make a brine shrimp feast, they asked for my recipe. I asked why, and they said 
they had gotten a government grant to test brine shrimp as a possible food source for 
space flight (they also wanted to test it as a possible element in a spaceship purification 
system). I explained at some length the depth of my failure to make the little crustaceans 

acceptable to the human palate. Later I heard that they had returned the grant.
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Shrimp



The right pond ready for 
salt harvest. The left pond 
ready for Brine Shrimp 
harvest.

Brine shrimp ready for 
harvest
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Bagging and Weighing; 
preleminary to sale on the 
street corner



Survival Pieces III :
Portable Fish Farm 1971

Hayward Gallery de Londres



Having successfully completed the “Art & Technology” exhibition, Maurice Tuchman devised 
a traveling show entitled “11 Los Angeles Artists,” scheduled to open at the Hayward Gallery 
in London in September, 1971, about six months after the brine shrimp piece was complet- 
ed. He said that the Hayward had outdoor balconies, and asked if I would be interested in 
doing something there, presumably with water and fish. I proposed making a catfish farm, 
with several ten-foot- diameter children’s swimming pools as habitat — very inexpensive. 
I imagined introducing other aquatic species into this ensemble, some of which would be 

food for the catfish and others that would eat catfish entrails. 

If Making Earth was my first tentative grasp of a whole system, Portable Fish Farm was an 
attempt to do something similar in an aquatic setting. It was to be a modest piece, easy to 
install and to care for; I hoped that the catfish would mate, thus bringing the system full 
circle. Presumably small feast events could be designed. During negotiations for the exhi-
bition, there were rumblings from the Hayward Gallery. Ed Kienholz had produced a work 

called Five Car Stud, which was well sized for the large second floor of the gallery. 

There appeared to be a problem, however. An apparently quite private discussion had 
taken place among high-level gallery staff about whether the British public was prepared 
to see and experience Five Car Stud, a tableau that very graphically represented the cas-
tration of a black man in the American South. I remember passing by the group discussing 
the situation and overhearing art historian John Pope-Hennessey, who sounded appalled 
at the idea of the piece. It was determined that to save the Arts Council of Great Britain the 
vast cost of shipping Five Car Stud across the Atlantic, it would be replaced with another 
work. (This decision masked the censorship underlying the refusal of Kienholz’s work.) 
Maurice Tuchman gave me a call, and asked if I could produce a large indoor fish farm to 

fill the space that had been assigned to Kienholz. I said I could.



Survival Piece III, 1971
Portable Fish Farm
Hayward Gallery, London



In early summer, I went to Brawley, California, and met with catfish farmers. I told them I 
was going to put a catfish farm in a museum in England and needed to know how to grow 
them, mate them, kill them, and skin them. Brawley is a small town in the desert just north 
of El Centro, which is a couple of hours east of San Diego on Route 8; it is a rather isolated 
community (with a reasonable number of California eccentrics). The farmers asked where 
I came from, and I said I was a professor at UC San Diego. They made it clear that I had to 
pass a few tests, but that then they would be willing to work with me, though I might be 
slightly mad. (I believe they had the notion that I would popularize catfish farming for them 
and therefore increase their market.) They showed me how to net, harvest, and electro-
cute channel catfish, explaining that the fish can live out of water for three or four hours, 
and continue to suffer even when you hit them on the head with a hammer — hence the 
Humane Society of the United States required electrocution. Electrocution also had ano-
ther merit: when the catfish died in this manner, they became rigid within a few seconds, 
and therefore easier to skin. The skinning process was a bit complex, but a good skinner 
could skin a catfish in less than a minute. Following their lead, I began to skin, and skinned 
and skinned. My hands became sore, and developed small cuts, but I could finally skin a 

catfish in a little over a minute. This built trust, and they taught me more.

Over the month of June I sketched designs for an execution chamber, a shipping contai-
ner, and six rubber-lined tanks, twenty feet by six by three-and-a-half. One tank was for 
catfish, the others for brine shrimp, oysters, and lobsters. The idea was that each species 
would grow, and act as life support and food for the next. They would overproduce, and 
that overproduction would be food for people. I designed the drawing of the tank to look 
as though it might have come from the pages of Popular Mechanics, with the notion that 
people could copy it. Because the work was actually about backyard farming, the drawing 
at-tempted (unsuccessfully) to democratize, to bring into everyday life, fish farming as a 
protein source. The drawing also included a recipe for catfish and hush puppies that Helen 
had located, which originated from a Southern army cook who made them for the army 



mess. Both of us found it amusing to generate a poor man’s feast, made with river-bottom 
feeders, to be served to the elite and (sometimes) noble British art public! An enormous 
protest began, however, when a drawing of the catfish execution chamber was published. 
An unfortunate confluence of circumstances had transpired: breeds of small and elegant 
catfish were being sold as pets for British household aquariums, and people assumed that 
these were the same catfish I was electrocuting, skinning, and proposing that the British 
public eat. A specialized, fetishistic, and grossly unacceptable form of animal cruelty was 
envisioned. The RSPCA objected. Newspaper articles appeared in every journal, inclu-
ding the Guardian; Spike Milligan, the comic, became enraged and very publicly broke the 
window of the Hayward Gallery with a brick. Members of Parliament began talking about 
defunding the Arts Council, to the tune of fifteen million pounds. Parliament sent down Lord 
Goodman to solve the problem — after all, he had solved the Rhodesian Crisis. Lord Good-
man entered the Gallery. I was surrounded by a group of more-orless supporters, along 
with museum personnel. Goodman said bluntly, “I see, young man, we have a problem to 
iron out.” I decided not to grant the premise that there was a problem. I replied, “And you 
think you’re the iron and I’m the problem.” Silence ensued. Other words were exchanged, 
and Goodman turned around and left. I was on British television morning, noon, and night 
in thirty-second sound-bites, explaining the difference between little catfish as pets and 
normal catfish as food. I further explained, often unsuccessfully, that electrocution was 
required in my country as a humanitarian act. I complimented the British public on their 
concerns for the well-being of an edible fish from a fish farm, but suggested that maybe we 
should also be worrying about edible cows and edible chickens, who are invariably slaugh-
tered, often inhumanely. Finally, I began to address the ethical issues that the British were 
so concerned with, suggesting that if we were going to talk about killing, it would be much 
more useful to talk about the unethical implications of my country’s behavior in Vietnam. I 
wasn’t asked to speak on television very much after that. (Due to all the notoriety, however, 
I had found myself becoming a little addicted to the attention!) Meanwhile, meetings were 
held; geneticist Maurice Wilkins, physicist David Bohm, and physicist-novelist C. P. Snow 



supported the work on the grounds of “freedom of expression.” But the clincher was Lady 
Antonia Fraser, who said at a meeting, “What’s all this fuss about? I cull the fish in my own 
pond with my children, then we skin, cook, and eat them!” Finally, a compromise was struck 
between the leadership of the museum, the British Parliament, and yours truly. The catfish 
could be electrocuted according to the standards of the Humane Society, but only in pri-
vate, so that the delicate sensibilities of British art viewers, the public at large, and (possibly) 
innocent children would not be offended. All the fuss died down. Helen’s feast turned into 
a powerful event. Unfortunately, the catfish did not mate in the tanks, so in the strict eco-
logical sense Portable Fish Farm did not succeed. My catfish feast, as a performance, was 
quite successful. I trained museum personnel, and the feast was repeated a number of 
times. Some months later, Portable Fish Farm was exhibited again at the Palais des Beaux-
Arts in Brussels, continuing as part of the “11 Los Angeles Artists” exhibition, which would 
thereaftertravel to Berlin. Newton had redesigned the fish farm, with the idea that local fish 
should be used in each new venue. The work was redrawn and rewritten for Brussels, in 
both French and Flemish. The redesign used carp, tench, rudd, and bream, in four tanks. I 
reinvented the feast, designing a tableau with cooking instruments, giant pots, plates, and 
preparation tables. Adding vegetables and spices, I created a bouillabaisse variation. Jane 
Livingston, the other senior curator of exhibitions at LACMA, was one of the cooks besides 
me, stirring one of the great kettles. A wonderful aroma came forth and permeated the 
museum. People coming to the opening gravitated toward the smell, leaving the rest of 
the exhibition unattended! Tables were set with red-checkered French tablecloths, fresh 
baked bread, and wine. The feast was so popular among the attendees that no food was 
left. The performance was not reviewed in the arts section of the newspaper, but my feast 
was reviewed in the cooking section. I was later told that my modified bouillabaisse was 
pretty good, if not great — which I took to be high praise. Finally, Larry Bell and Robert Irwin 
were so annoyed by the attractive power of my soup that they vowed not to show work at 

any other opening where I was going to create a feast!
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Survival Pieces IV :
La Jolla Promenade 1971

La Jolla Museum of Art (Musée d’art de La Jolla)



Late in the summer of 1971, before we were all to head to London, Maurice Tuchman had 
taken me to an orchard in the desert, not far from Palm Springs. He was interested in a fog 
machine being used to help with irrigation. He had the notion that I might fall in love with this 
machine and create an exhibition for LACMA; he wondered whether I would be interested in 
making a technological piece that dealt with fog and light. It was a natural enough intuition 
on his part, considering that Artificial Aurora Borealis, which I had made for the “Art & Tech- 
nology” exhibition, was atmospheric in character and dealt with light and colors. I walked 
around the orchard, looking at the fog machine and thinking that I didn’t want to do this work, 
as it semed too easy — and then I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. I saw a 
rather large duck under a tree, with his beak up in the air and a lump of something go- ing 
down his throat; I found this transaction far more interesting than the fog machine. So, while 
everybody else was following the fog, I turned around and followed the duck. A few minutes 
later the duck picked at something, then stuck his beak up in the air, and another lump went 
down his throat. I slowly moved closer to the duck, and then saw that he was eyeing a snail 
moving along one of the leaves. With a sudden sharp movement the snail was captured 
and went sliding down his throat. If it is possible to imagine, the duck looked very satisfied!

With a little research I discovered that Southern California, and particularly La Jolla, had 
a serious snail infestation. The history was amusing, to say the least: In the prior century, a 
French priest in Santa Barbara had missed his escargot, and brought snails over to cultivate 
for his dinners. The snails were fruitful and multiplied, eventually becoming pests. As far as 
I could tell, no one had thought of harvesting them. I was curious. I collected some of the 
snails and fed them cornmeal, as the priest ap- parently had done. I found out that their 
systems cleared and they became edible. Around that time, Larry Urrutia called from the La 
Jolla Art Museum. He’d been hired to curate an exhibition (“Earth: Animal, Vegetable, Mine-
ral”) and asked whether I would do something environmental. I proposed what later became 
known as the “duck and snail piece” for the museum courtyard, a square open space about 
forty feet on a side. Snails would be collected from the gardens of La Jolla and fed to ducks 
who would live in the courtyard, which would also contain a garden of my own creation, 



Survival Piece IV
La Jolla Promenade, 1971
La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art



including a duck pond. The manner in which the ducks walked around suggested the title, 
La Jolla Promenade.

We bought four ducks from Maggie the Duck Woman, who maintained what might loosely 
be called a bird farm out in the countryside, on the back roads near Alpine. (She also had a 
peacock or two, and some geese and pheasants.) Maggie taught us about the care and fee-
ding of ducks. We fenced an area in our backyard and put the ducks in it, collected snails, 
made a small pond, and watched the ducks’ behavior. Helen and I wanted to see if they would 
in fact eat the snails, and possibly be the answer to the snail problem in La Jolla. They ate the 
snails. Soon a leader emerged, whom we christened “Top Duck.” The ducks laid eggs. With 
the roughand ready experimentation done, we created a garden at the museum and instal-
led the pond, then introduced the ducks into the open courtyard. Unintended consequences 
appeared immediately and with regularity. On the second day after the opening the head 
gardener quit, saying (and I quote), “I’m not going to clean up duck shit!” The ducks ate the 
snails more rapidly than we could supply them, even though we paid for collection efforts 
by both Boy & Girl Scouts. By the second week the garden began to look bedraggled. The 
ducks were evidently supplementing their diet of snails with a diet of garden, which they also 
perceived as food. Eggs were laid but did not hatch. Algae grew in the pond, facilitated by the 
continuous infusion of duck effluent. After a month, La Jolla Promenade looked so unkempt 
that the museum director insisted on buying a new garden from the local nursery; there were 
only thirty or forty plants left, with a little grass, and his aesthetic sense was offended. I argued 
that if he bought another garden the ducks would eat that as well, but he said that by the 
time the ducks finished eating the second garden the show would be over, and it wouldn’t 
matter. Amusing, critical, and ironic newspaper articles began to appear. Clearly, people in 
La Jolla were not enthralled by our proposition of using a duck population to control a snail 
population, thereby damaging their carefully groomed gardens. It was an ecological idea 
gone awry. The concept of ducks acting as snail control, an ecological solution, had a surpri-
sing limitation, for the ducks ate the garden they were supposed to protect! This irony, with its 



aesthetic and ethical implications, was lost on the general public, but through it we gained a 
gradual un- derstanding that single cause-and-effect solutions have serious limitations from 

an ecological perspective.

Eventually the idea began to form that we needed to learn to work with whole systems. 
While Newton was dealing with the intended and unintended consequences of the ins-
tallation, I designed the performance, entitled La Jolla Promenade: The Giveaway. On the 
last few days of the exhibition, I put up signs announcing that the exhibition would be given 
away, piece by piece, to whomever wished to take it. There were the ducks, the pond, 
cinderblocks, and various remaining plants in rather nice boxes. It was particularly incon-
gruous, I thought,to give away garden and building material that was not pristine to the 
often wealthy folks of the La Jolla community! But it seems that everybody loves a bargain 
. . . and the price was right! Nonetheless, nobody wanted the ducks — with one exception. A 
young boy wanted to take a duck home, and we told him to ask his mother if that would be 
all right. The next day, his sad face told us that his request had been denied. Nonetheless, 
he returned to the garden giveaway every day until the last, when, with a smile on his face, 
he made off with a duck in a box of his own design. The rest of the ducks were given back 

to Maggie.



The garden 

Anew garden is installed 
then partially eaten



The garden nearing its worst



The ducks before the 
pond was polluted

The eggs are laid, the 
garden partially eaten, the 
seedings don’t grow well



The giveaway takes place

The cinder blocks remain



Survival Piece V :
Portable Orchard 1972

California State Fullerton



Survival Piece V:
Portable Orchard California State Fullerton, 1972

Detail from portable orchard installation at Cal State Fullerton 



In the early 1970s in Los Angeles, the “scene” consisted of a loose group of artists, collec-
tors, museum people, and the occasional student, who would come together at La Cienega 
galleries, Los Angeles or Pasadena museum openings, and even at university galleries. 
At one such opening, Dextra Frankel, the diminutive, smart, and animated director of the 
gallery at California State Fullerton, approached us and asked if we wanted to do a piece 
for her gallery. We told her that we would talk over the offer and get back to her. By this 
time we had invented a tradition in which we started each day by sitting around the fire-
place and having our morning conversation over coffee, modeled in part on The Morning 
Notes of Adelbert Ames. The morning after the opening, we reflected on the drives we had 
made back and forth between San Diego and L.A. since 1967. Orange County was mostly 
orange orchards then, but each year there was less orchard and more development. Soon 
there might not be any oranges left in Orange County. (This was akin to the phenomenon 
in which one finds no oak trees on Oak Lanes, and not much lake left in communities cal-
led Lakeside.) We began imagining a work with portable orange trees; if such a work lived 
long enough, it might become one of the last orchards in Orange County! Armed with such 
thoughts, it seemed appropriate, ironic, necessary, and fun to put an orchard in the gallery 
at California State Fullerton. (We expected that placing an orchard in a museum, in the face 
of rampant development and the death of or chards in the nearby landscape, would be 

seen as an act of criticism. This did not turn out to be the case.)

Knowing nothing about orchards or growing orange trees, we began actively researching. 
One of us read soil studies while the other learned about tree types and where they could 
be bought. We needed to discover the differences between dwarf trees and semi-dwarf 
trees, and what kind of root stock one might trust to grow under lights. (We asked the 
agricultural extension people what they had to say about all of this, which was not much.) 
Research showed that a semi-dwarf tree could grow to be eight feet tall and could thrive 
many years in a cubic yard of earth, which answered size and scale issues. The soil needed 
to have some of the properties of river loam, which was on the sandy side and drained well. 



We had draftsmen draw up plans for eighteen hexagonal boxes three feet tall; made from 
redwood,each held one cubic yard of earth.There were also eighteen hexagonal redwood 
light boxes that would hang from the ceiling and hold GroLux bulbs. We went to Durling 
Nursery outside of Escondido and bought a Noah’s Ark of citrus trees: different kinds of 

orange, tangerine, lemon, lime, kumquat, and even avocado.

The orchard had great visual power in the gallery; the design called for each tree to be three 
feet from any other tree or wall, and as a result, the figure–ground patterns were varied and 
rich. The opening arrived. Part of the experiment was to see which trees thrived and which 
failed. The lemon trees were happy (especially the Meyer lemon). The kumquats did well. 
The avocado tree became frantic and lost a leaf a minute. Some trees drooped because they 
didn’t like the noise; others didn’t like having their diurnal light cycle interrupted. We heard 
thirty years later that some of the trees that had been moved outside were still flourishing 
and bearing fruit. Though the orchard didn’t contain the last orange trees in Orange County, 
it was virtually the last intentional orchard planted there. An uninterrupted memorial of sorts. 

A last whisper from a past, barely perceptible in the face of endless development.

For the opening performance, I created a citrus feast: orange, lemon, and avocado butters; 
orange and avocado salads; lemon cake; and other creations. There was excitement and 
good fun, since nobody had tasted a citrus feast before! But few wanted to taste another 

one any time soon, as many went home with acid stomachs!



Construction drawaing 
for drawing for portable 
orchard





Detail

Detail 



Some of the tress begin to lose leaves due to 
the stress of the gallery opening

The Citrus Feast



Survival Piece VI :
Portable Farm 1972

Houston Museum of Fine Arts (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Houston)



Full Farm Condensed Installation,
Houston Museum of Contemporary Art, 1972



In 1972, Sebastian Adler was designing an exhibition for the opening of the big new building 
of the Contemporary Arts Museum in Houston, where he was the director. There would be 
ten artists, and the show was simply called “10.” Lefty (as he was known) had followed our 
work and was amazed by it. He asked if we would do a work for the show, and said that it 
had to take up over a thousand square feet, and we should definitely grow things. He didn’t 
too much want a fish farm. Lefty came to La Jolla to meet with us. It was a Sunday after-
noon; we drank a bit, gossiped a bit. (Lefty was basically a formalist; for example, he loved 
Ronnie Bladen’s work. I told him I had shown with Bladen at Brata Gallery, which had been 

part of the Tenth Street group.)

We asked for plans of the space, and said we’d talk it over in our next morning conversation. 
It was an easy piece to imagine. We sketched upright pastures and flat pastures; a potato 
farm and a worm farm; and finally, a portable orchard with the trees in barrels. If we could 
have added a fish farm or chickens to provide protein, we would have. Nonetheless, we 
began to talk about whole system backyard farming, a countercultural idea that we were 
closing in on. After a few days we gave the sketches to our draftsmen and began elabo-
rate research on what we could grow. We chose peas, beans, potatoes, carrots, lettuce, 
tomato, onions, and other vegetables (but not corn, as it grew too tall for the light boxes). 
We used half of the lights from Portable Orchard to grow the potato patch and half to grow 
the orchard. We thought that as the work matured we could produce a public salad bowl 

— perhaps a Nicoise Salad, with some tuna fish or a hardboiled egg on top.

But poor Lefty, the show was doomed! We heard a critic talking to a friend while walking 
through our work; he explained that it was nice to see a garden like this, but the artists didn’t 
know anything about art. Ellen Van Fleet had decided to do an urban ecology piece called 
“New York City Animal Levels,” with rats, possibly pigeons, and cockroaches. We suggested 
that she be very careful with cockroaches as they had a habit of escaping from any enclo-
sure. She said she would, but she didn’t . . . and they did. Lefty had to explain to his Board of 
Directors why he had imported a New York cockroach infestation for the opening exhibition 

of their brand new building.



Our work under light grew well: the beans flourished in the upright pastures, and vege-
tables and greens in the flat pastures — all except for the blighted potato patch, which 
somehow acquired the potato beetle. Salads were made for the public. One enterprising 
person began growing marijuana next to our bean sprouts, and another planted peyote in 

our lettuce garden! Lefty’s tenure at the museum did not long survive the exhibition.



Helen planting 



Potato Patch



Upright pastures detail 

Worm farm 



Upright Pastures 



Survival Piece VII :
Sylla Serrata Forskal 1972-1973

Qui devint plus tard The Second Lagoon et initia The Lagoon Cycle. 







It was 1972 and we had gotten Ranil Senayake, the young Sri Lankan oceanographer who 
had helped us with the Catfish Farm, into the Scripps Institute of Oceanography as a Gra-
duate Student. We were sitting around a dinner table discussing the problem of the Catfish 
Farm in London where the catfish didn’t travel well on airplanes, nor would they mate in 
the tanks we built. So although the piece was remarkably successful by the art standards 
we held ourselves to, by the ecological standards we held ourselves to it’s success was 
quite limited. We felt obliged to do it over again and to “do it right”, whatever “right” was. 
In practice, this experience was not so different from that of aesthetic discontent. Early on, 
experiencing discontent, we as artists would do a painting over or a sculpture over or a per-
formance over until we got it “right”, although we never quite knew what “right” was. But we 

did know it included a lot of research.

Hearing us talk like this Ranil began to laugh. He said “I know a creature who can live under 
museum conditions, he mates in small places, can live well in the varying heats and salinities 
of estuarial lagoons and he is tough and resilient, being the last to die when tidal ponds dry 
up. Sometimes he leaves the pond he lives in and travels over land for a day or two to find 
a more habital pond. So he can live out of water for several days.” Ranil said he was talking 
about a portunid creature named “Sylla Serrata Forskal”, the local Mangrove Crab. Ranil said 
that is was common knowledge that this crab could mate in ponds 4 paces by 5 and waist 
high. So we acquired another modest faculty grant and captured a 400 sq. ft. building in a 
deserted UCSD valley called Pepper Canyon, which was formerly a play school. In it we built 

a situation that which resembled existing estuarial lagoons in Sri Lanka. 

We did our best to create crab habitat, controlling temperature, light, purification of waters 
and the balance of salt and fresh waters. Meanwhile, Ranil called his mother in Columbo 
asking her to go to the market and buy about a dozen and a half of these crabs. She bought 
them and with pegs on their claws she wrapped them in wet banana leaves and sent them 
to us “overnight”, which actually means “several nights”. We picked them up using a Scripps 



Institute of Oceanography permit that allowed us to bring such an exotic creature into the 
country under careful control. Despite the conditions of their journey, most lived. Finally, 
over the course of a year, we found that the smallest of the crabs grew from an ounce to 
a pound in 10 months. Working and observing and having more difficulties, than one could 
count, we ended up decoding the crabs mating behavior and their cannibalistic behavior 
under our conditions and far from their normal ponds. One of the Directors of Scripps Ins-
titute of Oceanography, John Isaacks, came by and said we should go for a Sea Grant and 
do it right. We asked what “right” was and he said that we would have to do our experiment 
of crab mating, 5 times in a row, preferably 7 and each time would repeat the prior time so 
we would have seven repetitions. He said repeatability was the hallmark of experimental 
science. He said he would send down Sea Grant trainees to help out. He said that a lot of 
science was about research and luck and that we had been lucky. We said “maybe”. Finally, 
Ranil was correct, we had found a creature who could live under museum conditions. So 

ended the Survival Pieces and began the Lagoon Cycle.



Giving the crabs a mansoon with a hose 
and mating begins



With John Isaacks talking about the 
sea Grant 


