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LECTU RE: SU~ERMODERNITY,EMERGENCE, and the BUILT
ENVIRONMENT: Reinterpreting the Human-Made Landscape
Dylan J. Beck

the architecture and infrastructure of which it has long been an
integral part. Ceramic materials have been used in nearly every
aspect of our building practices, including structural applications,
decorative adornment, and even the elimination of human waste,
but now contemporary ceramic artists have begun to employ ce-

ramics as a means of investigating
the built environment. The shift in
ceramic from functional building
material to conceptual tool for the
interpretation of architecture and
built space creates a unique oppor-
tunity for the artist.

The urban environment is in
constant flux. The ebb and flow
of development and recession,
economic prosperity and natural
disasters continuously affect our
cities. Artists such as Del Harrow
and Dennis Gerwin have chosen to

address the entropic nature of the city. With
performative and time-based works such as
Harrow's City of Porcelain and Plastic, the
impermanence of our built environment be-
comes apparent. A city-like construction of
unfired porcelain is continuously being melt-
ed away by an elaborate but scraped together
sprinkler system. In order to keep the city of
porcelain from decaying into chaos it must be
eternally rebuilt. Harrow's work has become
a sustained critique ofthe current state of the
American urban landscape through the use of
site-specific installation, time-based perfor-
mance, and interactive sculpture. In Dennis
Gerwin's large-scale sculpture Vacancy, a
dense central city is uprooted and suspended
as specimen. Vacancy gives us the oppor-
tunity to look into a future where entropy
reigns supreme, human life has fallen to its
own devices and the built environment is un-
kempt and uninhabited. Works such as these
maneuver the viewer into a position where it
is all but impossible to avoid questioning our
recent urban-development, environmental,
and land-use practices.

Other artists have taken different approaches to re-exam-
ining and interpreting the urban landscape. Artists such as Paul
Sacaridiz and Nicholas Kripal pull from the domestic interior, ar-
chitectural adornment, and the idealized and ordered schematic
plans of architects and city planners from Vitruvius to Fredrick
Law Olmstead. In Sacaridiz's Decorative City series, he builds
fantastical Utopian architectural arrangements that employ a
cryptic language of interconnectivity, pragmatic systems, and
familiar and foreign symbolism as a means of re-examining the

Adapted from an article originally published in
Ceramics: Art and Perception no. 80 (2010).

As ceramic artists, how might we translate, interpret, un-
derstand, explore, and critique the built environment through the
media of sculpture, installation, and
performance?

Over the past sixty years our built
environment has changed dramati-
cally. Beginning in 1945 and until the
recent economic downturn, building
occurred at an unprecedented rate. In
places as geographically diverse as
Dubai and China, development ofthe
built environment continues across
the natural and agricultural landscape
at a furious pace and, more often than
not, chaotically. In most parts of the
world, supermodernity has created
sites - airports, shopping malls, and various
housing developments, for example - that have
little relation to their surrounding natural en-
vironments. Perhaps this should not be sur-
prising. After all, in a world of 24-hour news
feeds, a neverending abundance of information
on the Internet, and high-speed travel, it can
be difficult to relate to the real landscape. La-
menting this difficulty and its implications in
his book Non-Places, Marc Auge observes that
the "world of supermodernity does not exactly
match the one in which we believe we live, for
we live in a world that we have not yet learned
to look at. We have to relearn to think about
space."! This unique situation raises questions
about how to begin to understand the social,
economic and psychological implications
of unprecedented growth and creates fertile
ground for artistic interpretation.

Much of the growth in our (sub)urban
places has been emergent, the result of a
bottom-up system in which the placement of
one object is decided solely by the location of
a previously placed object. In such a system
the nature of the whole is not indicated by the
isolated parts. Design decisions are made by individual develop-
ers, and only loose local codes dictate the outcome of entire built
landscapes. Many ceramic artists who have begun to address
the growth of the built landscape, shifting architectural and de-
sign trends, and the social implications of our built environment
through their sculptures and installations have drawn upon ideas
in Emergence Theory, a body of thought that has developed to
explain the dynamics of complex and chaotic systems in general.
This bas introduced a new relationship between ceramics and
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Above: Dylan J. Beck. Cardiac. Bisque porcelain,
vinyl, 56 x 86 x r,2009.

Below: Matthew McConnell, Coetaneous Stasis. Earth-
enware, steel, plaster, paint, wire, fasteners, 100",2008.
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built environment and of transporting the viewer
to new or unrealized cityscapes where the mun-
dane becomes monumental. Similarly, Kripal's
recent works, such as the Ws. variation series,
Contrivance, and Swarm, incorporate forms
derived from food molds that undulate between
orderly and emergent arrangements. The ar-
rangements of decorative arrays and futuristic
yet mysteriously ancient edifices point towards
archetypal human constructs. These two artists
invite us to investigate the value of ornamenta-
tion and emergent verses top-down organization by revealing the
overarching structures of built environments.

When viewing a plan, schematic, or aerial image one can
appreciate and understand the built landscape in ways that are not
possible when immersed in that landscape. Once on the ground,
the structure and simple geometry of streets and neighborhoods
can melt into irreconcilable, chaotic disarray. The idea of struc-
ture in chaos relates to emergence theory and the organized com-
plexity that has driven most modern city development. In an en-
vironment where simple decisions are being made continuously
by independent entities there is a tendency for more complex
behaviors to arise collectively. A y tern or pattern will become
apparent from seemingly chaotic parts.

Emergence Theory, the concepts of organized complexity, and
supermodernity have been reoccurring themes in my own sculp-
tural practice. Most recently I have been concerned with the prev-
alence of development practices and advances in infrastructures
(transportation and information) that take no account of the natural
landscape, existing architecture, and the public realm. In our su-
permodern world there is doubt as to whether history carries any
meaning or relevance to the now. Why would one care about things
of the past when the buildings and products of the present and fu-
ture are exponentially better than what came before? Americans
have stopped caring about formal architecture and arrangement of
space in exchange for the perceived convenience of auto-centric,
single-use development, and, of course, advertising space.

Many other ceramic artists are addressing the multifaceted
issues of the built environment. David East has delved into the
American suburban phenomenon of banal domestic architecture
and the idealistic attempt to return to a bucolic rural lifestyle.
John Williams and Matthew McConnell have created poignant
works addressing issues of information, transportation, and en-
ergy infrastructures. Tiffany Carbonneau's multimedia installa-
tions ask the viewer to rethink how the built environment com-
municates with inhabitants of liminal zones. Much of our current
built landscape has become liminal, non-places, places without
identity. Chad Curtis's sculptures pose questions of the effects of

Left: John Williams, Commodities Series. Ceramic, 14k
gold-plated silver, 12 xiS x 3", 2009.

Below: Paul Sacaridiz, Prospect. Cast and estruded ceramic,
wood,2008.

our built environment and technology on the natural landscape
and its inhabitants. With so many artists choosing to create work
in this vein, it is apparent that these issues are pressing on the
collective conscience.

The idea that we are not merely passive residents of earth but
that our actions and decisions, no matter how small, affect our en-
vironment, natural and artificial, has been a point of contention
in environmental debates concerning global climate change and
issues of land use. In the supermodern world, where goods are
shipped around the globe and services can be rendered via the In-
ternet without regard to locale, it is hard to form a concrete concept
of place and com munity. The ramifications of our everyday actions
and consumer decisions have acquired truly global consequences.

As artists we make the most honest attempts that we can to
prompt viewers to re-examine the world around them. We ob-
serve and, by re-contextualizing events, histories, landscape, etc.,
we attempt to revive neglected discussions or begin new ones that
reflect on our contemporary condition. Whether the approach
involves passive observation or critical visual dialogue, the out-
comes can be influential. At a time when it has become impera-
tive for us to redefine the way in which the world's populations
deal with land use, resources, and energy, art can hardly go wrong
by seeking to add to a discourse that is integral to self-reflection
and re-evaluation of the built environment.

1 Marc Auge, Non-Places: Introduction to all Anthropology of
Supermodernity (New York: Verso, 1995),35-36.

Born in southeastern Ohio, Dylan J. Beck attended The
Ohio University in Athens where he studied ceramics and con-
servation biology. Upon receiving his BFA in ceramics, he was
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sity. In 2006, he moved to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to attend
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Professor of Art at Kansas State University, Manhattan, KS.
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