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1. Walter De Maria 
 
Artist Biography 
 

1935 Born in Albany, California - lives in New York. ·  
1953-1959  Studies history and art history at the University of California in Berkeley. 
1960 Moves to New York. 
1969 Guggenheim Fellowship. 
1976 Mather Sculpture Prize of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
1987 Baden-Württemberg International Fine Art Prize on the occasion of an appearance  

by the '5 Continents Sculpture' in the Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart. 
 
 

 

The monumental quality and elemental force of this 'lapidary' form are the key features of Walter 
de Maria's '5 Continents Sculpture' in the Daimlerheadquarters. The chunks of marble, quartz 
and magnesite weigh almost two hundred and fifty tons. Their rough, broken form and differing 
shades, density and brilliance show that they were obtained in a variety of quarries. 

As the title of the work suggests, they come from five different continents. The age of the stones 
used, which geologists can use to establish the date and circumstances in which they came into 
being, and thus deduce the entire history of each continent, is between 22 million and 1.8 billion 
years. They are mixed in equal parts, and represent a synthesis of the whole globe in terms of 
both material and ideas: ideas not just because of the way they are presented, but also because 
the cube that now acts as a container for the stones is an ideal form. 
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This abstract geometrical solid - the length of its sides, five metres, was not chosen without 
careful thought - expresses man's creative will as the source of and driving force behind 
synthetic achievement. Both the rational form and its transparent surface - the solid steel struts 
were reduced to the minimum that was technically viable - become striking symbols of the 
effective presence of the human spirit. 

Background Of course de Maria's artistic strategy is to illustrate nature's elemental force and 
potential mode of action using resources copied from nature itself: scale categories and ideas of 
grandeur and overwhelming strength that can compete with the scope of natural phenomena. 
De Maria selects artistic devices that relate to various artistic movements of the sixties, or even 
suggest new directions, even though the artist himself cannot be definitely placed in any 
particular category, whether it be Minimal, Conceptual or Land Art. He uses his resources to 
realize art whose integrative approach shows a possible way forward for art production in 
subsequent years, aimed at a new, integrated experience of self and the world. 

Important of the work of art and environment 

While climbing the narrow staircase up to Walter De Maria's New York Earth Room (1977), I 

was struck by the way the work pre-presented itself; I could both smell the loam and feel its 

humidity well before I rounded the top of the landing and turned down the narrow hallway to see 

the 250 cubic yards of earth installed in the gallery space. After having tripped through the 

sprawling Matthew Barney exhibit at Barbara Gladstone; and having been aurally ‘enchanted' 

by the cinematic lullabies of the Hiraki Sawa at James Cohen; and seduced by the scientific 

visuality of the club-like ambience of the Olafur Eliasson at Tanya Bonakdar I was primed for 

the immersive potential of installation art. Yet the New York Earth Room neither gestured to me, 

nor invited me into its space the way the other works had done; instead, it remained at a 

distance, always away from me. I was therefore denied access not simply because of the 

Plexiglas barrier and the gallery attendant, but by the very nature of the work itself. That the 

viewer had to remain in their own space and revere the Earth Room from a distance was 

reinforced by the mass of the piece, its staggering volume and height. This sense of reverential 

space and distance was repeated in De Maria's second Soho permanent installation, The 

Broken Kilometer (1979), where a low-slung series of columns tied together with cable keep the 

viewer at a distance from the perfectly ordered series of 500 solid brass rods arranged on the 

gallery floor.[1] 

 

New York Earth Room  (1977) Long-term installation at Dia Center for the Arts, New York City, USA. 
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As an artist working in installation, I found myself captivated by these two works, completely 

compelled both by De Maria's refusal to allow access and by how, quite paradoxically, the work 

transfixed me in a way none of the other works, despite equal efforts to physically and sensually 

engage me, had done. De Maria's nearly thirty-year-old installations arouse, engage, and stir 

with stillness and quiet – through what they don't allow and don't show but allow me to imagine. 

Much more than just an escape [2] into “the lush experience of the work” or a “withdrawal into 

the self, to a place of bodily sensation”,[3] De Maria's coupling of the interruption of physical 

immersion with his rigorous conflations of conceptual frameworks result in a dialectical tension. 

Not here-not there, De Maria's relational installation spaces require a double 

movement; away from the self (from sense perception toward logic) and back again, returning 

with the knowledge of difference garnered from this mental engagement. 

Often overlooked in the case of De Maria, purposeful incompleteness is the key that prevents 

the work from closing down on itself and endlessly pointing toward the transcendent – a 

criticism directed at many of De Maria's 1960s and 1970s contemporaries. In her catalogue 

essay for De Maria's 1988 show in Stockholm, Jeanne Silverthorne raises this problem in 

relation to De Maria's oeuvre: 

Much of De Maria's ‘hostility' is bound up with magical effects…In the Earth Room, viewers 

gaze, as through the shut gates of paradise, at the fertile loam, natural light streaming over it 

from an unreachable window, while they remain irrevocably locked out in civilization (the 

gallery), on a literally lower level than that of the piled up soil.[4]  

I disagree with this notion of the viewer as   “irrevocably locked” – since the context of the 

viewer's gaze is a rich, sensual and immersive space. Despite the fact that De Maria restricts 

physical access, his appeal to the senses transports the viewer – through an exercise of 

physical imagination – into his space. Indeed, as Silverthorne points out, desire is at play in De 

Maria but not simply to bring to consciousness a will to power[5] as she argues. She later 

concludes with the claim that De Maria's work reflects the “human fantasy of 

omnipotence”[6]and that the viewer “must confront the outsized nature of their own belief in self-

determination and conscious will, and the degree to which they themselves desire to control.”[7]  

Instead, using a Hegelian model of desire as a progressive mediated unity (as opposed to a 

repressive sublimation toward immediate unity),[8] I would argue further that De Maria presents 

a dialectic of access and restriction to highlight that desire is a relational self-consciousness, 

albeit one that is never satisfied. Hegel's self-realization is characterized by not just one 

negative (the refusal of the subject in favor of the Other, as in his notion of sense certainty – or 

the problem of subjectivity) but by the second negative of the assimilation or appropriation of the 

Other.[9] Self-consciousness requires a limit in the ongoing mediation by the Other: 

Desire appeared as the expression of the fact that self-consciousness needs an external object, 

and yet finds itself limited by anything that is outside itself.   But to desire something is to be 

unsatisfied; so desire is…an unsatisfactory state for self-consciousness.   …Self consciousness 

seems doomed to be permanently unsatisfied, for if the object of desire is done away with as an 

independent object, self consciousness will have destroyed what it needs for it's own 

existence.[10] 

De Maria mirrors this double negative through his refusal to allow immediate apprehension of 

the object (by blocking, withholding, concealing and dissolving) while initiating a perceptual and 
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subjective experience that is nonetheless denied full fruition. The in-between space that is 

illuminated in the movement of this double negative posits self-realization as the desire that is 

articulated in the flux between subject and object – between the ‘not here' of subjective 

experience and the ‘not there' experience of the object: 

Insofar as it is alienated from itself in an absent totality, the living subject has no desires; 

it is desire…desire proceeds from an inconsistency and is therefore always simultaneously 

desire of the self. Thus in desire the relationship to the self and the relationship to the other do 

not constitute an alternative; the actualization of the whole in finite experiences is at the same 

time the constitution of the self.[11] 

We become through our desire but our becoming always evades us, or we are our desire but 

we must always evade ourselves in order to self-actualize. 

De Maria facilitates the evasion of subjective experience through concealment and effacement 

and in so doing we are reminded by our frustrated longing of “an originary incompleteness that 

exceeds everything that can satisfy it, that is renewed to the exact degree that it is fulfilled, and 

that is undoubtedly at the origin of need.”[12] We always want more – but more actually inhibits 

and spirals into pleasure rather than knowledge – a charge leveled at much contemporary 

installation art (that being, it descends into pure theatricality).[13] 

The Vertical Earth Kilometer (1977),  

 located in the Friedrichsplatz Park in Kassel, Germany, is a one-kilometer-long solid brass round 
rod five centimeters (two inches) in diameter, its full length inserted into the ground with its top 
reaching flush to the surface of the earth. A red sandstone plate, two meters by two meters 
square, surrounds the brass rod’s flat circular top, positioning the circle directly in the square’s 
center. In front of the museum Fridericianum are four footpaths whose intersection marks the 
sculpture’s location.  
 
As a companion piece to this permanently installed earth sculpture, De Maria created The Broken 
Kilometer(1979), located at 393 West Broadway in New York City. This work is composed of five 
hundred two-meter-long solid brass rods, each with the same diameter as the rod used for The 
Vertical Earth Kilometer, arranged in five parallel rows of one hundred rods each.  
 
The Vertical Earth Kilometer was realized through the help of Documenta VI, Director Dr. Manfred 
Schneckenberger, and the support of Dia Art Foundation. Technical direction and supervision 
was carried out by the engineering firm of Dr. Hans Jurgen Pickel, Kassel. The work has been on 
long-term view to the public since 1977 and is maintained by Dia Art Foundation. 

  

Vertical Earth Kilometer (1977) Kassel, Germany.   Photo: Nick Tenwiggenhorn. © Dia Center for the Arts 

[Detail] 

http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn11
http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn12
http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn13
http://www.brokenkilometer.org/
http://www.brokenkilometer.org/


 
 

5 

 
Vertical Earth Kilometer (1977) Kassel, Germany.   Photo: Nick Tenwiggenhorn. © Dia Center for the Arts 

But not only does De Maria repeatedly limit sense experience, he also continually reasserts the 

failings of finite knowledge reminding us that despite our efforts to progress toward self-

realization our desire to know is all that can ever be materialized. In many works, he strives to 

reveal our processes of knowledge as mere abstraction: the logic of measurement by which we 

purport to know the world is held up for scrutiny as one method of knowing (certain actuality) is 

contrasted with another.[14]  

The Vertical Earth Kilometer (1976), a one-kilometer long brass pole installed into the ground in 

Kassel, Germany that reveals only its top two inches, is an example of De Maria's strategy of 

concealment, along with its power to activate desire and the correspondent imaginative function 

that arises in this space.  

De Maria forces us to consider two things: How do we ‘know' a kilometer? And correspondingly, 

how do we conceive of that which is Other? Here De Maria asserts that we understand the 

Other only by abstract conception. His denial of the objectification of the Other (here nature) 

helps to re-situate his oeuvre in a postmodern moment. He denies the viewer this conception in 

order to thwart that objective inclination and show its insufficiency as a source of knowledge: 

The success of art must be measured in terms of revelation and concealment, not revelation 

alone. Art does not succeed when it offers us the full presence of static objectivity, because, as 

Theodor Adorno argues, art never fully reveals its object. This is so not because such objects 

are finally un-representable but because no objects ‘out there' exist. There are no objects ‘out 

there' to be represented ‘here' in art. The revelation in art is masked in a simultaneous 

concealment. No artwork can present ‘something behind it.[15] 

Through a dialectic of self-realization the Other emerges and vanishes, resisting 

conceptualization at every turn. 

Yet, as discussed earlier, for every turning away, there is a correspondent revivification of 

desire. In his Vertical Earth Kilometer, De Maria's concealment serves to continually re-

captivate. It is always escaping conceptualization and so speaks to our desire to see the 

hidden. Often expressed as curiosity, the desire to see the hidden is tantamount to the desire 

for knowledge of the transcendent: 

http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn14
http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn15
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Desirous of seeing or knowing; eager to learn; inquisitive. Often with condemnatory connotation: 

Desirous of knowing what one has no right to know, or what does not concern one, prying.[16] 

This definition reveals the very nature of the activity of curiosity as a socially discouraged and 

blasphemous attempt at knowledge of the Other. It mirrors the need to limit subjective 

experience in the process of self-realization. Covetous, curiosity is rooted in desire but is tied to 

a condemnatory need for repression and underscores the limits of knowledge. De Maria's 

dematerialization, through concealment of the kilometer, points to the limits of the impulse to 

objectify – it can only translate the imponderable as “arbitrariness distances the numeration 

from rationality, empties it of content, and brings it closer to an incomprehensible, ungraspable 

totality”.[17] De Maria's concealment thus holds the deconstruction of logic (as numeration) in 

tension with the desire to know; this tension is necessarily irresolvable and requires that we 

constantly engage with the space between impulse and its satisfaction. 

 
The Broken Kilometer (1979) Long-term installation at Dia Center for the Arts,  

393 West Broadway, New York City.   Photo: Jon Abbott. © Dia Art Foundation. 

De Maria also conceals when he reveals. The Broken Kilometer (1979), described as the 

companion piece to the Vertical Earth Kilometer, seeks to explicitly describe the kilometer by 

breaking it up into 500 parts, each rod six feet-six inches in length arranged in rows of 100 bars 

each. Despite its insistent materiality, The Broken Kilometer remains elusive and intangible: the 

brass rods seem to dissolve as they fade off into the horizon of the gallery while their 

shimmering surface works to dissolve the gallery floor. The tension between the desire to 

objectify space and the endless retreat of the object serves both to elucidate the failings of 

rational systems as tools for describing the ineffable, as well as to highlight the perpetual desire 

for such knowledge: 

[It] is a continuous attempt to take possession of an elsewhere, as well as of an other. Since this 

elsewhere may turn into a metaphysical absolute, De Maria does not let it lose its limits and 

measurements.[18] 

The Broken Kilometer literally fragments and dissolves the categories of understanding that we 

use to know things in the world. De Maria's insistent ordering of the rods points to our ordering 

of the world as a way of trying to ‘know' it, all the while continually problematizing how we come 

to know by either using a conceptual apparatus or our sight.     

http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn16
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Distrust of the realm of sense perception as a source of knowledge is described in Hegel in 

terms of a pre-perceptual moment as the problem of ‘sense certainty'. The instability of the 

space of now as a space that always escapes realization outside of simple subjectivity (because 

‘now' slides with us through time) reveals the space of knowledge as a dialectical space of 

becoming that involves the desire to actively appropriate the Other: 

Self-consciousness has a double object, because the self can only be aware of itself, through 

the mediation of something in the ordinary world of perceptual consciousness. This is what 

makes it necessarily an appetitive motion away from simple consciousness. The self moves 

from implicit identity to explicit identity with itself through the dissolution of difference.[19] 

Despite their failings, our efforts to conceptualize our surroundings are mediations necessary to 

the progress of self-realization. De Maria's dissolutions posit that seeing and believing are 

elements of simple consciousness that must be moved beyond, yet returned to with the 

progress afforded by distance. 

This distance, as horizon, is both the location of and the wellspring of desire. A discussion of 

horizon will clarify my difficulties with Silverthorne's argument that the viewer is “irrevocably 

locked out” of spatial experience in The New York Earth Room. Despite his obstructions, 

dematerializations, and dissolutions, De Maria uses horizon in an explicitly incorporative way. 

That the horizon does not just retreat and dissolve but is also insistently materially present in 

The New York Earth Room and The Broken Kilometer serves as an articulation of the 

necessary dialectical engagement with the viewer. Continually reasserting itself and yet 

regressing, the horizon is the Other that must be mediated in the progress of self-realization: 

Desire is a test of totality in the mode of absence; it grasps the whole only in what limits it, which 

is why any finite satisfaction is frustration, why any experience is the desire for another 

experience. It is strictly speaking the subject of the horizon insofar as it attains something only 

through what exceeds it and opens the way upon the infinite.[20] 

That I cannot actually move to the horizon does not prevent my responding to the invocation of 

its presence. In fact, by his obstructions and dissolutions, De Maria has shown that perhaps the 

most profoundly spatial experience of the horizon may actually require the denial of my physical 

access and therefore invite my mind. In a leap toward the perception of self-realization we move 

beyond the simple consciousness of sense stimulus. I must move beyond ‘I' to become me and 

to see that ‘I see' is already a mediation. 

Only desire can correspond to the horizon, as the presentation of the unpresentable, insofar as 

desire's ‘object' is given only in the mode of incompleteness and therefore always calls forth a 

new satisfaction [24] 

Like the previous works discussed that implicate the viewer in a mental relation between the 

space of sense experience and the horizon as the Other, The Lightning Field points to the 

necessity of connection with nature as Other and that the desire for the transmission of 

knowledge of nature is implicated in self-realization. 

Again and again, De Maria's de-objectifying strategies are juxtaposed with the deconstructions 

of conceptual systems. How we know space, as measured in mass and length, is recast as in 

terms of unknowing: form is made formless through concealment, fracture and is negated by 

http://www.drainmag.com/contentDESIRE/Essay/Pahapill.html#ftn19
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collocation.[25] Deconstruction is employed by De Maria in order to de-throne objectivity whilst 

visualization and access are denied to retard the affirmations of sensation. Cleared of rational 

conceptuality, a new fullness emerges as relation: 

…Matter is not different from emptiness: emptiness is not different from matter; matter is 

precisely emptiness; emptiness is precisely matter. [26] 

By deconstructing how we know, De Maria insists on transcendence but a return is always 

ensured in his carefully constructed spaces as desire emerges and is fed by his obstructions. 

Sense experience reveals only simple consciousness and so must be impeded or retarded. The 

emergence of self-realization requires a mental engagement with the Other. True immersion as 

a propositional attitude may thus require lack of access in order to overcome the problem of 

sense-certainty: 

… Suppose I insist that my actual experience…is the paradigm of ‘true being'. Can I say 

exactly what is for me?   When I use the relevant linguistic expressions to make a precise 

reference to ‘this that is here for me now,' I am pointing at something. Can I do this with 

absolute precision? The answer is that I can point exactly only at the cost of seeing ‘what is' turn 

into ‘what is not'; ‘now' turns into ‘then,' and ‘here' into ‘there'.[27] 

De Maria's ongoing challenge to this problem of conceptualization is what aids his continuing 

relevance to the postmodern moment.   

As I have shown, his use of obstructions, dissolutions and concealments are evidence that De 

Maria does not simply point to the transcendent.[28] Rather, in his structuring and presentation 

of absence assisted by the deconstruction of conceptual strategies he continually reasserts, 

“truth defined as the objective, transcendental view of the world cannot be supported.”[29] This 

is also the task of the postmodern artist: 

Postmodern art seeks to refigure its own tactics – to disfigure while figuring so as to reveal the 

possibility of figuration (through its impossibility)…Disfiguring refuses to allow presence to 

present itself; in doing so, it makes presence experiential in the present through its own 

absence. The rift is neither present nor absent but plays between the two.[30] 
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