SOLID AIR (Richard Archer's Letters on Vija Celmins)

by Douglas Blau

When floating on an open sea, out of sight of sand, or in a desert plain
without compass or guiding hand, one comes to know the need for reins and for
the mannered things of man. -- Robert Béton

Los Angeles - May 13, 1974
R&M,

It was wonderful to have seen you both in London last month. Far too
long between conversations, and yes, as promised, I'll stay in touch and will be
careful, this time, not to "disappear.”" I had no clue. Surely someone there must
have known I was alive. My apologies for the confusion, though I can't say that
I wasn't touched by the concern -- or amused by the speculations as to how I'd
met my fate: Jim assumed that I'd hitched a ride in an alien spacecraft and was
heading toward some distant star; Eduardo imagined that, like Rimbaud, I'd
slipped off to North Africa to run guns and drugs and had fallen victim to
hallucinations and fever. But my favorite (and the one that probably rings
closest to the truth) was Rachel's theory that I'd transposed myself into a picture
and had been unable (or was it unwilling) to return. Can't say I was too pleased
that no one wrote up an obituary on me. But in any case, it's good to be back
among the living and, though I was blinded at first, good to be back in the light.

It's hard to believe that I've wrapped up my research in the vaults.
Harder still to conceive that it's been four years since I've taken a break to roam
a landscape that wasn't pictured. Have been here a week now, and I've spent my
time at the beach, gazing out to sea, marveling at the horizon -- my time
underground momentarily behind me. The transition from a Joseph Wright
interior to this Friedrich-ian expanse has left me dislocated and distracted; I'm
in some strange limbo, as if I'd taken the leap but haven't actually landed. Most
of my brain still lingers in the crypts, comforted by those walls carpeted in
bookshelves, file-cabinets and ladders. I was encased there. There was a
serenity, an intimacy to that bubble.

I'd like to think that this trip will turn into an adventure/vacation at
some point down the road -- that this present state of vertigo will eventually
lead to an extended period of Abandon. Time to leave it all behind, but for the
moment, | can't keep from trying to make sense of all the material. I'm still
going over and over and over it in my head, circling it like a reconnaissance
pilot. So here I am at the edge of the continent, staring off into the void, waiting
patiently for the rush of enlightenment to wash over me, while grains of sand



slip through my fingers. In the meantime, I'm listening to a transistor radio and
working on a tan.

It's good to be driving a car again. Hertz has loaned me an American
boat with power breaks and power steering, FM radio and air-conditioning.
Another bubble -- this one on cruise control, speeding down the freeways. Went
to Pasadena the other day, just so I could glide through those old underpasses
and tunnels, so I could travel back in time, into highway history. Visited the
Huntington Gardens, a couple of FLW's and your favorite piece by Messrs.
Greene & Greene, the entire interior glistening in the morning light, under a
fresh coat of polish. R, I’ve been reading your book again -- haven't ever read it
here -- and have been following your leads as if Los Angeles were a Baedeker.
What a fine piece of work. A classic. I'm seeing the city through a new set of
eyes.

Speaking of cars and books: I've been wading through Jim's latest
collections of fragments. Read Crash on the plane out here (the man sitting next
to me regretted having craned his neck to see the title) and just put down the
new one, Concrete Island, which 1 don't think I'll finish this trip. He's
apparently given up on unified-field fiction in favor of photomontage and the
fractured image. Can't say I'm too interested in the structural games or in all
those Burroughs-like affectations he's adopted. But some of the snapshots he's
taken are absolute jewels, exquisite depictions. Who can match Jim at
description? Maybe this is some transitional thing, a fling, an attempt at mid-
life rejuvenation. Or maybe he's just tired of the sci-fi ghetto -- and who can
blame him? Still, I'll take the seamlessness of The Drowned World or The
Crystal World over these halls of twisted chrome and shattered mirrors.

Otherwise, I'm trying to empty out my head by filling it up with real
pulp fiction. Most of this trash is trash -- here, there are no expectations -- but
occasionally I stumble onto something decent. Most recently: The Burnt
Orange Heresy by Charles Willeford, an art-world thriller in which a critic
forges an artist's work in order to illustrate his own theories. Tongue in cheek
and very creepy, with some amusing caricatures of manipulative collectors and
neurotic dealers. Unfortunately the critic's sensibility.... OK, time to wind this
one down.

Not quite sure where I'm going next -- I'm hoping to surprise myself --
but I'll be staying in town at least another week according to present plans. |
want to see what's going on in the galleries and, if all goes well, to spend a
couple of days in the library, reading through the four years of art magazines
I've missed. Right now, I'm off to Griffith Park Observatory. There's a full
moon rising and enough smog to guarantee a Technicolor sunset. I'll be
thinking of you both while I'm there,

Archer



Los Angeles -- May 22, 1974
R&M,

If I'm not mistaken, I was on my way to Griffith Park when we last
spoke, and as I remember it, I spent that evening in the observation chamber,
looking at a full moon through the telescope. I'd never seen it so clearly or in
such precise detail. The intimacy was nearly overwhelming; freefall was
induced by the unexpected shift in scale. A moment later, I was there, hovering
just above the lunar surface, surveying craters and rock formations, eyeing
distant mountain ranges and some curious atmospheric effects. Everything
appeared absolutely static, glowing coldly in that otherworldly light, and 1 felt
as | often do when I stare into a painting by Chesley Bonestell: awed by the
haunted desolation, aware of my own anonymity and limitations in relation to
the enormity of that unexplored frontier. I don't often use the word "revelation,"
but perhaps this is an appropriate occasion. Something clicked into place that
night; I had the distinct impression that there had been some sort of
realignment. At first I'd assumed that it was just the full moon, but then it
dawned on me: I was weightless, and the caves were far behind.

Since rediscovering my place in the scheme of things (forgive me these
phrases, L.A. is obviously having an effect on my brain), I've passed my days
as a traveler might: all eyes, I look at or into almost everything in sight, seeking
out any object that might provoke a novel sensation, any detail that might
provide delight.

This means, of course, that I've been digging around in used
bookstores, and stopping at every garage sale I find. People throw away
amazing things in this city; the flea markets here are better stocked than those
in Paris. I've had to be careful not to weigh myself down -- even though my car
has a walk-in closet for a trunk (boot) -- limiting my acquisitions to things that |
can throw away or cut up (without attendant guilt) or file away in folders: loose
volumes from old encyclopedia sets; magazines (mostly recent Scientific
Americans and ancient National Geographics); film stills and View-Master
reels; and, of course, pounds of pulp and science fiction.

It also means that I've covered some ground criss-crossing this town,
visiting the galleries and museums. The County had a few things that held my
eye, in particular a brilliant pairing of a contemplation piece by Georges de la
Tour (Magdalena, holding a skull in her lap, sits mesmerized by the flickering
light of a candle) and a Chardin showing a man completely engaged in the act
of blowing a bubble. Together, they produced an exceptional temporal effect; I
have no idea how many hours I sat there transfixed, my concentration
unbroken, as my gaze shifted seamlessly between one scene and the next. I live
for moments like these. How exceptional that state of rapture; how beautiful an
act -- to lose yourself within something so abstract, to give yourself away,
while reading meaning into a candle, a bubble, a picture.

My tour of the galleries was less interesting than I had hoped it would
be. Nonetheless, there were a couple of pieces that did manage to impress, that
did, in fact, move me. One, a melancholic, black and white photograph, which



Richard Long had taken while traveling through the Andes two years ago. His
small circle of stones set on a hillside in the foreground seemed like little but a
poetic gesture, a Romantic wanderer's response to a vast, indifferent Nature
when compared to the mountains towering beyond. A somber meditation, a sic
transit gloria mundi variation, his monument to the Fleeting gave another
meaning to the phrase leaving one's mark upon the world.

The other work that left its impression was also a stark, monochromatic
vista, though this seemed a much more intimate piece, due in part to its size and
the fact that it had been rendered. A graphite drawing by Vija Celmins, it
showed the surface of a body of water and nothing more: just light seeming to
shift across the waves; no boats, no horizon, no shore. There's always been
something inscrutable, ineffable about her images. When [ wrote about her
airplane paintings in the mid-'60s, I had an incredibly difficult time finding the
appropriate words to describe the presence of the pictures: nouns seemed
redundant and fell flat; verbs had no place in that static space; and modifiers
either felt like fluff or like fat. It's as if silence were the only proper response,
anything beyond that seemed an irreverent imposition. This work possessed
those same qualities, and once again, she has depicted a familiar scene that says
nothing and everything.

Spent yesterday in the library at UCLA. I'd gone there with the
intention of working my way through back issues of the art magazines, but I
lost interest after a couple of hours and ended up passing the afternoon
wandering through the stacks, tracking down old friends and favorites. At the
end of the day, I looked up to see that I'd surrounded myself with a curious
selection of travelogues, some factual, some fiction. A glance at a partial list
will tell you what it told me -- that I was definitely leaning toward a particular
direction: Herbert's Dune; Jules Verne's From the Earth to the Moon; Doughty's
Travels in Arabia Deserta; Mount Analogue by René Daumal; Journey to the
Orient by Gérard de Nerval; and Béton's North African Adventures. Today, I've
been at the beach since dawn, still considering those implications, while poring
over maps of the American Southwest, searching for the appropriate
destination.

Still haven't decided whether it will be Joshua Tree or some barren
stretch of New Mexico or Arizona, but the desert is definitely next on the
agenda. When? I'm not sure of that either. There are so many things to see in

L.A., and I'm intent on being the perfect tourist. You'll hear from me,

Archer

Los Angeles - June 4, 1974
R&M,

Leaving today. Posting this will be my last act in L.A. Then, it's all



Interstates until I make a turn somewhere in the middle of Arizona. I'm looking
forward to this road trip and am quite excited about being a traveler, an explorer
again. I can get very comfortable very quickly here; in these few weeks, I've
already settled into far too many routines, and I'm beginning to lose sight of the
edge. Maybe I'll move back one day -- maybe a diet of lotus leaves will appeal
to me in my later middle age -- but now, it's time to seek out the unexpected, to
wander off into the wilderness and lose my way.

Packing for this journey has been an interesting activity in its own
right. It's not an easy task to answer questions as basic as: What will I want to
look at while I'm out there in the Nowhere? or What will I want to read at
night? After far too much consideration, I've decided to travel light. Like some
medieval pilgrim setting out with only a saddle bag and his trusted steed, I've
filled my car with the barest of bare necessities: Dune, of course, will
accompany me; as will The Crystal World, Philip Dick's Martian Time-Slip,
Béton's meditations from The Reveries, and Rilke's letters on Cézanne. Also:
Heart of Darkness, a few Peterson Field Guides (reptiles, birds and
wildflowers) and 4 Descent into the Maelstrom by Poe; an assortment of
psychedelics, a View-Master viewer and an atlas of the heavens; and my most
recent acquisition, a drawing by Vija Celmins, that graphite ocean, which has
been haunting me since the first day I saw it. No doubt it will serve me well in
the desert. It will be my mirage. It will be my oasis. And judging from the few
days I've already lived with it, this deceptively serene little sea will be the thing
that will take me closest to the edge. In all probability, it will also be my desert.

Over the course of the last week, the Celmins has become something of
an idée fixe and, perhaps, something of an obsession. | hadn't realized what a
curious effect it had had on me until after I wrote you those few sentences.
Trying to describe that vacuum she creates opened up the floodgates, and since
that night I've been puzzling over just how one might go about translating the
experience into prose. And it is, after all, the experience of the thing that one
must contend with -- as the subject matter is so self-evident that it evaporates
right before your eyes; transparent yet opaque, a proverbial blank slate, like the
sea itself, it's only a projection of a viewer's mind. And although its polished
surface provides an occasion for reflection, it nonetheless remains resistant to
any interpretation that's either too literal or too circumscribed.

Everything and nothing, I believe that's what I wrote. It's all there, but
how does one actually grasp it? I've already spent days mesmerized by the
vertigo induced by the interweaving of apparent contradictions: the play
between the specific and the general, between the concrete and ephemeral,
between the immensity of its scale and its diminutive size. I'm fascinated by the
ease with which it slips back and forth between abstraction and representation,
by the way spatial orientation can shift from the processional to the recessional
in the blink of an eye. The tension it creates between the literal and the literary
will most likely keep me baffled for weeks at a time -- particularly the way the
work insists upon the primacy of its surface even though the power of its effect
depends almost completely upon the promise of an unfathomable depth, the
implication that something lies beneath or behind. All this compressed into
such a compact, seamless fiction, which, were it nothing else, would be a
beautiful object in its own right. I am a fortunate man.



That I can hold the ocean in my hands, that I can transport it so easily
(not to mention of course that the picture can hold my attention and can
transport me into other dimensions) only helps to reinforce my fantasy that [ am
a character out of the pages of Walter Miller's 4 Canticle for Leibowitz, heading
into the Nothing with an illuminated manuscript in my saddle bag. Curious....
Now that I've written it, it's clear that I conceive of the work not only as an
object but as a book, a text, as a language built of marks, as both script and
scripture. Description as inscription perhaps. No doubt these thoughts are made
possible by the fact that the drawing -- despite its mechanical, near-
photographic precision -- never seeks to conceal that it was crafted, that it is the
product of intensive, solitary labor, that it was made lovingly by a rigorous,
dedicated hand. Clearly, it was built to last, to travel through time; and this
commitment bespeaks a faith that a continuity exists between future, present
and past. A book then, but surely not an open one; a picture book to be pored
over, to be read again and again. But clearly one I'll never finish and probably
will never understand. I think I'm in good hands.

After all of this, and with my departure so close at hand, I'm beginning
to wonder whether it wouldn't be a good idea to go down to the beach one last
time. So that I might fix the image in memory. So that I might be reminded that
the sea looks different at every viewing, and that the view I'm carrying with me
represents not only the idea of Ocean itself but also an imagined moment frozen
in time. I think I've just talked myself into this detour: in order to contrast and
compare; or perhaps just to be sure that I remember the colors, the motion, the
sounds and the scents in the air. Also, to plant my feet and to have a fixed
perspective one last time, as the Celmins provides no shoreline, no sense of
direction, no location at all. It's a space in which one might lose their bearings,
a state of mind in which to float.... OK, I'm drifting. Time to go. Time to hit the
road. I'll write after I've pitched a tent in the sands,

Archer

Twentynine Palms -- June 8, 1974
R&M,

Detour after detour these last few days, but nonetheless, I'm finally out
here at the edge of the frontier, just a few miles away from the Nothing. The
change of plans came at the last minute, after realizing that I would probably
get the bends if I didn't depressurize in gradual stages. Arizona will wait, and in
the meanwhile, I'll have a chance to grow accustomed to being Nowhere.

Nowhere? Not exactly, but close. With civilization (a gas station and a
Kentucky Fried Chicken stand) just down the road and the National Park, the
Monument, on the other side of that ridge, this place is something of a nether-
zone, a way-station, a space between, or better: something like a space-station



orbiting the globe. A fine place to spend a few days, but I'm looking forward to
catching my connecting flight and to continuing on to some place more remote.

Zero-gravity is curious to say the least, but I think I've begun to adjust.
Having expected the temporal and spatial disorientation, and having been
prepared for the absolute silence and sense of desolation, I've found that I'm
most surprised by the actual intensity of the colors and by the effects produced
by the complete lack of moisture in the air. I haven't figured out how to
describe it all yet; faced with the real thing, it's difficult to say "this landscape
of transcendent desolation" without immediately thinking of a postcard caption
or a travel brochure. (Too bad, too, as under the right circumstances it would be
a fine phrase). But, apparently sentimentality and cliché are just two more of
the hazards that one encounters in this terrain. I suppose picture-makers have a
similar problem and have to find a way to make due without purple paint.
Perhaps grisaille is the answer.

As you can imagine, I've been spending a lot of time driving around in
my air-conditioned bubble, looking at the world through windows and mirrors.
I've tried to remember some of your stories about this place, but while your
descriptions are still vivid in my mind, I can't seem to locate the actual things.
In particular, I had hoped to find that stretch of Sahara-like sand dunes, which
of course is what I had assumed that this desert would look like. But it's really
nothing like North Africa here, nothing like the Idea of Desert that we all must
carry around with us -- at least those of us who have seen Lean's Lawrence of
Arabia one too many times. I can't say that I've been moved to some state of
sublime speechlessness by the rock formations, which, while quite exceptional,
remind me too much of the backgrounds in cartoons.

By the way, I did end up at the ocean that last day in L.A. But rather
than actually going down to the sand, I took in the panorama from the little park
that runs between Ocean Ave. and the cliffs overlooking Santa Monica beach. It
proved the ideal way to say goodbye -- but better still, I'd apparently timed the
visit perfectly: Do you know that huge old camera obscura at the southern end
of the promenade? (I ask only because you don't mention it in L.A.) I'd passed
it countless times, but had never seen it open before; until that day of course,
when I finally had the chance to look inside.

I was led into a pitch-black room and was left standing by what I
assumed to be the edge of a table. Couldn't see a thing at first, but as my eyes
began to adjust, I saw an image gradually materializing, developing like a
photograph, on that flat, round surface. When the anticipated picture appeared it
seemed like little more than a mist, like some insubstantial atmosphere, but it
was clear enough, and clearly, it was the ocean -- seen from a distance and from
the air, its colors faded, muted. I remember looking at it in complete disbelief,
as, for brief a moment, I thought it was the Celmins. Time passed in slow
motion in that padded, airtight chamber, and I felt as if | were watching footage
documenting the beginning of time, an old silent film about the moment of
creation. | reached out to touch it, but of course it wasn't there. It was all light
and air, this projection, this reflection of an ocean.

When I walked back outside, still reeling from having been so



thoroughly preoccupied, I was confused and completely displaced; the world
seemed brighter, louder than I'd remembered it, and the commotion -- the
sounds, the motion -- made it difficult to concentrate and nearly impossible to
focus my attention. I felt as if [ were coming off a long spell on ether: as if |
had woken up to find myself in a temporal, corporeal state; as if, by returning to
the light, I had fallen from a state of grace.

Curious, that I'd gone down to the sea that day to get a perspective on
the Celmins -- to meditate on the play between Art and Nature; to hold a fiction
up against an expectation; to consider the drawing in relation to the abstraction
on which it was based -- only to discover that camera obscura, which resembled
both yet neither, but which somehow represented a point halfway between
them. Still, in retrospect, I find it most curious that after spending the morning
immersed in the drawing and the afternoon inside that echo chamber, I didn't
return to look at the Pacific. Instead, I got into my car and drove out here.

Out here, in orbit, where I find myself thinking about waves. Perhaps
it's time to take a swim, or perhaps to quench my thirst with an elixir capable of
setting me adrift on some hypothetical sea, where I'd be free to float away....
Most probably though, I'll head back into the park with a pair of binoculars and
Peterson's Field Guide to Western Birds. I'm off. I'll write again soon, after I've
arrived at wherever it is that I'm going,

Archer

Painted Desert -- June 28, 1974
R&M,

I landed on this planet some time ago. It's much stranger than I'd
imagined and more oppressive than I'd hoped. After the first few days of
exploration, I found myself overwhelmed by the variety of colors and shapes
that make up this make-believe landscape. I can't conceive of this world except
as a fiction; its simply too picturesque and far too resplendent to be real. How is
one supposed to have visions in a place so vivid? It undermines, subdues the
imagination.

At the beginning of the second week, I turned time inside out and
started to sleep during the day, preferring to see the place in the moonlight, all
muted and cool in a palette of calming blues and grays. Desolation, austerity,
peace of mind, these are the things I came here to find. And I have to some
degree -- but only in the monochromatic realm of night.

I spend my time outside of time, driving the roads, rarely seeing a soul
on my way up to the summit, where I often set up my telescope and focus on a
segment of the evening sky. Even without the help of a lens, the stars here seem
magnified, sometimes appearing twice their normal size. No doubt this is due to



the clarity of the air and to the altitude, but I often wonder whether my eyes
haven't somehow improved with all the practice. I don't recall having ever seen
the heavens look so heavenly before: not from the deck of a boat on the waters
between Egypt and Crete, not even when projected on a planetarium's dome.

Sometimes I sit up there all night, staring up at those distant points of
white, feeling very much as I do when I stare out at the ocean. Here, the insects'
drone lulls me like the waves', imposing a rhythm on my restless mind, a
rhythm that carries me deeper and deeper into space. Sometimes I fall asleep up
there. At other times I fall to dreaming, my eyes completely fixed in place, as I
slip inside and slip away.... Completely involved yet disengaged; held in place
but transported to a different state; there yet not there at all -- this is the
condition I came here to experience, this fusion of absolute distraction and
perfect concentration. What could be better than these moments of attuned
fixation, than this weightless grace?

Over the course of the last few weeks, I've been experimenting with
this state, in the hope of learning how to maintain it, to sustain it over longer
and longer periods of time -- as if I were practicing holding my breath so as to
spend more time underwater. While the evening sky has been the primary
catalyst for these excursions, ['ve found that I'm also able to slip into similar
trances while at the hotel, where 1 sit by the pool and allow myself to be
hypnotized by the patterns formed as the wind plays over the water's surface, by
the sounds of waves washing against ceramic tiles.

Other nights, I stay inside and, holding the View-Master to my eyes,
transpose myself into the depths of three-dimensional space, into worlds that
seem -- once suspension of disbelief is complete -- to be virtually real. Most
recently, I've been absorbed in three particular reels: not surprisingly, The
Painted Desert, The Pacific and Saturn and its Rings, the latter unfortunately
being a series of seven retouched photographs rather than 3D versions of
paintings by Bonestell. Now that they've started making these stereoscopes with
their own internal light source, I am able to view the images in a completely
darkened room, which helps to intensify the experience, making it seem almost
cinematic despite the fact that the images are static stills. The only
improvement | can imagine now would be some device that would free my
hands while allowing the viewer to remain pressed to my eyes -- perhaps I'll try
to hook up some type of strap, something like what athletes use to keep their
glasses in place -- no doubt this would help to make the fiction appear to be
even more concrete.

On other occasions, I turn my attentions to the Celmins sea, which I've
hung low on an empty wall, just opposite the most comfortable chair. There, I
spend entire evenings staring, watching as my gaze skims over the waves, as
my eyes glide effortlessly back and forth, from the foreground to the distance,
from the details into the haze. At this point, I can't imagine having made this
trip without the piece; it's been a real comfort, providing me with a haven of
artifice into which I can retreat. In the midst of this vast Nothing, it offers a
perspective, another sense of time and scale. As Béton might say, it helps to
remind me that this place is not a place at all so much as a metaphor or literary
motif.



The drawing still holds my attention, while continuing to baffle me.
0dd, that something so simple should be so complex, that a thing so mysterious
can also be so self-evident -- always the same refrain; the play between that
impenetrable surface and its promise of depth. And perhaps it's this aspect of
the work that fascinates me most, this tensionless push-pull between surface
and illusion, the way my eye goes in and out and in, back and forth between an
awareness of the graphite markings and then of the picture itself. Initially, I had
assumed that this continual shifting would make it impossible for me to
concentrate for any length of time -- that by constantly being recalled to the
surface, I would be unable to dive. But, just the opposite has proved true;
instead of shattering my attention span, the repeated motion, a tidal rhythm not
unlike the ocean's own, lulls me into a trance, enabling me to stay inside, to
remain outside of time. Once again, that transcendent drone....

Here, looking is like listening to an incantation or to a chant; like a
dirge in notation, the piece reads as notes inscribed on an illuminated page.
Often, I'm reminded of tantric patterns, which also serve to induce a particular
type of meditation, and which effect a viewer not simply through the image but
by the manner in which that image has been made. As is the case with any
intricately detailed piece, I can never completely lose sight of the hand that
labored; and when looking at the Celmins, I am acutely aware of the process, of
the constant, consistent markings, of the combing over and over in order to
make a surface so seamless, of the countless repetitions, as if the act itself were
something of a mantra -- a ritual rather than a routine. All of this adds to the
work's hypnotic effect; it sets a mood and brings the viewer into an intimate
communion. Looking, I can't help but be moved, nor can I keep from
identifying with the image I have of the artist at work: a solitary saint in her
cell, a weaver in tune with her loom, looking up for an instant, only to be
transfixed by the sight of a spider spinning its web.

The other night, I took the drawing out of its frame, out from behind
that protective glass sheath, imagining that something unexpected might
happen. What exactly I'd hoped for, I can't really say, though maybe I'd thought
that it might somehow enhance the experience, that I might achieve an even
greater sense of intimacy with the inanimate object. No doubt due to the fact
that I'd gone to such lengths, I saw something I'd never noticed before: an
optical illusion perhaps, a reverse mirage of sorts, but in any case the picture
appeared to be different -- it was no longer a seascape but a landscape viewed
from miles above the ground. What had been waves were now hills covering a
deserted terrain, a low fog obscuring all but their peaks, which lent to the
impression that the scene was actually a depiction of a desert, a sea of dunes.
It's as if, simply by squinting my eyes, | can see the same place in altered states,
at both the beginning and at the end of time.

Perhaps I was seeing things, but if so | am seeing them still, as I can
now shift the image at will. Or perhaps all of this says more about my own
perspective on the desert than it does about Celmins's sea. (It's also possible
that I've been reading far too much Ballard and Dick to see anything
objectively). Anyway, I have a lot more work to do out here, and this last
incident has convinced me that I need to head deeper into the Nowhere before



I've exhausted the potential of this trip. At some point in the next few days, I'll
pull up stakes and, with enough water to last me at least a week, will set myself
adrift, in the hope of really losing my way. Maybe I was meant to spend my
days playing the role of a hermit saint, wandering within this abyss, carrying a
drawing instead of a map or a compass. Perhaps while roaming amidst the
shifting sands of this desert/ocean, I'll stumble across a Doric ruin and will
make my home atop a toppled column. No doubt someone will eventually find
me, staring at the stars, my View-Master in one hand, the Celmins in the other.

If all goes well, I'll be back here in a week and will then head north, to
the Great Salt Lake, to see the Smithson Jetty. Then it's up to Portland, Oregon,
where I'll spend at least a week doing some research in the archives at View-
Master's home base. It will be good to be back in the caves again. But first, it's
time to set sail, off into the Nothing.

Archer

“Solid Air” originally appeared in Vija Celmins, Judith Tannenbaum, ed.,
Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania/Whitney Museum of
American Art, Philadelphia/New York, 1992, pp 36-48.



