
 
 

 

National Collage of Art & Design 

 

Fine Art Painting & Education 

 

The State of Passivity in Visual Culture:  

The Artist, the Viewer, the Work  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Catherine Mc Keown 

 

Submitted to the School of Visual Culture in Candidacy for the 

Degree of BA (Hons) in Fine Art & Education 

2018 

  



 
 

 

 

NATIONAL COLLEGE OF ART AND DESIGN 

 

School of Visual Culture 

 

I declare that this thesis is all my own work and that all 

sources have been fully acknowledged.  

 

Signed: 

Date:  

 

  



 
 

Acknowledgements  

 

I would like to thank my thesis advisor, Fiona Loughnane, for her 

extraordinary help and support in this process. 



 
 

Table of Contents 

 

List of Illustrations ……………………………………1 

Introduction ……………………………………….…..2 

The State of Passivity ………………..……………...4 

Passivity of the Artist ……………………………..….7 

Passivity of the Viewer ………………………….…13 

Passivity of the Work …………………………...….17 

Conclusion...……………………………………….. 21 

Bibliography ………………………………………...23 



 

1 
 

List of illustrations 

 

Fig.1. Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, 1974, Performance, Studio Morra, 

Naples 

Available at:  https://www.unbelievable-facts.com/2017/08/marina-

abramovic.html (Accessed 23/12/2017).  

 

Fig.2. Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, 1974, Performance, Studio Morra, 

Naples 

Available at: http://www.realnews24.com/she-stood-motionless-for-6-hours-

and-let-people-use-her-body-for-whatever-they-wanted/ (Accessed 

23/12/2017).  

 

Fig.3. Guillermo Vargas, Exposición No.1, 2007, Installation, Galería Códice, 

Managua  

Available at: https://fractalenlightenment.com/633/artwork/you-are-what-you-

read (Accessed 23/12/2017).  

 

Fig.4. Guillermo Vargas, Exposición No.1, 2007, Installation, Galería Códice, 

Managua 

Available at: http://davidyanezwritingessays.blogspot.ie/2009/03/you-are-

what-you-read-when-ethics-of.html (Accessed 23/12/2017).  

 

Fig.5. Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970, Land Sculpture, Great Salt Lake, 

Utah (Photo: Steven Zucker)  

Available at: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/28340487746/in/photostream/lightb

ox  (Accessed 23/12/2017).   

 

 

 

https://www.unbelievable-facts.com/2017/08/marina-abramovic.html
https://www.unbelievable-facts.com/2017/08/marina-abramovic.html
http://www.realnews24.com/she-stood-motionless-for-6-hours-and-let-people-use-her-body-for-whatever-they-wanted/
http://www.realnews24.com/she-stood-motionless-for-6-hours-and-let-people-use-her-body-for-whatever-they-wanted/
https://fractalenlightenment.com/633/artwork/you-are-what-you-read
https://fractalenlightenment.com/633/artwork/you-are-what-you-read
http://davidyanezwritingessays.blogspot.ie/2009/03/you-are-what-you-read-when-ethics-of.html
http://davidyanezwritingessays.blogspot.ie/2009/03/you-are-what-you-read-when-ethics-of.html
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/28340487746/in/photostream/lightbox
https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/28340487746/in/photostream/lightbox


 

2 
 

The State of Passivity in Visual Culture: The Artist, the 

Viewer, the Work 

 

Introduction  

Art has often been described as a form of escape from action. 

(Rothko, 2004, p. 9) 
 

The idea of passivity, as a state of being, is a phenomenon this thesis will 

explore. Its ‘in-betweenness’ is a quality that references living and not living, 

presence and absence; encapsulating both states without really being in 

either. A person can’t feel passive, rather they are passive. This space it lies 

in, amid a condition and an emotion, or lack thereof, is something that, from a 

psychological and artistic point of view, is fascinating, though rarely directly 

written about, unlike things such as power or action. I intend to expand the 

term passivity, interrogating what it means to be passive and examining its 

parameters, specifically within the changing landscape of visual culture. How 

authentic is passivity in a premeditated situation, such as in performance art. 

Does passivity depend on action?  How does mental and physical passivity 

differ, and is it possible to have one without the other? How is passivity 

different from apathy and what is it in terms of entropy? This essay is 

interested in questioning the passivity in the artist and in the viewer in visual 

art, which I will do through manifestations of this tendency. Chapter one will 

look at passivity of the artist, examining questions surrounding its ownership 

and abuse through Marina Abramović’s performance Rhythm 0, while 

comparing mental and physical passivity. The second chapter will look more 
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closely at passivity of the viewer, asking what ‘virtual action’ means in terms 

of passivity; I will do this through Guillermo Vargas’ exhibition Exposición 

No.1. Both these works create juxtaposition between the powerful 

performances they are and the discussions of passivity they provoke. 

Comparatively, Robert Smithson’s 1972 land sculpture Spiral Jetty, which will 

be examined in chapter three, is itself passive, looking at the phenomenon 

not from our perspective but rather through the natural process of entropy. I 

will ask whether passivity is something that isn’t completely human and, if so, 

can we learn more about this ambiguous state of being through our 

environment? Occurring at times where the boundaries and discussions 

surrounding it began to shift socially, politically and environmentally, these 

works will be used as mediations on my study of passivity.  
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The State of Passivity   

There is a modernist obsession with the ‘’civilized’’ way of participating in the 

social life of watching live events - namely, the silently seeing person, 

focused on the retinal reception of visual cues, mindfully contemplative and 

searching for meaning. 

 (Hertz, 2011, p. 65) 

 

This term, ‘passivity’ is used to describe a person who is withdrawn and not 

taking an active part in their circumstances (Merriam-Webster, 2017), such 

as a spectator in a play or a viewer in a gallery; someone who allows things 

to happen, to them or to others, or accepts what has already occurred. As a 

concept in art it operates in opposition to what we normally associate with 

creativity; action and engagement. The culturally negative connotations with 

the word, for example a ‘passive relationship’ or ‘passive student’, show that 

we as a society value productivity and action; teachers are now advised to 

move away from their ‘passive-learning’ techniques and women are 

encouraged not to act passively when it comes to their rights in the 

workplace. Passivity can be experienced when you look at something, such 

as a painting; you become an observer, submissive to what has been 

presented to you. This relationship between inactive spectator and active 

artist has existed in galleries for centuries. Jacques Rancière wrote that there 

is no theatre without an audience, but, according to the opponents, being a 

spectator is ‘‘a bad thing’’; that to be a spectator is to be removed from the 

power to act and the capacity to know because they sit immobile and in a 

state of ignorance about appearance and reality (2009, p. 2). Plato held that 
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theatre is ‘‘a scene of illusion and passivity that must be abolished in favour 

of what it prohibits -knowledge and action’’ (cited in Rancière, 2009, p. 3).  

Giorgio Morandi’s still lifes in the early twentieth century ‘‘invite meditation 

and contemplation’’ while creating a sense of timelessness (Tate, 2017). The 

viewer, through their acceptance and thought of the work can be drawn, 

unknowingly, into a passive state. In contrast, but to the same effect, Jackson 

Pollock’s ‘action paintings’ of the 1950s subsequently removes the spectator 

from the ‘here and now’ into an introspective mental space. Pollack believed, 

as did Andy Warhol, that the artist was central to the work and the person 

with the ‘‘powers to provide guidance through chaos’’ (cited in Hertz, 2011, p. 

20). This idea, Stiles wrote, was challenged only recently during the 1960s 

(2004, p. 183), when the expectations of the viewer moved  from being 

submissive to being active, as artists began to not only involve the audience 

but draw them into ‘‘the magical circle of theatrical action’’ (Rancière, 2004, 

p. 4). Performance work, during and after this time, ‘‘reintroduced direct 

connection in art’’, (Stiles, 2004, p. 186), while land art and installation, 

Novak holds, opposed the way art was traditionally appreciated; from a 

physically isolated and disinterested self (2012, p. 22). The structuralists, for 

example, rejected the submissive consumer in favour of a viewer as the 

producer of knowledge and ideas (Commandeur et al, 2012, p. 14). 

The 2011 exhibition Audience as Subject looked to artists ‘‘for 

representations and enactments of the various roles that audiences might 

play at events’’ and which unraveled the clarity between performer and 

audience by questioning the ‘‘symbiotic construction’’ that exists between the 
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two (Hertz, 2011, p. 17). Danica Dakić’s work Isola Bella featured ‘designated 

actors’ that served as both audience and participant, stepping from 

spectatorship to perform their stories (Lam, 2011, p. 77).  Adrian Paci’s 

performance, filmed in 2004 (and played during Audience as Subject) on the 

steps of his town square, featured unemployed local men who passed time in 

the area; breaking the distinction between audience and spectator rather 

than allowing fluidity between the two, like in Dakić’s (Lam, 2011, p. 77). I 

believe this move in art practice has opened avenues of discussion 

surrounding participation but, more interestingly, on passivity. 
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Passivity of the Artist 

The spatialization of the relationship between actor and spectator frames the 

dyadic dance that is at the core of live perforamce and that also symbolically 

defines the edge between theatre and life. 

(Hertz, 2011, p. 64) 

 

Marina Abramović’s performance work, Heathfield writes, is produced in the 

belief that the communicative power of art lies in the transfer of bodily energy 

between the artist and the viewer (2004, p. 145). This is prevalent in her 

1974 performance Rhythm 0 , to which Natalia Borecka claimed was as 

much a work of ‘‘daring contemporary art as it was a massive social 

experiment that pulled the veil on human nature, and laid bare the 

consequences of leaving ourselves, our bodies and our lives in the hands of 

strangers’’ (2012). Abramović  stood in Studio Morra, in Naples, for six hours 

and instructed the audience to do whatever they wanted to do with her, using 

any of the seventy two objects placed on a table beside her; which ranged 

from feathers and chocolate cake, to a knife and a loaded gun (fig. 1). The 

instructions on the table read: ‘‘Performance. I am the object. During this 

period I take full responsibility’’. She was testing how far people will go ‘‘if the 

artist himself doesn’t do anything’’ (Abramović, 2013). She described the 

audience as initially calm, however the longer she remained an inactive 

object, the more extreme they became; ‘‘it was six hours of real horror… they 

would cut me… stab a knife between my legs…put rose pins in my body’’ 

(Abramović, 2013). One man put a loaded gun in her hand to see if she 

herself would shoot. Hertz wrote that ‘‘the performing audience is constructed 
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through spatial, psychological, and political situations that delve into larger 

questions of civic participation’’ (2011, p. 64). Abramović relinquished all 

power over to the public, who, when the performance finished and Abramović 

returned to being responsive, were unable to confront her as a person. This 

performance begs the question; is it our actions and responses that makes 

us human, something capable of feeling and deserving of respect, and if so, 

does passivity make us less human, less alive, and therefore viable to be 

taken advantage of and abused.  

 

The inaction seen in the artist during this performance has traditionally been 

gendered as feminine: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote ‘‘for it is the fate 

of a woman, long to be patient and silent, to wait like a ghost that is 

speechless’’ (The Courtship Of Miles Standish cited in Alias Grace, 2017); 

Margaret Dashwood says ‘‘Girls have to sit and wait for things to happen’’ 

Fig. 1 Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, Studio Morra, 1974 
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(Sense and Sensibility, 1996); Ursula sings ‘‘It’s much preferred for ladies not 

to say a word… they dote and swoon and fawn on a lady who’s withdrawn’’ 

(The Little Mermaid, 2008). While Abramović’s early works, Heathfield 

claimed, asked ‘‘fundamental questions about the power relationships 

between the genders’’ (2004, p. 145). This performance exposed aspects of 

passivity that have long been true of society, such as the abuse that stems 

from it, and acts alongside with it. Susan Sontag wrote that ‘‘the killing 

machine has a gender, and it is male’’ (2003, p. 8). Abramović’s performance 

personified the concept of passivity as feminine and throws lights on the idea 

of the female being acted upon as opposed to being the origin of action.    

Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, the first of which was performed and recorded in 1965 

and the last in 2003, involved her inviting the audience to cut pieces of her 

clothing away as she sat on a stage. Similar to Abramović, but perhaps with 

more control due to the direct instructions, Ono was working with the theme 

of gender (Mason, 2017) at a time when the role of women was altering due 

to ‘‘deep, cultural changes’’ (Walsh, 2010). In both works the artists acted in 

the gallery how women were expected to be in everyday life; accepting, 

compliant, and then willing to move on. In an interview with Miranda Sawyer, 

Ono said she was ‘‘expressing how women are treated, as well as how we 

can survive it by allowing people to do things that they want to do’’ (BBC, 

2012). I wonder, had the artists been men, how the audience would have 

responded to their renouncing of personal boundaries; would they have been 

less eager to test and abuse them? Jerry Saltz described Vito Acconci as 

‘‘the producer and the receiver of the work's pleasure’’ (2004) during his 

performance Seedbed, where he lay underneath a ramp in the New York 
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Sonnabend Gallery, masturbating and verbally fantasizing over the visitors 

above through a speaker (a performance Abramović recreated in 2005 as 

part of Seven Easy Pieces). Saltz described Acconci as a ‘‘perfect 

counterweight’’ to the female artists ‘‘whom were as trailblazing with their 

bodies as he was with his’’ (2004).However, in contrast to Rhythm 0 and Cut 

Piece, Acconci was performing at the public, while he himself was hidden 

and protected; the viewers were made feel uncomfortable by the actions of 

the artist, as opposed to the other way around in Abramović’s work, again 

demonstrating the potentially opposite social experiences of men and 

women.  

 

This performance brings together passivity and apathy; they’re often used 

interchangeably, but apathy can be described as the feeling of no feeling, of 

not caring or having no interest, while passivity, as I’ve already discussed, is 

Fig. 2 Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, Studio Morra, 1974 



 

11 
 

withdrawal and the acceptance of what happens (Oxford Dictionary, 2017). 

Apathy was therefore felt by the people doing the extreme things to 

Abramović; because they didn’t care they were hurting her (fig. 2). Adam 

Galinsky found that the more power a person has, the less he or she takes 

on the perspectives of others and that powerful people are more likely to take 

action (2012). In 1973, using the relationship of prison guard and prisoner, 

Zimbardo investigated whether the brutality of someone in power was due to 

their own aggressive nature or whether it was more to do the environment 

they are in; are they the way they are because of the prisoners lack of 

respect for authority and the guards authoritative personality or alternatively, 

is it that they behave aggressively due to ‘‘the rigid power structure of the 

social environment in prisons’’ (McLeod, 2017). What he found in his 

Stanford Prison Experiment was that people will readily conform to the roles 

they are assigned to play (McLeod, 2017). Similarly, in Rhythm 0, the 

audience was given a part to play, and like with Zimbardo’s ‘prison guards’, 

they used their position of power against the artist’s passive position. Based 

off this, it could be said that their apathy depended on and materialized due 

to both the assigned social relationship and the artists’ passivity.  

This performance raises major questions surrounding the relationship of 

passivity in the viewer and the audience, such as who actually is in charge in 

that symbiotic construction? Abramović actively surrendered her body to the 

audience, for the set amount of time; therefore they were in a perceived 

position of power, but only because she allowed them to be. This would 

mean that passivity has an element of control; but can passivity be 

premeditated? Physically, maybe so, but mentally? I question the authenticity 
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of her state of passivity and ask whether she was ever truly without control. 

Abramović dictated the place, the objects available and the time period but 

as far as the audience were concerned, she was without any power, and the 

results were detrimental. This suggests that being perceived as physically 

submissive is something that leaves a person vulnerable to others whereas 

being mentally so is a something that occurs on a much more personal and 

spontaneous manner. Being physically subservient to this extreme also 

proved to involve major mental strength; Abramović described it as her most 

difficult piece yet, where she pushed her body to the extreme (2013); she 

invited them to test the consequences of passivity, specifically in women, by 

being physically inactive. The artist stood purposefully throughout the work, 

but she highlights by contrast the people who are not knowingly or 

intentionally passive, or those who have no choice but to be. It’s interesting 

too how, after forty years, this performance is still talked about, when all it 

was doing was demonstrating how power is abused by way of passivity , 

something we know happens every day without consent or circumstance. 
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Passivity of the Audience  

The decentralization of the audience as evidenced through the Internet and 

social media, as well as the rise of remote participation, has put new 

pressures on old ideas about audience formation. 

(Hertz, 2012, p. 65) 

 

Being in a passive state of mind can be experienced when, or if, you ever 

find yourself aimlessly scrolling through social media - there is an inert 

consumption of information and images because you are not actively 

searching for it, rather it’s being continuously presented to you in a fleeting 

manner. The concept of mental presence and absence arises in the 

discussions surrounding the technological age. Hertz claimed that in our 

‘push-button culture’ ‘‘being present is changing into a more distracted 

network of attentions between ‘being there’ and communicating about it, 

sharing experience in two or more ways simultaneously’’ (2011, p. 16).  

This idea of being passive in the moment and engaging in it later, and this as 

a kind of contemporary action, was brought up in Guillermo Vargas’ living 

installation piece Exposición No.1 in August 2007 (fig. 3). The Costa Rican 

artist tied up a dog to the wall; just out of reach from him, written with dog 

biscuits, was the statement ‘Eres lo que lees’, meaning, ‘You are what you 

read’ (fig. 4). The artist reportedly paid local kids to capture the dog off the 

streets of Managua. According to blogs at the time, the artist’s intention was 

to let the dog starve throughout the exhibition; according to the gallerist, 

Juanita Bermudez, the dog was kept for nine hours and fed regularly until he 

escaped; according to the artist’s friend’s postings, the dog lived (Yanez, 
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2009). Vargas’ only comment, when questioned by reporter Carmen 

Dominicci was that ‘‘the dog died in the artwork’’, ambiguous as to whether 

this meant he died in reality (2008 cited in Yanez, 2009). What followed was 

online outrage, culminating in a petition to file criminal charges against him, 

which was signed by over four million people worldwide. Vargas himself 

signed the petition, claiming an artist always signs his work. 

 

What the artist demonstrated, through the medium of the Internet and human 

nature, is the new form of action and passivity. It is no longer just concerned 

with the physical and mental, but virtual too; you can be physically passive 

but virtually active, or mentally active and virtually passive. In the gallery, no 

one intervened; to feed the dog or let him go. While this says something 

Fig. 3 Guillermo Vargas, Exposición No.1, Galería Códice, 2007 
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Fig. 4 Guillermo Vargas, Exposición No.1, Galería Códice, 2007 

about the paradigm of the gallery setting, (as a space to observe and not 

disrupt), it functioned as a piece that spoke critically about society because of 

the response it created. Maxine Greene wrote – ‘‘the active participation of 

the perceiver or reader or listener is required for the completion of the artistic 

process’’ (2001, p 563). This is true of Exposición No.1; the installation 

wasn’t complete in the gallery, but rather after the viewers had participated in 

‘online action’. It seemed more appropriate to the viewers to take pictures of 

the dog, and act online later, than it was to interfere there and then. It raises 

major questions surrounding this form of response; does virtual action 

produce physical action, or is it another form of passivity? 

 

There is an undeniable simultaneity of live and virtual experience, and a 

complication of one’s position within that experience, as individual 

members of an audience share information with those in what could be 

termed as the secondary audience. This new dynamic, where the 
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electronically equipped audience-reporter and remote viewer create and 

re-create experience in an instant relay, is reshaping contemporary 

performance and event based culture. The effect of these shifts on our 

expectations of the audience and its role in the production, 

reproduction, and reception of the arts is still a work in progress (Hertz, 

2011, p. 16). 

Vargas highlighted an aspect of modern passivity and action when he said 

‘‘take a dog off the street and put it into a gallery and it becomes an ethical 

phenomenon, while stray dogs and most real human suffering are ignored or 

given minimal attention’’ (ca. 2007). Much like what we see in Stfan 

Constantinescu’s short fiction film Troleibuzul 92 which shows people sitting 

aimlessly on a bus in Bucharest as a man verbally abuses his partner on the 

phone (2009 cited in Lam, 2011 p. 74), Vargas is demonstrating society’s 

passively in day to day encounters with injustices of others . He drew a 

connection between virtual action and passivity, and in effect leads us to 

consider whether feeling something is really any better than doing nothing at 

all, because they lead us to the same end - the dog in the street is still 

starving, the man on the curb is still homeless, the family in Syria are still 

seeking asylum. `  



 

17 
 

Passivity of the Work 

 A site is the unfocused fringe where your mind loses its boundaries and a 

sense of the oceanic pervades. 

(Smithson in Holt, 1979, p.176 cited in Novak, 2012, p. 32) 

 

While the shift in performance and installation art during the 1960s, as with 

Rhythm 0 and Exposición No.1, sought to, among other things, interrogate 

the relationship of the passive viewer and active artist, land art strove to 

‘‘redefine the relationship between art and reality’’ (Novak, 2012, p. 23). This 

new form of art of broke away from the confines of the modernist gallery 

spaces and, Novak writes, physically situated the spectators alongside the 

art work, allowing them to experience it as a ‘‘fully embodied being’’ and 

participate in the ‘‘event of its coming-into-being’’ (2012, p. 23). Robert 

Smithson, a land artist who was influenced by the structuralist principles of 

the time, referred to his earthworks as ‘‘coded environments’’, that could 

communicate thoughts about the site; perceptually and physically 

(Commandeur et al, 2012, p. 18). Spiral Jetty, which was central to his 

earthwork sculptures, was completed in April 1970 on the Northeastern shore 

of the Great Salt Lake in Utah. Consisting of basalt rock, salt crystals and 

earth, and 460 metres long, it is simultaneously natural and artificial, 

monumental and refined (fig. 5). In conversation with Gregoire Muller, 

Smithson held that ‘‘a work on this scale doesn’t end with a ‘show’, it has a 

way of generating continual movement’’ (1971, p. 41 cited in Novak, 2012, p. 

38). It’s become something that has unfolded over time; disappearing, 

resurfacing, existing. In an interview with The Salt Lake Tribune in 2011, the 

contractor on the project, Bob Phillips, said Smithson used the word entropy 
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when discussing the interaction of the rock and the lake (Means, 2016). The 

concept of entropy is defined in the second law of thermodynamics, which, as 

Novak explains, is the inclination of an ordered system to revert to disorder 

over time; something Smithson stressed in his work as an irreversible and 

unrelenting creative force (2012, p.32). With Vargas’ installation piece we 

saw passivity in the viewers, and in Rhythm 0 it was the physical 

submissiveness of the artist, but Spiral Jetty is itself passive; it encapsulates 

the work, allows it to exist and re-exist. Being aware is a very human thing, 

so to look at passivity, a state of unawareness, is to investigate something 

that isn’t entirely human. Therefore, looking at it from an ecological 

perspective, rather than it referring to a human condition at a given time, can 

potentially reveal more about its nature.  

 

Fig. 5 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, Great Salt Lake, Utah 
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[The mound shape] deliberately alludes to the visual offence cause by 

the leftovers of the mining industry in the eyes of those who would 

rather see the landscape restored to an unspoiled state. According to 

Smithson, such a view ignores the omnipresence of entropic processes 

in nature (Novak, 2012, p.32). 

The earthwork may also evoke a state of passivity due to the effect of the 

site, which Smithson characterized as a place of blurred conscious intentions 

(Smithson, 1967 cited in Holt, 1979, p. 56 cited in Novak, 2012, p.32). The 

concept of ‘dedifferentiation’, Novak wrote, is a term Smithson adopted from 

Anton Ehrenzweig’s psychological study of the artistic imagination, The 

Hidden Order of Art, and the Freudian concept of the oceanic feeling 

(Ehrenzweig, 1967, p. 19 cited in 2012, p. 32). Novak holds that this occurs 

in a moment of ‘‘keen but diffused attention’’ and relates to the temporary 

collapse of the borders separating the world and the self, of conscious 

thinking (Ehrenzweig, 1967, p. 19 cited in 2012, p. 32). The relationship 

between Spiral Jetty and its site achieves such a collapse; it is quiet 

spectacle that is of the earth and not, and something that isn’t concerned with 

the viewer. Ehrenzweig stressed the association of dedifferentiation and 

entropy with the Freudian death instinct, as ‘‘life’s tendency to return to the 

inorganic state’’ (Ehrenzweig cited in Novak, 2012, p.34). In this way, 

passivity of a person is similar to that of entropy in nature. 

In 2008 the state announced plans to commence oil drilling in the Great Salt 

Lake, sparking a debate surrounding the sculpture’s preservation. The owner 

of the work, Dia Art Foundation, who acquired Spiral Jetty when it was fully 

submerged in the lake, said such oil rigs would harm the work’s appearance 

(2008 cited in Johnson, 2008). From interviews Smithson gave before his 

death in 1973 and his writings, he sought this site out for its juxtaposition 
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between industry and nature, beauty and decay. The number of people 

visiting the area since its reemergence has actually seen to its escalated 

demise, with visitors taking rocks away as souvenirs and slowing morphing 

its shape by walking on it. It’s a despoiled place of continual change, from 

being a site of rapid mining exploitation to a site of dispute surrounding 

conservation.  

The face-off reflects a profound shift in attitudes about the Western 

landscape since Mr. Smithson, an earthwork artist, came here with an 

artistic vision and a dump truck in 1970. Then, these desolate, salt-

soaked shores were loved or visited by almost nobody (Johnson, 2008). 

Smithson intended his works to mimic, rather than ignore, the irreversible 

earthly processes, for his works to exist and subsequently not exist. This 

existence involves no intervention; its presence is not something that will not 

fight back or resist its eventual absence. A person in a passive state reflects 

this ‘being and not being’ of nature; so while the Freudian theory discusses 

life’s predisposition to return to an inorganic state, I’d ask whether we have a 

tendency to return to a state that mimics nature.   
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Conclusion 

 The conceptual move to a productive rather than receptive audience in 
representations of attendees is consistent with larger societal shifts we are 

undergoing.  

(Hertz, 2011, p. 65)  

 

I believe the study of passivity, of the physical, mental and virtual, is 

important to both understanding the work of artists in the past and to pushing 

the boundaries of art in the future. As this essay discusses, artists in the 

1960s began challenging the paradigm of the artist as sole producer of 

activity, but in the works I’ve explored in this essay, it’s the social and 

phenomenological interrogation of what it means to be passive that is 

inherent and of most concern to me. While looking at these artworks through 

passivity can offer a new perspective and develop the exploration of the 

work, crucially what I think it does is expand our understanding of passivity 

itself. In Abramović’s performance her submissiveness, and subsequently the 

audience’s response, was using and therefore exposing, the negative effects 

of the state, while also demonstrating its feminine associations. Whereas 

Smithson, more interested in natural processes than societal ones, used 

nature to bring about the sense of passivity’s enduring perseverance, 

connecting the spectator to the entropic landscape through simply the 

viewing of the work. Almost four decades later Vargas was critical of the 

passive action of people in day to day occurrences, setting up a situation 

where it would happen and thus exposing its presence in society.   

This essay has examined the relationship of passivity and action through 

works which break the boundaries or allow fluidity between the two, revealing 

that their dependency on each other is intrinsic to their nature. By looking at 
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these works the distinction between it and apathy become clear and the 

discussion of the different forms of passivity can be expanded.  Art has been 

used to motivate, drive and inspire generations of people to revolt, change or 

act, but I wonder whether the deeper exploration and understanding of 

passivity is something that art will exploit in the coming years. While Boland 

argues that ‘‘passivity is not an option’’ in dealing with real life issues (2011), 

in our digital age of dispersed attention, the idea of being present is 

changing, and perhaps furthering the direct and purposeful use of passivity is 

the way to discuss this.  
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