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“ Nature is one of the most sophisticated arenas for the production of ideology.”

– Mark Dion, Contemporary Artist

“. . . intimacy with the fake will not save the real. Many people believe that continued experience with caricatures and simulacra creates a desire to experience the real wild. In my experience, it is more likely to produce a desire for more fakes.”


– Jack Turner, The Abstract Wild
Purpose: 

As a basis for my master’s thesis in Art History, I hope to spend this summer conducting a fieldwork project in national parks, investigating tourist culture, scenic vision, and photographic practice. Specifically, I want to study how our vision of national parks is influenced by mediated images we see before ever arriving in the parks themselves (through advertisements, film, photography, the internet, etc.) and secondly, the act of picture-taking as central to the "national park experience." 

Background:

Broadly, my academic interests include the representation of landscape and nature in contemporary culture (in national parks, mass media imagery, Earthworks and other land-based or environmentally-engaged art, etc.), nature as spectacle, and “the tourist gaze.” In short, I’m concerned with how we envision nature in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
If museums have traditionally held the position of defining “important art” in our culture, national parks have certainly played a crucial role in signifying “real nature” or “nature worth looking at.” Environmental education, however, typically stresses “hard science,” based on the assumption that nature is an objective entity, to be best explored through the lenses of biology, geology, and ecology. Simultaneously, romantic assumptions about the intrinsic, or universal, power of nature pervade national park culture. Critical reflection, by either standard, is out of place in the wild. In my mind, this stems in part from a deep and widespread desire to preserve the notion of nature as pure and uncontaminated, culture-free. More than ever, we desperately want to believe there is something “out there,” authentic, beyond deconstruction.

National parks, of course, have been heavily mediated from the start. The initial establishment of parks (Yellowstone, being the first, designated in 1872) went hand in hand with representations of the West by nineteenth century landscape painters and photographers such as Albert Bierstadt, Carleton Watkins, and Timothy O’Sullivan. Their images, which reflect and perpetuate Romantic notions of the sublime and picturesque, as well as a strong connection between American identity and the Western frontier, were largely responsible for persuading Congress and the American public to set aside national parks in order “to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” (National Park Service Mission Statement, from the 1916 Organic Act). The notion of “scenery,” then, has been at the heart of national parks since their inception. And certain national park scenes, or landscapes, I would argue, have become inextricably linked to America’s image and identity.

National park tourism has always been driven by visual imagery as well. This particular moment, however, may be especially important and interesting as new media and an unprecedented proliferation of advertisements come into play. The National Park Foundation is on the verge, for example, of launching a multi-million dollar, internet-based, advertising campaign to get the word (or rather, picture) out about national parks. One of their targeted audiences is the non-visitor who never makes it to the park in person. Through placing web-cams in national parks around the country, the National Park Foundation serves not only to inform, but in a sense to produce, the “virtual park experience.” 

In shifting attention to national park tourist culture itself, and specifically to the role of photographic (and digital) images in shaping and producing our contemporary vision(s) of nature, I hope to further open the potential of national parks as forums for critical inquiry, or as critic Duncan Cameron put it (in reference to museums), “places for confrontation, experimentation, and debate.”

Questions underpinning my research include: How do images inform us of what wilderness is? What is the power dynamic involved in taking pictures of wild places, transposing landscapes into flat (two dimensional), contained images? If we’re introduced to nature through mediated images, is our vision likewise flattened? What is the correlation between the ever-increasing value of “scenery” and the devaluing of other-than-scenic aspects of wild places? What are the consequences of “scenic vision”? As technology develops and virtual wildernesses are created, how will the relationships between the real and the fake, the original and the copy, evolve? 

Relevant Literature (see Bibliography): 

Such questions (of representation, vision, media culture, landscape, photography, tourism, etc.) are fundamentally interdisciplinary and have been addressed within a broad range of academic disciplines, including Art history, American Studies, Anthropology, Environmental Studies, Geography, History, Landscape Architecture, Sociology, and Visual Culture Studies. My intentional self-positioning within the field of Art History reflects my particular concern with the visual and, more specifically, photographic practice. A relevant body of literature is far-reaching and wonderfully diverse. 

Because I aspire in this project to cut across, or bridge, the academic and non-academic, the theoretical and “field-based” (realizing that such juxtapositions are problematic and reductive), I also intend to incorporate texts from natural history and land management perspectives. In developing a methodology for my fieldwork, I plan to look to contemporary ethnographic literature within the fields of Anthropology and Cultural Geography. 

Project Plan and Methodology:

My plan is to carry out an eight-week fieldwork project between the dates of July 5th and August 30th, including one week in Arches National Park (7/5-7/12) and two weeks each in Grand Canyon (7/13-7/27), Yellowstone (7/30-8/13), and Yosemite (8/16-8/30) National Parks. While all four parks are relatively large-scale, Western, and arguably scenery-based, I regard each as raising unique research opportunities and questions. In Arches, I hope to investigate Delicate Arch as natural icon; in Grand Canyon, the vista view as tourist destination (so aptly captured in Chevy Chase’s comedy Vacation, in which the family momentarily jumps out of the car to snap a picture in front of the Canyon and rushes off to the next destination); in Yellowstone, the desire to capture wildlife on film; and in Yosemite, the role of Ansel Adams’s images in shaping our vision of Yosemite Valley.

While “in the field,” I primarily intend to observe tourist behavior and conduct informal interviews, especially at designated scenic viewpoints. My methodology, then, is more ethnographic than social scientific in nature (the goal being narrative rather than statistical). I will also consider park layout, visitor center exhibits, bookstores, maps, interpretive programs, park websites, guidebooks, and other promotional literature/imagery. An obvious benefit of working “on site” will be access to park archives, libraries, and staff. 
Because I envision this summer’s research as preliminary, it is unclear at this point how each of the four parks will figure into a final narrative, or the project as a whole. Conceivably, in visiting several parks, a particular site or question will rise to the fore. I feel strongly, however, that it is important to start by researching multiple sites, familiarizing myself with various parks’ resources, making in-park contacts, developing observation guidelines and fieldwork methodologies, and further clarifying my research questions.

Research Permits:

According to the National Park Service Research Coordinators with whom I’ve spoken, my understanding is that my project plan as it stands does not technically require me to obtain Scientific Research and Collecting Permits in each park. (I anticipate no significant impact on park resources or visitor experiences and will access research sites by the same means as the general public.) I have been encouraged, however, to apply for such permits, as they might facilitate better access to park resources, closer communication with park staff, in some instances fee waivers (eg. park entrance and camping fees), and the inclusion of my work in the National Park Service central archive upon its completion (summer 2002).  

 Budget:

The following budget is based on the described eight-week research project, which includes one week for travel between sites: 

National Park Pass 
$    50

Car Rental 
$1854 (includes tax and insurance)

Gas 
$  220 (total mileage 3352)

Lodging 
$1215 (40 nights camping @ $10-$15/night, 16 nights in hotels @ $40/night)

Food 
$1120 ($20/day)

Books 
$  200

Film and Developing 
$  200

Photocopies 
$  100

Phone Calls 
$    75

Total projected cost:
$5034

Funding:

I have applied for an academic fellowship from the UCLA Art History Department, about which I do not expect to hear word until late April, and which would only partly cover the above expenses. I am also in the process of seeking financial support from other sources, namely Kodak, a Proud Partner in the Parks. 
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