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ABSTRACT

This study uses computbased geographic information tools to ntlagcultural
practices of individuals livingn the San Miguel River basiBuilding uponan existing
Geographic Information System (GIS) hosted by the San Miguel County planning
department, a neaultural layerdeveloped by the authoresrrelated withexisting
digital maps of demographic, built, and natural features.

The study is driven bthe following questionCan geographic information tools
aid in the identification and encouragement of plaased cultural practices and, by
extension, provide a platform for the representation of individual and community
aspirational goalsPhe researcmet hodol ogy empl oyed was a O mi
approach following the principles of participatory action redgeé@AR) and grounded
theory. Outcomes include a website detailingdieative expressive, angdersonal
perspectiveon life in the San Miguelrerwat er shed and a Oo6cul tur al
layer with hyperlinked markers to participant websites) hosted by the San Miguel County
planning office. The projeétintended as a cultural interventtbns a strategic
supplement to the existing San Miguel @GouGIS and a template for future cultural
mapping in the region. Additionally, the method holds promise as an advocacy tool for

individuals and cultural practices in a variety of settings.



A
watershed
is a marvelous thing to
considerthis process ofain falling,
streams flowingand oceans evaporating
causes every molecule of waterearth to make
the complete trip once every two million years. The surface
is carved into watershedsa kind offamilial branching, a chart of
relationshipand a defiition of place. Thevatershed is the first and last
nation whosdoundaries, though subtly shifting, are unargug8eyder, 1997)

The work and any truly important insights contained here would not have been possible
without the love and support of myowderful wife and intellectual partner,
Laurie Lundquist Collins, and our continually surprising and
inspiring daughter, Katie Collins. Together we carve our
own deepening watershed of relationships,

places, and subtly shifting

boundaries
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PREFACE
Where Deep Creek Meets the San Miguel River

In the winter of 1918, snow drifts reached thesaveo f Sam Cohel i ns 6 s
hogs, normally front and center in the yard, had burrowed beneath the billowing powder,
and were lying like cured hams at the musty center of the haystack in th&@atrack
to the privy was a narrow canyon higher than ardas Kr@mehts house on Deep
Creek mesa, Sam watched the storms roll in over the mountains to thé Sdntle e p 6 s
Head, Timber Mountain, Last Dollaf,h e names spoke of the rise
fortunes.Shrouded in a blanket of thick clouds, snow, megthey were as dark and as
silent as the room in which he sat.

Clara and the kidsweregor#h ed6d | eft the wedding ring
she wore a veil to cover her black eye and broken iNstethat anyone would see hér.
was a long walloff the mesa down a seldom used tralie two kids, Elwood and
Kathryn, ages 4 and 6, led the way, carrying their belongings between them, clutching
opposite corners of a pillow sackhat was November, just before the big snowstorms
hit. When they reacltethe rock house on Deep Creek at the foot of the canyon, Clara
phoned here mama and papa in Sawpit, some five miles down valley on the San Miguel
River. This time, she vowed to herself, she and the kids would never go back to the mesa

(see Figure 1)
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Figure 1.Mount Wilson in lateautumn Picture takert. 1918 from Deep Creek Mesa.
Photographer unknown.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Culture is the primary sphere in which individuals, groups, and institutions
engage in the art of translating the diversemanttiple relations that mediate

between private life and public concer(Giroux, 2004, p62)

Walking in this country is always an act of faith. (Williams, 1995)

Overview

This is a sitespecific research study set in the high mountains of Southwestern
Colorado.The project seeks to unearth the special characteristics of this unique landscape
by framing the deepest personal expressions of pléseaart, its poetry, its stories, and
its cultural historg within the boundaries of a geographic informatigstem
maintained by San Miguel Countyitimately, my goal is tweold: to provide a
resourcé a sense of plaed to those entrusted with maintaining and developing the
land; and to provide an opportunity for public participation in defining and expressing
what is significant about the regional landscape culturally, socially, and politically.

Beyond its relevance to the local watershed, the bradijectiveof this study is
to understand how us&nowledge of place can be structured to enable and encourage
community dialogue and actiolt.is envisioned that an enhanced user interface to
cultural resources, environmental data, and contextual information online, tailored to the
unique requirements of a particular community, may prove to be an importantrtool fo
engendering a discourse around mplagebased topics as community identity,
healthcare, sustainability, lane management, and watershed eduacatiora variety

of settings.



Throughout the studlyinvoke the terncultural practiceso open up a broad
landscape for creative production by participants in the 8tadget of possibilitiesell
beyond the traditional domain of "fine art." Seen as such, the scope of the study may be
more appropriately understood in the context of cultural studies rathearthestucation
or other traditional fine art framework. In defining my terms, lmtture andpractice
are seen through a wi@mgled lens. The works of cultural anthroplogists and
philosophers such as Clifford Geertz, Michelle Foucault, and Pierre Bouad® more
pertinent references in this study than, say, the pag&gfofumor Studies in Art
Education Geertz (1973), for example, described culture as an historically transmitted
pattern of meanings embodied in the artifacts which people use towuoate,
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge aboutHiddowing Geertz, | cast the net
broadly and embrace the full range of culture manifested by the work of my study group.
This process captured aspects of belief, ritual practice, cultural cus&iarical
understandings, educational orientations, social interaction, political attitudes, personal
behavior, mythology, material constructéimandfine art. Thepracticecomponent of the
termd a word in wide use in disciplines ranging from cultural espiblogy to
contemporary culture studi@sunderscores a sense of agency and active cultural
production (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1977) on the part of the participant. In brief, the
termcultural practicesconstitutes a "pattern of meanings" and acti@eseftz, 1973,

p. 452) that communicates the creative agency of an individual or group to their
community and, ultimately, to the larger worldcAltural practiceconnects the

expressive mark of the individual to their position in a social system.



As the sudy evolved, there was admittedly some slippage with respect to
descriptive terms. Familiar phrases appropriate to a fine art audiéocexample: site
specific sculpture, situational aesthetics, postlern a® were of limited value when
attempting to dscribe the full interplay of social, cultural, and political forces at work in
the Watershed. Hence, what was framed initially as a collection of site specific artworks
evolved, finally, into a set afultural practice® a term generous enough to embrdme t

full range of activities and creative pursuits undertaken by the project participants.

My Story

The topic of the San Migue&atershed hits close to homy family has
occupied the mountains, high mesas, towns, plateaus, and riverbanks of the wétershed
well over a centuryThey have been ranchers, miners, shopkeepers, mechanics, tram
cable splicers, lawmen, road builders, teachers, geologists, pilots, téaahdrs
alcoholics, serial abusers, arsdsisax evaders, and ski buns®ome of them builtime
houses and ranches in or near the towns of Telluride or Noéwwottheir heyday,
prosperous mining and ranching communit@thers drifted from playedut mines in
the mountains to dry holes on the Colorado plateau to destinations along the Pacific Ri
The San Miguel River and its many tributaries, the land it traverses, and the people it
connects provid the backdrop for this storyhis is not about my family, but it is a
portrait of their land, as seen through the eyes and creative works oféstcur
inhabitants.

My work is inspired by and echoes other artworks from recemiextually driven

art history reveahg the dynamics of plac&rained as a sculptor, | am interested in
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tangible evidenceMuch of my work has been influenced by the firsiwe of earth artists
of the 60s and 7@sindividuals who situated their projects on remote plateaurs
communities far from the cultural centefsNew York or Los AngelegArtists like
Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, Alan Sonfist, James Turrell, atehHed Newton

Harrison set the stage for subsequent generations of artists seeking alternatives to

commercial galleries and museum spaces.

Figure 2.An aerial view of MichaeHeizer'sCircumflex #1 This view & one of s

series of Nevada "Depressidr{4968). Source: Time, Inc., photo by Joel Yale.
Another important influence for me has been social practices such as

psychogeographgituationism andrelational aesthetias all of which have found fresh

ways to embed an aesthetic and activist discantsenonrart spaces, more often than not

in an urban context. For exampRebar,a contemporary San Francisibased guerilla art
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group, has realized a number of projects that explore the line between public and private
property and highlight issues ofcaptable use and tacit control of space that go largely
unexamined in our culture. A recent project was the creation of a temporary pocket park
defined by the footprint of two parking spaces on a San Francisco street. The team
positioned a boxed tree andeanporary fence around the edges of the papkduide a

shield from traffic, rolled out fresh sod, set up benches and chairs, and fed the parking
meters with a roll of quarter$he team spent a number of hours on the street on a sunny

San Franciscodagnj oyi ng the pleasant weather, one

reactions of passetsy (Figure 3).

AN 3 =
Figure 3.View of one version of thBark(ing) Dayproject by the Rebar Group, Inc.
Started in 2005, the project has now grown to be an annual interhavena Source:

http://www.flickr.com/groups/worldparkingday/

Since their first Park(ing) day intervention in 2005, the project has grown into a global
event where citizens, artists, and astiv collaborate in the transformation of metered
parking spaces. These whimsical temporarysige ci f i ¢ per fcalf mances s

attention to the need for more urban open space, generate critical debate regarding how


http://www.flickr.com/groups/worldparkingday/
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public space is created and all@htand improvethewga | i ty of ur ban huma
(Park(ing) Day, 2005, n.p.).
A second example of a collaborative group engaged in social art practices is the
Rags Media CollectiveFormed i?l00l,one of the groupds most su
been heThe Saai New Media Initiative at th€entre for the Study of Developing
Societies at the University of New Deltit{p://www.sarai.ngt Saraihasengaged in
community art projects such &ybermohallgdmohalla = dense urban neighbood).
This entailel working with young peopldiving in slum settlements and workintass
neighbahoods in New Delhiand carving out meeting places and workshops. One such
project (Figure 4) is described in the Sarai literature as fol{@& Serai, 2009
In the dense@ighbourhood of LNJP, the roof top provides for a space that allows
for gathering of all age groups. In the beginning of 2008, the Cybermohalla Lab at
LNJP began creating a miegpace of gathering on a roof in LNJP using
innovatively designed furniture drobjects with craftsmen from the locality. The
idea for this space was as a site of sustained dialogues and conversations with
people from the neighbourhood about possible forms of gathering and creative
ways of thinking about the histories and makinglgects in LNJP. The locality
has innumerable talented craftsmen who work across the city, and this
intervention was to open up creative possibilities of conversation with them. . . .
Severalmodelswere created, anohe was realisedver three months (Jaary to

March 2008) in collaboration with Rahhai, a local artisan.



Figure4d A ﬁaccreoc‘J for gat her i ng in the sl ums
http://www.serai.comPhotographer unknown.

The work of Rebar, the Rags Media Collective, and ottt groups engaged in
social art practices echbe rich history of artists and activists claiming the st@ate of
the principal theorists to emerge in the 1990s who gives voice to these practices is
NicolasBourriaud who espouses what he cedlsitional art. According to Bourriaud,
Rel ational Art encompasses fia set of artis
practical point of departure the whole of human relations and their social context, rather
t han an i ndepende@Bautriaud, @2, p.dl3)v at e spaceo
These social art practices find an earlier echo in the work of the Futurists in Italy
in the teens, the Dadaists in France and Germany in the teens ati 20sk of the
Lettrists and the 8iationists inthe 1950s and 1960s in France. A survey would also
include performative practices from the 60s to the present found in the work of artists

such as Valie Export in Austria, Joseph Beuys in GermanyAmamdKaprowin the



United States. In mancases, dists have chosen to bypass trealitionalgallery and

take their art directly to a negrt audience in a neart settingAn exampleBur den o6 s
notorious performance workead Man(1972), consisted of the artist lying motionless
under a targsee Figure 5)lanked by flares, on the side of La Cienega Boulevard in Los
Angeles. The piece wasmpletedvhen the flares burned out and the police

subsequently arrived and hauled him off to jail.

. :WH’

iy &9

Figure 5 Dead Man(1972).Site-specific performacework by Chris Burden.
Source: photographer unknown.

Such a work teeters close to the edge of what Situationist Guy de Bord would surely

di smiss as fAspectacled and public authorit
and at worst a dangerous aifd-t hr eat ening i nvasion of the ¢
action nevertheless cuts through, douddiged, to a space where raw human emétion

unfiltered by the context of stage or gall@rigrings its expressive power directly to its
(anonymous) audience. Notidentally, the work throws into relief the twin mechanisms

of control and judgment invoked whenever an individual moves outside the bounds of

acceptablesocial practice.
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One of the most influential artists to emerge in the latter half of the@turyis
the German artistloseph BeuyaVhile many consider Beuys to be the father of social art
practices, his principal activity as artist was focused on the sites of the art gallery and
museuntor most of the first two decades of his career. Howevehgi970s, as he
consolidated his philosophy outlining a social revolution affected in part by the
transformative powers of art, he increasingly directed his attention toward a broader
public (Cooke 2009) One of his mostemorable projects was entitléd00 Oaks
(Figure 6). Begun in 1982 on the occasion of the international art exposition called
Documenta 7 in Kassel, Germany, the work was completed posthumously five years later

on the same site at Documenta 8. In therimig@eriod, some 7000 trees were planted.

Figure 6 7000 Oakg1982).Sitespecific6 s oci al scul ptured by Jos
hat). Sourcehttp://www.diaart.org/Itproj/7000/, photo lytnter Beer

Beuys has said of this work:
| believe that plating these oaks is necessary not only in biospheric terms, that is

to say, in the context of matter and ecology, but in that it will raise ecological



