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Touring the Archive,
Archiving the Tour:

ge, Text, and Experience
with the Center for
_Land Use Interpretation

= CLUI publications (all published in
oy the Center for Land Use Inter-

= Avenue Peninsula: An Inexhaustive
> Urban Content (1997), Back to the
= the Margins of the San Francisco Bay
Ground Up: An Examination of Soil in
¢ Los Angeles (2003), Nuclear Proving
= World (1998), and Route 58: A

o California, (2000).

_L Ul mission statement, available

e S cluiorg,

Whether the visitor steps in from the blazing sunshine of a Culver City sidewalk,
thumbs open the cardstock cover of a slim booklet, takes a reclining seat on an
air-conditioned bus, or types a few letters in a browser, her point of entry to the
work of the Center for Land Use Interpretation (CLUI) leads to an experience
that defies the tidy categorizations of research, art, education, or tourism. An
image greets her—an unremarkable image, an unromantic image, an image of

land working, abandoned, or waiting to be put to work
Sarah Kanouse  ,5,in If she finds the image beautiful, the tourist gives
way to researcher to find beauty in data: reconnaissance-
style photos, soil, utility and irrigation maps, and snap-
shots of infrastructure. As she flips from page to page of
her tour book or the online archive, shifts her focus from
one image to another in the gallery, or gazes from the
window at the changing landscape, the researcher again
becomes a tourist, absorbing a carefully prepared text that
dutifully explains what is being gazed upon in a way rem-
iniscent of both tour guides and, paradoxically, the stalest
of research and educational materials.

Based in Los Angeles, CLUI describes itself as an inde-
pendent, nonprofit, educational organization “dedicated to the increase and dif-
fusion of information about how the nation’s lands are apportioned, utilized,
CLUTI has crafted a visually coherent and unaffected set of pre-

LB

and perceived.
sentation and interpretive strategies drawn from the places where tourism, the
archive, museum educational displays, and Conceptual art intersect. These differ-
ent traditions, and the ways they present information and defend particular ide-
ologies, enter into a play of resistance with one another. By drawing on so many
traditions and refusing complete alliance with any, CLUI exists in a marginal dis-
ciplinary space from which can be interpreted not only land use but also the
professional, cultural, and ideological frameworks in which the apportionment,
utilization, and perception of land have taken place. CLUT's work actively resists
attempts to categorize it within any one of the traditions from which it borrows;
indeed, CLUT's work hinges on the concepts of resistance and marginality. CLUI’s
projects propose a subtle and multifaceted resistance mounted through the inter-
play of text, image, and form. While the organization refuses to state a clear posi-
tion for or against particular ways land has been used, its body of work resists
describing any landscape as either unremarkable or inevitable.

While CLUI's work is an ongoing investigation in which no single project
is completely autonomous, the organization is best known for exhibitions in its
Los Angeles office and gallery, catalogue and guide books, and bus tours, activi-
ties which may be more or less linked by explicit investigative parameters. It also
produces interactive CD-ROMs and continues working on an exhaustive, online
land-use database. A quarterly newsletter reports on major projects and presents
smaller ones; a satellite CLUI center in Troy, New York, presents lectures and
exhibitions related to New England and the mid-Atlantic region; and the Land
Use Museum in Wendover, Utah, offers exhibitions and an artists’ residency
program. A smaller number of “extrapolative projects” present creative, thought-
provoking interventions in the landscape. The booklets, bus tours, land-use data-
base, and exhibition spaces offer an introduction to CLUI's work and represent a
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=tion view of CLUI’s exhibition

Ip: Photographs of the Ground in
ias of Los Angeles, 2003.

document architectures of government or law enforcement (Emergency State: First
Responder and Law Enforcement Training Architecture or Proximity Issue: The Barricades of the
Federal District); or investigate representations of the landscape (Model of Decay:The
Chesapeake Bay Hydraulic Model or On Location: Places as Sets in the Landscape of Los Angeles). In
the gallery, images are often foregrounded, outweighing the explanatory texts,
and the pictures may assume a stark, formal beauty. Turn a corner, however, and
a wall of books on land use greets the visitor, again collapsing the boundary
between art and the archive and resisting the choice of either.

On the bookshelf at the gallery, a visitor might pick up a number of CLUI
publications, usually created in conjunction with exhibitions. As armchair
tourism, the books offer few of the sensual or imaginative pleasures of travel.
Some, such as Hinterland, function primarily as exhibition catalogues. Most, how-
ever, have more mixed uses. Some books are overtly intended as tourist guide-
books, such as Back to the Bay, which traces a continuous four-hundred-mile jour-
ney along the San Francisco Bay, and Route 58, which offers a suggested breakfast
stop for tourists planning the recommended two-day, two-hundred-ten-mile
trip. The ambitious The Nevada Test Site: A Guide to America’s Nuclear Proving Ground hopes
to serve armchair tourists, researchers, and visitors alike, while admitting the
limitations of its own information, the difficulty and danger of physical tourism
to the site, and CLUI's own complicity with the Department of Energy’s hopes to
open portions of the test site to tourism. Other booklets assemble information
not otherwise available in one place, such as Nuclear Proving Grounds of theWorld or
Ground Up: An Examination of Soil in the Margins of Los Angeles.

Regardless of the differences among the publications, they share a visu ally
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CLUI bus tour at the Satsop abandoned
nuclear power plant in Washington. Part
of Land Use Action, Seattle Center on
Contemporary Art, 1999.

tional tourism, Coolidge maintains that the choice of the tour is quite utilitarian:
to bring people to the land they're learning about. Billed in CLUI literature as
opportunities to “expand the mediums of the touristic purview, and to permit
the direct experience of sites, as there is no substitute for being there, especially in
these increasingly virtual times,” the bus trips nevertheless are highly mediated
affairs.* Monitors on the bus, echoing the monitors in the exhibition space, play
video clips and photographic stills elaborately timed to correspond with the itin-
erary. Local “briefers,” as CLUI calls them, meet the bus at different points, and
tourists listen to a recorded or live interpretive text even as they witness the pass-
ing landscape through the bus window or at an outdoor stop. A van equipped
with a low-power FM transmitter led at least one tour, piping the interpretive
text into the car radios of the following vehicles and any others that happened to
pass. While the tours are premised on the belief, underscored by Coolidge, that
there is no substitute for corporeal experience, the imposition of an interpretive
text also insists that such experience alone is not enough, that information and
cognition are necessary for interpretation or understanding to occur. Further-
more, the presence of the technology questions whether an unmediated experi-
ence of the land is possible, since the land and our attitudes toward it are already
so mediated by human action. While the experiences of touring the archive, vis-
iting an exhibition, or reading a booklet are primarily individual, group tours
offer opportunities for conversation and interaction with other tourists, mirroring
the social creation of the landscape with the social creation of its interpretation.
As the visitor to the Center for Land Use Interpretation travels through and
across the various ways the organization presents its work, she may come to rec-
ognize the refusal of the projects to resolve themselves coherently into the cate-
gories of research, art, tourism, or education and may provisionally place them
in the genre of the photographic essay. While most familiarly found in a popular
2. From the CLUI brochure, emphasis original. magazine or a glossy book, the photographic essay can and must expand in form
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Image from the exhibition Ground Us:
Photographs of the Ground in the Margins of
Los Angeles, 2002.

5. From CLUI Web site, http:/ /www.cs org/
clui_4_| /shop/index.html.

Test Site has been “praised by both anti-nuclear activists and Department of
Energy officials!”*

Clearly, then, CLUT's programs do not map neatly onto Mitchell’s formula-
tion of the photographic essay. If Mitchell places the photographic essay at the
“crossroads of modernism and postmodernism,” then CLUI's work might better
be placed at the margins of both. Insofar as CLUT’s work is a photographic essay,
it evidences none of the modernist introspection that marks many of the medi-
um’s exemplary projects. The deadpan appropriation of pop-culture forms
such as the bus tour and the tour book would seem to tilt CLUI toward the post-
modern, but the rigorous traditionalism and careful attribution in the group’s
research belie any cheerful, post-pop sensibility. CLUI's insistence on ideological
and disciplinary indistinctness forces a reexamination of how marginality might
be its own form of resistance.

The word “margins” crops up again and again in CLUI’s work. Back to the Bay
is subritled Exploring the Margins of the San Francisco Bay Region. The bus tour “Margins in
Our Midst: A Journey in Irwindale” accompanied the 2003 exhibition Ground Up:
Photographs of the Ground in the Margins of Los Angeles. In Hinterland, we are told that the
desert around Los Angeles “tolerates a kind of freedom that expands the margins
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most readers choose to forget the frame. The presentation of awkward informa-
tion in a familiarly reassuring package borrows the authority of the familiar
frame while presenting what it usually excludes and excluding what it often pre-
sents. CLUT’s tendency to describe what Susan Sontag calls “the pain of others”
in an unemotionalized and distant way might dehumanize those affected by,
say, the tragedy of the Hiroshima nuclear “test” or the 1928 failure of the San
Francisquito Dam, but it also draws attention to the infrastructure—ideological
and physical—that permits or expedites such tragedies.® The documentary pho-
tographs that illustrate CLUT’s text preclude not only the pleasures of armchair
tourism and the aesthetic contemplation of the art viewer, but also the prurient
gaze on the apocalyptic or industrial sublime.

CLUT’s visitor is given a respite from the barrage of images of sensational
brutality, preventable disaster, and abject (if photogenic) poverty and the com-
pulsion to choose with which tragedy to identify. CLUT's insistence on present-
ing long-term infrastructure over immediate human narratives insists that these
events matter long after their emotionally affecting and visually impressive
lives have past. In this way, the publications, exhibitions, and tours are similar
to the booklets put out by the Hirsch Farm Project, which in the 1990s published
responses to its weeklong summer retreats for artists and cultural workers rather
than documentation of them. But the respite from the rush of immediacy is not
without its own work. Rather, CLUT’s visitor is offered a broad range of infor-
mation from which his own material relation to the tragedy, injustice, or ruth-
lessness of business-as-usual might be traced. CLUI offers tools—images,
information, interactions—by which interpretations might be made by the
visitor and through which a durable practice, rather than sense, of responsibility
might be achieved.

Ultimately, then, what CLUT resists is tidy consumption. Coolidge insists,
“CLUI has no tangible political objective. The goal is to get people more aware
and involved in their physical environment.”® The exaggerated political neutral-
ity, reinforced by the passive voice of the photos and text, is not where the pro-
ject ends, however. Rather, CLUI becomes a stage for the recognition of the
imposition of texts the visitor inevitably brings to the experiences of reading and
seeing. Given my ideological predilections and personal experiences, I cannot
help but be alarmed to learn in Back to the Bay that the 342-acre Newby Landfill
is almost directly on the shores of San Francisco Bay or amused to find a vacant
lot on the corner of Owensmouth and Nordhoff in Chatsworth, California—no
more than two miles from my uncle’s home—depicted in Ground Up. In Barthes's
familiar formulation, reading (or viewing) creates a space of encounter where
the reader and the multiplicity of writings that make up any text “blend and
clash.”* By offering this encounter to the visitor, CLUI invites her to enter into
the spaces in which suppositions, concepts, ideologies, practices, and, most con-
cretely, policies around human action on the land are forged—and invitations
into contested spaces are never politically neutral.

Sarah Kanouse is an artist whose intermedia work addresses citizenship, public spaces, and local histories.
She is currently cocurating an exhibition, Urban, Rural, Wild, for Chicago’s | space Gallery in September.
This fall, she will assume a position as assistant professor in the department of cinema and photography at
Southern lllinois University, Carbondale.
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