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Dennis Oppenheim

Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm).

1973

El Mirage Dry lake, Southern California. 3/4 mile by 4 mile schemata of a vortex (whirlpool), traced in the sky using
standard white smoke discharged by an aircraft over El Mirage Dry Lake.

Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm). was executed over El Mirage Dry Lake during the summer of 1973 in California. Two
aircraft were used, one carrying camera equipment, the other discharging white vapor, produced by ejecting liquid
nitrogen from a compressor tank. Instructions regarding the aerial maneuvers were given by the artist via a ground-to air
short-wave radio. Instructions began with the execution of a circle, 3/4-mile in diameter, traced in the sky. The pilot

was then immediately instructed to continue this formation, but with each revolution he was to close-in on the
dimension

of the circle, reducing the perimeter, while at the same time flying downward. The configuration created by this pattern
was similar to a vortex (whirlpool). The project was executed three times. The two initial attempts failed because of the
inability of the aircraft to maneuver out of the tightly confined circle, at close proximity to the ground.

(Artist’s Statement)

While Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm) is unique to both the artist’s practice and the Land Art movement, it is also
paradigmatic of the then contemporary shift to dematerialized and conceptual practices, from the artists instruction of
another agent, to the very real brevity and erasure of the action.

Recalling Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), Broken Circle/Spiral Hill (1971) and Oppenheim’s own Annual Rings,
(1968) the spiral image is iconic of this period of experimentation outside the gallery, testing the tensions between
natural and artificial elements. Yet while many of the Land Art works produced in this period could only be seen in their
totality via aerial images, in Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm) Oppenheim moved beyond marking the landscape, and
projected the work itself up into the air. Transferring the depiction of a tornado, he opened up the limitless surface of the
sky for intervention.

A key figure of American Conceptual Art, Oppenheim’s pioneering contribution to Land Art was of huge significance, as
part of a vanguard of artists featured in the important 1968 exhibition ‘Earthworks’ at Dwan Gallery, New York. The most
recent exhibition of his work, ‘Dennis Oppenheim: Thought Collision Factories’, was held at the Henry Moore Institute in
2014, and his many solo exhibitions include the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, Spain; Whitney
Museum of American Art, New York; Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.; Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de
Paris; Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam; Tate Gallery, London. He exhibited extensively in group shows at venues such as
The Museum of Modern Art, New York; P.S1 Contemporary Art Center; National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, Japan;
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; Centre Pompidou, Paris; Walker
Art Center, Minneapolis, MN; Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes, Buenos Aires, Argentina; Tate Modern, London;
Kunstmuseum Bonn, Germany, and the Venice and Sao Paolo Biennales.
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Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm).
1973

El Mirage Dry lake, Southern California. 3/4 mile by 4 mile schemata of a vortex (whirlpool), traced in the sky
using standard white smoke discharged by an aircraft over El Mirage Dry Lake.

Photodocumentation:

Color and black and white photography, aerial map.
8 panels

Total size: 1770 x 70in / 431.8 x 177.8 cm
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installation view, Henry Moore Institute
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Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm).
1973

El Mirage Dry lake, Southern California. 3/4 mile by 4 mile schemata of a vortex (whirlpool), traced in the sky
using standard white smoke discharged by an aircraft over El Mirage Dry Lake.

Film installation:

Color, silent

5:01 min

Super 8 print converted to Betacam and .mov
Installation at the Kitchen Center, New York, 1975
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film stills
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Additional materials:
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Dennis Oppenheim on site

Whirlpool. (Eye of the Storm).

1973
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Das deutschsprachige Kunstmagazin-14, Jahrg.-Nr. 41974 -DM 12.50

.Whirlpool - Eye of the Storm" - Interview mit Dennis Oppenheim auf Seite 114
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Dennis Oppenheim produced a small number of the photo-documentation works relating to each of his early Land and
Body Art pieces and performances. Each is considered unique. The following are the only other versions of Whirlpool.
(Eye of the Storm); all are currently held in museum or private collections.

Collection: The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Collection: Private Collection, ltaly

Collection: Winnipeg Art Gallery
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Soul Food for Thought at the Kitchen Table

MONA DA VINCI

DENNIS OPPENHEIM, Recent
Works {The Kitchen, 484 Broome
St., through Oct. 4):

Sometinies while viewing *‘con-
ceptual” art I feel like a translator
ot an alien art form from another
world, beyond the two-dimen-
sional, personal world of appear-
ances. [ begin to wonder if it's any
longer interesting for conceptual
artists o test or try the audience’s
preconceived  notions,  antici-
pations, expectations, or perhaps
more simply. patience or tolerance
level, With most conceptual artists,
their presentations wind up getting
bogged down with an overload.of
technological “‘objects.”  simul-
taneously plugged in and blasting
away fragmentary. disconnected
raw data. When the artist has been
overwhelmed by the automatic
impact on all the senses. generated
by  sophisticated  audia-visual
cquipment, the result is an
explosive release of electronic
energy that disintegrates both the
conceptions and the cohesiveness
of the artist's given presentation.

Because | admire the wérk of
Dennis Oppenheim, these opening
rémarks concerning several ol the
possibilities of aesthetic failures
due to “technological trauma,"
evident in much conceptual art
employing the use of multi-media
equipment. seem on rather safe
ground.  Oppenheim’s  prolific
exhibition of recent works now at
the Kitchen, channels our gnergies
fand his own) in so many different
"irections at once, that it’s hard to

telt if he's putting on a
niini-retrospective, or again offer-
ing to the viewer a unjque. new
challenge.

One of Oppenheim’s major
abilities is the almost perfect way
headapts his work to the particular
space where he shows, It appears
though. that he experienced quite a
few difficulties in arranging his
works with full force in the
“Kitchen™ space. One enters the
smaller. darkened outer room
fiest, and is greeted by a TV
manitor placed on the floar, The
color video tape being shown on the
monitor, is an overhead view of a
man twirling a naked litntle girl
around and around by holding her
urms.  The images gradually
speed up and become abstract
until the spinning motion of the
connected bodies demonstrates an
apparent centrifugal force. The
wm of the child takes an the
properties of a satellite, about to
break away from the denser form of
the man spinning rapidly about the
central axis. The video tape
etfectively captures the velocity, the
astronomy and the forces acting on

" moving badies in space.

In the same room. Oppenheim is
showing three separate projections.
side by side on the wall, of his color
fitm. “Whirlpool." The middle
projection is being shown sideways.
All three scenes together have a
certain alogical., sequential urder
that works visually quite well, only
because the film is a documentary
of Oppenheim’s aerial spiral made
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by a skywriting plane in 1971, The
outer  circumference  of  this
smoke-spiral measured over a nrile.
he gave instructions to the pilot by
radio from the ground. and filmed
the event from a plane and the
ground, One observes the snake-
like spiral from many angles. From
above, the form casts a strange.
moving  cloud-shadow on  the
deserted terrain below. The ground
views show the spiral formation
taking shape from the imper-
ceptible skywriter's ethereal draw-
ing. An art form emerges that
totally abandons the “ground™ or
the paper for a  smokey,
atmospheric line drawn in mid-air.
The finished spiral floats off into
the expanse like a magnificent
Indian smoke-signal.

Oppenheim’s new installation in
the Kitchen's Jarger space consists
of two of his morphological. sma
figures seated at epposite ends ot a
oo seventy-foot-long  formica
table. The table has seven ten-loot
sectiens marking off surface color
gradations ranging from  black,
gras. and bei

to white shades or
tones. The ligures wear cloth suits
and have plaster heads, one white
and one black. although they look
like mains. Oppenheim considers
he ligures as surrogate performers
for ditterent aspects of himself, and
they do  resemble his facial
features. The white Bgure sits at
the white entd of the table and the
black figure »its @t the black end.
Both face a table microphone and
their moving, hinged mouths are

vated  and  controlled by
speakers comnected to an audio
tape, The figures appear to speak
directly inte the mikes and their
voices are amplifivd by external
speakers. The dialogue spoken by
Oppenhicim imitates the groovy
jive-talk ot a black man (which he
spokeasa child growing up with his
black friends in California), The
black figure voices an accusatory
stream  of  shooting  statements
across the vast distance of the
color-barriers that separate him
fram the white figure.
Oppenheim'’s little figures. like
the ancestor figures in primitive
cultures, constellate the theme of
the “double-motil” or shadaw
complex, where arrational torees
aim 10 usurp the status qua by
lareing an 1ge of identities
between the side
white  side
boml;
threatemng. irratio
with thes
the tension.
o F double, the white
ligure’s mouth begins speaking
exactly like the black man. It seems
as though the dark. other side is
absorbed into his lilly-white”
ead by the esmosis of sound
tinally getting under his skin.
Oppenheim’s  new  installation
has flaws which he is more acutely
aware of than anyone ¢lse, As one
ol gur best conceptual artists, he's
gtappling 1o shape, analyvse and
unclerstand the personal and social
implications ol his piece as a new
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Oppenheim's new installatlon at
the Kitchen

challenge he can’t avoid or ignore.
Whatever tormal and’structural
corrections he decides 1o make are
indispensable procedures. based
on - maintaining  his  integral
awareness  of the experimental
nature of the art. He can then
powerfully encounter the actual
thrust of the prevailing cultural
shitts operating at the present time.
unce lie has thoroughly examined
and sitted through the subjective
tactors implicit in this new work.

t The Kitchen 1975
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