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appears in Karstieß's work as an informal configuration 
of found asphalt and ceramic base figure. And the place 
of the maps is taken over by the film in which Karstieß 
documented his excavation activity. 

In addition, Karstieß creates the sculptural "Scholar's 
Rocks", in which the process behind the action is visual­
ized. Asphalt becomes liquid when heated, and when 
cooled it generates bizarre, rigid forms as long as it is 
not rolled out into a flat surface for its customary use in 
road construction. Here it is possible to see parallels to 
Karstieß's ceramic works: the process of firing is also of 
decisive importance in the production of ceramics, the 
transformation of soft, maleable clay into a stable, hard 
object - and this process of firing involves impondera­
bles. lt is this very aspect that interests Karstieß and 
creates an elective affinity to Smithson: the fascination 
with processes which, once set in motion, take on a life 
of their own in a certain sense, and trigger the generation 
of form from the structural consistency of the starting 
material, which is basically uncontrollable. The monu­
mentality of Smithson's works is reflected in the chance 
formations of the "Scholar's Rocks" in the detail of the 
found objects, and is emphasised still more by the 
ceramic frame. The isolated part stands for the whole. 
The double emergence of form in asphalt and ceramics 
appears to have come about through reciprocal influ­
ence; we believe we can see the fluid and the solid 
simultaneously before us - the processes of develop­
ment have become an inner moment of the sculptures to 
such a degree - and in this way the found pieces are 
now yet more independent of place. 

So what was Karstieß searching for? The place was 
easily discerned, and once found it would have been 
sufficient to document this achievment photographically, 
for example - the artist on the cliff above the tip where 
the truck once stood. Meanwhile, as physical pieces of 
evidence, the rescued and translocated clumps of as­
phalt increase the myth of an action occurying long in the 
past, which had such far-reaching influence as an image 
that Karstieß was driven to a kind of recapitulation 45 
years later. Smithson's action was illegal and took place 
on only one occasion without the public being present. In 
this way, its image could become the epitome of artistic 
action. Smithson wanted to see for himself how asphalt 
flows; indeed, in the case of all his so-called "flows" he 
was concerned with the visual fascination of material's 
uncontrollable behaviour once it is made to flow. 

Such flow is synonymous with the sculptural process, 
which, once triggered, develops a law of its own, incalcu­
lable in advance. The image of the asphalt flowing down 
the slope was interpreted as Smithson's response to the 
abstract expressionism of Franz Kline, for example, or to 
Jackson Pollock's "dripping". 1 would like to see it, by 
contrast, from the perspective of the sculptor attempting 
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to fathom the possibilities of a material and, as in this 
case, regarding landscape itself as a form for casting. 
Looking at the photographs from that time, it is striking 
!hat the texture of the entire slope to the left and right of
Asphalt Rundown displays traces of flow or rather of
erosion. Every rainfall flushed out furrows and so contrib­
uted to the relief-like morphology of the slope. That is a
plastic starting point already, whereby the weathering
processes have had an impact on formation. lf we know
about Smithson's fascination with volcanos and volcanic
eruptions as weil - Rome lies north of Vesuvius, where
he wanted to realize a work using sulphur -, the choice of
asphalt is explained by the fact that it has a magma-like
quality: in a hot state it flows, later creating a "rock forma­
tion" in the cold state which is unforeseeable in shape.

The qualities of the material with respect to its consist­
ency and the thermic conditions of its hardening fasci­
nate(d) both Smithson and also Karstieß. The unusual 
title of the work by Karstieß may be explained by this fact, 
or even derive from it. What the Earth Sees is the title 
of his film, in which the assumption is made !hat the 
earth has an eye with which it can see. And so quarries, 
volcanic craters etc. enable insights into the earth, but 

· according to the understanding of Karstieß's work titles
these rifts themselves are also looking at us. What the
Earth Sees therefore refers to the concept of "Welt­
anschauung" (world view) - a term that was coined in
German by Immanuel Kant and implies that the world
constantly needs re-discovering, both rationally and
emotionally, as weil as being conquered afresh. Since
German Romanticism, the right to individual experience
and the diversity of such insight is founded in this
polarity, which motivates the change of perspective in
the title chosen by Markus Karstieß. That is what he was
searching for. And he found it.

Friedrich Meschede 
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Markus Karstieß 

Was die Erde sieht, 2014-2018 

Am 15. Oktober 1969 ließ Robert Smithson 

eine Aktion in einem Steinbruch für alte 

Pflastersteine südlich von Rom ausführen: 

Ein Lastwagen goss zähflüssigen Asphalt 

über einer Halde aus, sodass die teigige 

Masse sich, einem Vulkanausbruch gleich, 

ihren Weg durch die Rinnen des Abhangs 

suchte. Das Ergebnis ist bekannt, es handelt 

sich um die Aktion Asphalt Rundown von 

Smithson, von der es lange Jahre nur dieses 

eine ikonische Foto gab, das dem berühmten 

und seit jener Zeit auch im New Yorker Loft 

des Künstlers hängenden Ausstellungsplakat 

der Galleria L'Attico Roma als Motivvorlage 

diente. In langjähriger Vertrautheit mit die­

sem Aktionsplakat startete Markus Karstieß 

2014 seine Spurensuche, bei der er den Ort 

der Schüttung ausfindig machte und aus­

kundschaftete, ob und, falls ja, was von der 

1969 stattgefundenen Aktion im Jahr 2014 

noch übrig geblieben war. Der Steinbruch 

bzw. der zur Müllhalde umfunktionierte Ort 

war nach zwei Tagen gefunden, wies doch 

die Einladungskarte von damals den Weg 

mittels einer Landkarte. Die Halde, auf einem 

stillgelegten Industriegelände gelegen, 

wurde schon zu Smithsons Zeit nicht mehr 

benutzt, und so konnte Karstieß vor Ort die 

erstaunliche Beobachtung machen, dass 

sich am Hang an der Art der Vegetation die 

Kontur der Schüttung abzeichnete. Das heißt 

dort, wo der Boden durch die Asphaltmasse 

1969 quasi versiegelt worden war, wachsen 

heute andere Gräser und wilde Kräuter als in 

der Umgebung der Schüttung. Das „Bild" 

der Aktion, das schon Bild für das Plakat 

gewesen war, ist als jahrzehntelang gewach­

sener „Abdruck" erkennbar, wobei vor allem 

das Wissen und die gezielte Suche nach ihr 

die Schüttfigur unmittelbar aus dem Erdreich 

auftauchen lässt. Die Landschaft trägt also 

ein bildhaftes Erinnerungsmal - ein Phäno­

men, das auch in der Bodendenkmalpflege 

bekannt ist und genutzt wird. Mittels Luft­

aufnahmen werden hier anhand von Ver­

änderungen des Bodens, die sich an der 

Vegetation ablesen lassen, Grundrisse alter 

Festungsanlagen, Siedlungsstätten etc. 

lokalisiert, was dann gegebenenfalls zu 

Grabungen führt. 

Karstieß geht ähnlich vor, er nimmt die 

oberste Grasnarbe ab, entfernt Boden­

schichten und findet Asphaltklumpen, die 

von der damaligen Aktion stammen. So wird 








