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VISTA POINT

Doing as much as possible with nothing at all was
the secret to the success of Vista Point, a temporary,
site-specific installation at the earthquake-damaged
and soon-10-be-demolished de Young Museum,

in San Francisco.

Vista Point, dismantled last March, consisted of 27
Hudson River School landscape paintings arranged
in space so that, from several vantages within the
gallery, their horizons met to form a continuous line:
clouds and mountains and lakes seemed to jump
from one canvas to the next as a viewer scanned the
gallery. To achieve this illusion. the paintings {such
as William Bradford's 1880 Scene in the Arctic, Thomas
Moran's 1906 Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone and
Albert Bierstadt's 1872 View of Donner Lake) were
taken off the walls and set on top of pedestals at
various heights.

Landforms and cloudscapes played and merged in
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How did you decide to run together the
hori lines?

the reflections from the Plexiglas cases that shielded
the art. A sound track of train whistles, mixed with
very low frequency booms made by magnetic fields
sweeping the Earth and ambient noise taped in the
neighborhood of the de Young, played continuously
to bring the imaginary landscape to life. '
When they first considered the project, the design-
ers—Bruce Tomb, Kris Force and Jayne Roderick—
realized that each had a very different relationship
with the de Young. Force is a fan of the museurn
and its large collection of landscape paintings. but
Tomb, an architect and designer best known for
his Infinite Fitting line of sand-cast sinks, is a San
Francisco native who had not been to the museum
in about 15 years; Jayne Roderick, an artist-in-resi-
dence at Interval Research. can see the de Young
from her apartment but had never set foot in it.
"We realized that we formed a microcosm of the
younger audience that the museum wanted to lure
in with this exhibition.” Tomb said. They lured in
the jury, too. "We talked so much about exhibition
design and materials and technology and language,
but this is the only project that actually has a cntical
position about exhibitions,” Ranien said. "And it
represents work that we are famihiar with in a com-
pletely refreshing way It's just surreal. The paint-
ings become like windows, like portals.”

BT: San Francisco is going through
some radical changes right now.
There's a whole frontier craze related to
the digital revolution and Silicon Valley.
So it was a natural thing to take Kris's
interest in the de Young's landscape
collection and to think, “What relevance
do these images have to us now? How
<an we transform them?” And that
period of landscape painting was very
much about how the frontier was culti-
vated, and about the role of the artist

in giving that frontier an image. The
artist was thought of as a player in the
frontier.

The jury sclected this project as an
example of what designers can do when
they look beyond digital bells and
whistles. Did you intend 1t as a cnitique
of technology?

BT: There's a really awkward, love-hate
relationship with technology in it
Certainly. there’s a critical aspect 1o this
picce. Thete are certain ideas that have
supposedly evolved out of the new tech-
nology: a way of seeing the world that is
somehow implicit in being immersed
in new technology. But you don’t need
to use the technology itsell 1o cxpress
how it changes the way you see the
world. And that's what this piece does:

1t takes a Photoshop. cut-and-paste
appropriation sensibility and uses it
with genuine artifacts—the paintings
1t is very much of that world of digital
media, but it is in fact not using it.

Q: What does Vista Point have 10
say to designers of more traditional
environments?
BT: | don't know how it works on the
East Coast—and it may be’a kind of
West Coast thing—bul the‘average per-
son would say that the man-made envi:
is casy to distinguish from
nature, that which has not been'devel-
oped by man. At the same time, the nat
ural landscape, which was in the past
thought of a3 being wild—and certainh
these paintings have etched into our
psyche a kind of vision of the frontier a-
a wild Joesn't exist anymore.
Yosemite is like Disneyland. One of the
things that we're taught as architects
in school is that to do good design you
have to understand the context of 2
project-site analysis, and all these tech-
niques to try to evaluate what's appro-
priate. | think our project offers up
another way to think about that context
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WATERIALS/TARRICATION
3f4" square tubular-steel
frame, silicon cauliing, 3/4° plate
glass, Phezo ceramic transducers
with lead b0t and epaxy resin
imertial bachstops. 1/2* luminum
platform with salvaged iron legs,
1 steel guy wires and tumbutkies,
17 aindscape paintings, 13
existing institutionsl vitrines.
1 benches,

HARDWARL/SOITWARL
Sound reconding: binsural headue!
mictophone, slered condenser
marophone, pliratonic “bat”
detector, wire, cell-phone scanner,
portatle DAT secorder. Sound
editing: Apple Power Macnlosh
G 3, Drgdesign Pro- lools Audio,
Bias Peak, Natwve Powes Pack
Filters. Sound peoduction: 75-mall
Prezo tranydycer disks, 40-walt
subwooler, speaker wire,
0 player, 150 walt sudio power
amp, 12-thannel mizer.
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