
 

What I forgot to say 
(u n p u b lis h e d  n o te s  fo llo w in g  a  le c tu r e )  

 

 
                Screen Capture from The Virtual Pasture 

 
 
“Where do we find ourselves?” Emerson asked. (Experience, 1844) 
 
Where is where and what is it to find/found ourselves? 
 
These are questions, in part, about the nature of our work. We may have no jobs but we have 
plenty of work to do.  
 
Becoming a local/localized artist: 
 
 Community in-reach = working/reaching w/in the community I am part of (i.e. a 
 public, land-grant university). 
 
 What constitutes a public? Or, how is a public constituted? How do we constitute 
 ourselves as a public? How do we constitute ourselves as a university?  
 
 Not a given but a lived process. 
 
 If the university is a place not only for cultural reflection/but is also a site for  cultural 
 production, then what is the nature of the culture we produce here at this university—
 dedicated to a curriculum of teaching “the agricultural, mechanical and liberal arts”? 
 
The Ohio State University Department of Art. 
 
How to become an artist in a university? 



 

My encounters with the university are reflective and language based—through 
reading/writing/speaking/lecturing (i.e. through discourse). 
 
My encounters with the arts are haptic—through sight/touch/hearing/smell/taste. 
 
How/where does an artist become in/to the university? 
 
Must every hour spent on campus be an hour away from my art studio? 
 
Under what circumstance might I create a visible encounter at/on the university campus? 
 
Can the campus become my studio?  
 
 To localize myself as an artist, to become a local artist requires a change in practice.  

It requires me to re-locate myself/my practice onto the public, land-grant college. 
 
T h e  L iv in g  C u ltu re  In itia tiv e  = the OSU campus is/as my studio 
 
An agri/cultural encounter: 
 
 How is farming like art? 
 
Knowledge in both farming and art is gained through sensual experience (i.e. the handling of 
material) rather than through verbal exchange.  
 
In both art and farming knowledge is transferred by showing rather than by telling. 
 
Things are ideas (as in W.C. Williams, “No ideas but in things.”) 
 
The Beanfield is a demonstration plot. 
 

Thoreau went to Walden to naturalize himself (to configure his relation to nature) where 
he then planted a field of beans to socialize himself (to configure his relation to society). 
His work in the bean field was a working out of conversation with neighbors and passers-
by (advice given/advice ignored).  

 
 Likewise, I planted The Beanfield near the Wexner Center and along College Road to 
 engage in conversation with the society of the university (advice given/advice  ignored). 
  
 The work of art (verb) is/as a practice. In The Beanfield I was cultivating my art 
 practice. 
 

Thoreau’s work at Walden was Walden (the book) or the becoming of Walden  through 
the living/writing/working through of it. 

 
A response to the question of “nostalgia” [posed by Katherine Bennett].  
  
 The Virtual Pasture is The Machine in the Garden (Leo Marx, 1964). 
 



 

In his book, Marx wrote: 
  

The soft veil of nostalgia [for the pastoral] that hangs over our urbanized 
landscape is largely a vestige of the once dominant image of [America as] an 
undefiled green republic, a quiet land of forests, villages, and farms dedicated to 
the pursuit of happiness. (6) 

 
 In public discourse, at least, this ideal has appeared with increasing frequency 
 in the service of a reactionary or false ideology, thereby helping to mask the 
 real problems of an industrial civilization. (7) 
  
 [By design] most literary works called pastorals . . . qualify, or call into  question, 

or bring irony to bear against the illusion of peace and harmony in a green 
pasture. It is this fact that will enable us, finally, to get at the difference between 
the complex and sentimental kinds of pastoralism. (25)  

  
In addition to the ideal, then, the pastoral design in question embraces some 
token of a larger, more complicated order of experience. Whether represented by 
the plight of a dispossessed herdsman or the sound of a locomotive in the woods, 
this feature of the [pastoral] design brings a world which is more “real” into 
juxtaposition with an idyllic vision. It may be called the counterforce. (25) 

 
 It is industrialization, represented by images of machine technology,that 
 provides the counterforce in the American archetype of the pastoral. (26)  
 
The LED monitor in The Virtual Pasture acts as a counterforce to the rural nostalgia re/presented 
by the landscape of the central campus Oval (once an actual pasture, then re-engineered in the 
image of a pasture—without animals).    
 
From the Stratford Center (where the sheep are kept) to the Wexner Center (where the artwork 
is located) a “live” image of the farm, its pasture and grazing animals, is captured by remote 
camera, transferred by satellite then streamed via computer network through a screen of 
contemporary technology. 
   
Which came first, the Cheerio™ or the egg? 
 
This is nature of the question of “Where does our food come from?” 
 
Agri/culture = food = culture 
 
A recent evolutionary theory suggests that humans developed relatively large brains and small 
stomachs, in part, because (uniquely) we cook our food. Cooked food is more easily and quickly 
digested than raw food. Less energy needed by our stomachs to digest means more time for our 
brains to daydream.  
 
From this might we suggest that food = culture? At the table (or round the fire) lies the context 
for our conversation; the context for chewing over ideas (e.g. “Try this. You might like it.”) 
 



 

The Cheerio™ comes from a box that is filled at a factory that is owned by the General Mills 
Corporation. Some of the raw material for the Cheerio comes from a farm field—but that field, 
wherever it may be, is far removed from the Cheerio we eat. By looking at a Cheerio we cannot 
see or even imagine a field of oats. 
 
The egg comes from a chicken. A farmer (or a corporation) may own the chicken, but no matter 
how far removed the chicken may be from us, an egg is never far removed from the chicken (the 
chicken rests within it). What then, is the impact of removing the chicken from our sight/site?  
 
I am not speaking here (though I could) of nutritional impacts, but rather I am speaking about the 
cultural impacts of removing farm animals from our daily living. With no contact with farm 
animals, how can we come to know them, or what can we know about them? Without contact 
with farm animals, what kind of conversation can we have either with or about them? So now, 
when we speak about farm animals that we no longer see and, consequently, no longer know, 
then, in fact, we do not know what we are talking about.  
 
Yet of all animals it is with farm animals that we share an evolutionary covenant. We have co-
evolved together. Farm animals are dependent upon us. We are dependent upon them—not only 
for food, but for our thinking. 
 
OSU is a public land-grant college “dedicated to a curriculum of the agricultural, mechanical and 
the liberal arts.”  What is the nature of the culture we produce here? 
 
The Virtual Pasture is an agri/cultural project to return farm animals to within our field of 
vision—to make agri/cultural encounter, once again, an aspect of everyday campus experience. 
It marks my effort to reclaim our agri/cultural commons.  
 
But this image of farm animals outside the Wexner Center is spectral. The Virtual Pasture haunts 
the Oval with images of animals that at onetime actually grazed it. When, on the first Monday of 
each month, I transport my sheep to this 500 square foot patch of grass it becomes a pasture in 
fact—and the Oval is revealed as its virtual image.  
 
To encounter (see) an animal’s image is not, however, to experience or to know the animal. To 
know a farm animal one must handle it. This is what farmer’s do. At The Virtual Pasture I do not 
offer lessons in animal handling—even if, at times, it seems the entire university is my classroom 
there. Still, we build experience from encounter. By making farm animals once again visible 
within our daily comings and goings, The Virtual Pasture seeks to inform our thinking about  
them and our talking about them.  
 
Is to bring farm animals within our sight to bring them within our reach, or our grasp? 
 
At The Virtual Pasture, “What kind of animals are those?” is not a stupid question. Not knowing, 
or recognizing, that “those” are sheep is one result of the fact that, since the 1970’s, most farm 
animals (poultry, cattle, hogs, for example) are now raised in enclosed sheds.  
 
With the rise of industrial scaled farming, the animals have disappeared from our sight. Is this a 
good or a bad thing for the animals? Is this a good or bad thing for us? Is that a stupid question? 
Might a better question be, whether or not raising animals in sheds is a necessary thing to do? 



 

And, if so, what condition(s) make it necessary? While we may choose to raise farm animals 
in this way, must we choose to do so?  
 
Is to pasture raise a cow a (nostalgic) picture of farming or is it a farming practice?  The Ohio 
Dairy Association describes the pasturing of cows as an “alternative farm management 
technique.” Alternative to what? Might we think about that? How might we talk about it?  
And what, if anything, might we do about it? 
 
Where do we find ourselves? And what is the nature of the culture we produce here now? I am 
an artist, not a farmer. The substance of my practice is to work from the tangible facts of my 
world toward a shaping of my experience of/in it.  
 

“Where do we find ourselves? In a series of which we do not know the extremes, 
and believe that it has none. We wake and find ourselves on a stair; there are stairs 
below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, many a one, 
which go upward and out of sight.” 
                     R.W. Emerson, Experience 1844 
 

 
Loss and found  
 
Michael Mercil 
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