Literal American Gold Mine

Ingrid Burrington

“Everything here is built to scale,” I'm told, standing before a haul
truck approximately the size of a two-story house. The person tell-
ing me this drives one of these haul trucks at a Newmont gold mine
outside of Elko, NV. He is telling me why driving the Caterpillar 793D
is not unlike driving a Toyota Corolla. The 100-foot wide roads, the
berms, the equipment and operations of the mine are built around
these massive trucks, which means it's not actually that scary to
drive one.

At this mine, which sits on a geological site called the Carlin Trend,
there's on average four—five ounces of actual gold within a single
haul truck’s 250 tons of earth. In current prices, that means there’s
about $5,275 to be made from a haul, which is about 017% of the
sticker price of the haul truck itself, or about 11% of just one of the
truck’s 12-foot tall, $45,000 tires. In making these calculations, | am
not sure what scale the haul truck driver meant when he described
mining operations as “built to scale.”

As far as commodities go, gold seems like one that is pretty far
removed from my day-to-day life, encountered only in trace
amounts—the roughly 0.034 ounces of it in my phone, maybe a
90-second segment on public radio about gold's fluctuating price
and “what that means for the economy.” Gold mining, | had incor-
rectly assumed, now only happened “somewhere else,” in places
where “mineral” was always accompanied with “conflict”—certainly
not in the United States, where economic value is presumed to be
more abstraction than anything else.

But, as noted in a 2015 United States Geological Survey report,' the
United States was the fourth largest gold producer in the world last
year. Newmont Mining is one of the largest gold producing compa-
niesin the world, and the majority of their North American operations
are in Nevada, which is where over 75% of the United States's gold
production happens. Newmont offers tours at three of its open-pit
mine sites, and the idea of touring an actual, operational gold mine
was too novel to pass up. Growing up in California, gold mining field
trips for me generally meant men in old-timey outfits and tin pans,
not haul trucks the size of houses or 2000-foot deep pits created to
extract microscopic amounts of ore.

The tour of the Carlin mine is scheduled on the same day | have to
drive from Wendover, UT to San Francisco, CA, so after | finish pack-
ing up for the day | drive the two hours to Elko to meet the tour group
at the parking lot of the Northeastern Nevada Museum. It's the last
tour of the season, which means the tour group consists of a retired
man from Reno on vacation in the area and myself. Typically they
have enough attendees to justify a charter bus, but today we ride
to the mine site in a company SUV. Corporate tours generally exist
for corporations, not tourists, so I'm not that surprised when our tour
guide cheerfully reminds us that, per the waiver signed earlier, our
photos are for “personal use only.” It looks like an inverted Aztec pyr-
amid boring into the Earth, or maybe the ruins of a lost civilization
recently unearthed by intrepid archaeologists. It looks like a setting
of aBrian Aldiss novel. It looks like a dreaded future, spectacular and
terrifying.

Instead of my photos from the mine, | can offer satellite images and
aerial photos from the USGS. From that distance, the pit is still im-
pressive, but it's also in the Nevada desert, a place which tends to
daunt and swallow up even the most massive of human endeavors.
In the desert everything is built to scale, though not necessarily to
last—at least not through geologic time.

Newmont began operations at the Carlin Trend in 1965, and since
then the site has been one of the most productive US gold mines
and a pioneer in open-pit mining and cyanide heap leaching, a
now-common and relatively cheap method of extracting gold. In this
process, a pile of rocks extracted from the ground are laid out on an
open-air heap and sprayed with a diluted cyanide solution, which
leaches gold ore out of the rocks. At Carlin, the gold is then refined
out of that cyanide solution into 93% pure gold bars, which are sold
to Brinks and sent to a company in Switzerland for further refine-
ment into 99.9% pure gold bars. Those 99.9% pure gold bars then
enter the wholesale market for gold, at which point they enter into
entirely separate supply chains for things like jewelry and electron-
ics. The open pitin Nevada that | can’t publish photos of is just one of
many ground zeros for a much longer, much more byzantine supply
chain, which is why | don't and probably can't really know precisely
what conflict-ridden country the 0.034 ounces of gold in my phone
comes from, and why it's such a difficult industry and supply chain
to regulate.

Despite being part of an opaque supply chain network, open-pit
mines are heavily regulated and surveilled. As we look out onto the
future ancient ruined city of the open pit, our tour guide explains that
a network of prisms and sensors monitor the pit at all times, help-
ing the company predict and prevent landslides. The entire mining
operation is as delicately monitored as the earth they mine. The
haul trucks are tracked by management and directed to different
extraction sites via software. The refinery site where gold bars are
actually poured stands behind a maze of barbed wire, key cards,
and surveillance cameras (the inside of the refinery is not on the
tour). Employees can't take anything offsite, including “waste rock”
materials that would be used for building berms (technically, this just
means anything from the earth that isn't gold, so other minerals like
silver and copper are forms of waste rock). Refinery workers have to
shower before and after their workday, though this is more likely due
to chemical exposure risks than fear of theft.
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Geologists sampling extractions from the mine compile data to cal-
culate something called “life of mine,” which is roughly how much
longer the mine is expected to be productive. At Chukar, another of
Newmont's mines also located in Carlin, the termination date is es-
timated to be around 2032, although advances in mining technolo-
gy and extraction methods keep extending that date. In the 1960s,
many assumed the Carlin site as a whole would be active for maybe
a decade, tops—a comment frequently noted in a 50-year anniver-
sary publication created by Newmont and the Elko Daily Free Press.

The extension of mine life, the energy and overhead costs, and the
risks that go into pulling just a little more ore out of earth is an ex-
ample of how everything in mining is built to scale. At a local scale,
it keeps a major employer and economic driver in operation. New-
mont employs around 5,100 staff and contractors in the state of
Nevada, and as of 2011 gold mining as a whole accounted for 6% of
Nevada’'s GDP. Local impact also extends pretty far beyond the bor-
ders of Elko County—workers will commute from as far as Boise, ID,
since the work schedule for many mine employees is five days on,
five days off.

At the scale of a global economy, the corporate office at the Carlin
mine has six clocks in the lobby displaying time in different Newmont
mining regions: Nevada, Colorado, Ghana, Indonesia, Perth, and
Yanacocha. The profit margins for mining are astonishingly narrow,
as those four—five ounces per 250 tons might have suggested. Mak-
ing holes in the Earth that are visible from space is pretty expensive,

and extracting as much value from that process adds even more
expense, environmental consequences, and attempts at regulation.

This is perhaps a familiar tendency of Anthropocene economics: to
scorch the Earth while scavenging for scraps of value, to maintain
a way of life we maybe shouldn’t have ever had in the first place for
just a few decades longer. Our tour guide tells us that when the Chu-
kar Quarry stops being productive, the company will perform “land
reclamation”—in this case, they will turn the pit into a reservoir over
a decades-long process. It's hard to imagine the open pit filled with
water, harder still to imagine a civilization that will be able to use it.

When we return to the Northeastern Nevada Museum after the tour,
my phone with its 0.034 ounces of gold tells me that | have 526 miles
of driving ahead of me. I'll cross through lonely northern Nevada,
where all the gas stations have slot machines, into California, where
the legacy of gold mining has been superseded by data mining, a
commodity fiction of similarly opaque supply chains, intensive scru-
tiny, surveillance, and growing desperation. | drive for nine hours and
| do not look back.

1) US. Geological Survey, Mineral Commodity Summaries, January 2015.
http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/commodity/gold/mcs-2015-gold.
pdf

On The Waters Of History:
The 14th Istanbul Biennial

Arie Amaya-Akkermans

An old, white fishing boat journeys up and down the Bosphorus
from the Golden Horn and is seen from various places in Istanbul
throughout the day. This is not just a boat among many, but an art-
work containing a sound installation by Flisun Onur, one of Turkey’s
most prominent early conceptual artists, who is little known outside
the country. If you sit on the roof terrace of the Istanbul Modern mu-
seum for an hour or two, you might be able to see Sea (2015), yet
most people had not seen it a month after the exhibition had opened
to the public. This story encapsulates well the spirit of the 14th Istan-
bul Biennial, SALTWATER: A Theory of Thought Forms. While you
might be able to see many things, you might as well not, and this
depends not only on good luck but on your ability to read through
a thick forest of invisible references and a highly theoretical, if not
speculative, concept of art where aesthetic objects, reality, sites,
and science meet rather haphazardly.

SALTWATER is rich in examples of the kind of speculative thinking
that drives the ambitions of contemporary theory as a holistic ap-
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paratus of knowledge that ultimately becomes too abstract. A work
by Lawrence Weiner, On the Verge (2015), is placed at a historical
lighthouse inthe coastal village of Rumeli Feneri, 25 kilometres away
from metropolitan Istanbul, on the northwestern end of the Bospho-
rus Strait, and the work, described as “language and the materials
referred to,” leaves the viewer slightly dumbfounded. Fernando
Garcia-Dory's “para-institution,” under the name of INLAND Tiirkiye
Extension Agency (2015), is an example of art as social practice, self-
styled social sculpture, and propaganda space, but delivers little and
bizarrely includes a shop. Pierre Huyghe's Abyssal Plain (2015) is a
concrete structure buried in the water on the island of Sivriada, and,
again, is invisible to an audience that journeyed for two hours on a
boat to an empty island in the Sea of Marmara.

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev's exhibition concept, which she has
chosen to term a “draft,” revolves around saltwater, one of the most
ubiquitous materials in the world and one fundamental to planetary
life, looking at different types of waves and knots across seas and
oceans as metaphors for movement and human agency. Saltwa-
ter is here deployed as the raw material of history in a city spread
across different bodies of water. Hosted by dozens of venues in Is-
tanbul—including traditional white cube spaces but also everything
else from hotel rooms to private homes to islands to parking lots to
lighthouses to the actual waters of the Bosphorus—the biennial is
not one contiguous show but many solo presentations, only loosely
interrelated and staged around a central exhibition (housed at the
Istanbul Modern), in a complex network of relations between art and

non-art, attempting to redefine a porous boundary between curato-
rial practices, exhibitions, archives, and theory.

Different species of movements and circulations—migrations
across seas, blood flowing through our veins, movement of the
stars, political transitions, revolutions—act as analytical models for
knowledge types, overcoming the centrality of the aesthetic object
and placing artin alarger symbolic order at the risk of fusing art with
theory and losing both in an endless stream of metaphysical asso-
ciations.

In a city like Istanbul, which is passing through a dangerous moment
of transition and is at the heart of one of the world's most convoluted
regions, it is difficult to imagine how a discredited system of thought
such as theosophy can serve as the cornerstone of this ambitious
biennial edition, one that is traditionally highly political and strongly
influenced by the post-Soviet world. But as is always the case with
biennials, individual artists are sometimes able to respond to context
more effectively than the grand narratives that command them—an
often arbitrary theme crafted by a “curator”—making a case for art’s
ability to resist its own mechanisms of authority.

Michael Rakowitz's multi-room installation, The Flesh is Yours, The
Bones are Ours (2015), is an investigation into the material history
of Armenians in Istanbul, reproducing the art nouveau forms that
adorned buildings in the period after the late-19th-century fires and
earthquakes, when wooden houses were replaced by still-standing

Ed Atkins, Hisser, 2015. Two-channel video with multiple audio channels and mixed media.
Photograph by Sahir Ugur Eren. Courtesy of IKSV.

modernist structures at the hand of Armenian architects. The plas-
ter of his work is mixed with ground bones from the island of Sivria-
da, where many stray dogs died of hunger in the 1910s after being
transferred to the island, a chilling and almost surreal story that
would be replicated in the persecution and extermination of Arme-
nians during the genocide of the same decade. Rakowitz's work is
heterogeneous and compelling, but upon seeing it a couple of times
it seems repetitive and a little forced. In the same building, the histor-
ical Galata Greek Primary School, a traditional biennial venue in Is-
tanbul, with bitter references to the expulsion of minorities from the
country, Haig Aivazian's moving choreographed performance Wavy
Wavy is the Sea of Bolis, O Mother (2015) took place only a couple
of times with men from the Beyogdlu Holy Trinity Armenian Church
Choir, addressing the creolization of Turkish and Armenian cul-
tures. Paradoxically enough, it is in this building where the exhibition
comes together best, even if it moves only in one direction: memory.

In any discussion about this biennial it seems crucial to ask why it
was soimportant to have alarge number of works addressing the Ar-
menian genocide, either obliquely or directly: does the participation
of an artist with an Armenian background imply already a reference
to the genocide events of 1915 or at least to the historical process
of recognition and reconciliation? For example, the visual history of
salt trade by Anna Boghiguian or the paintings of Paul Guiragossian
are not easy to cross-reference, except by a correlation of identity.
Onthe other hand, the joint project of Ayreen Anastas and Rene Ga-
bri called Multi-storied Houses (2015), located in the office of the late
Hrant Dink (an Armenian-Turkish intellectual assassinated in 2007),
connects with Rakowitz's by dealing with the role of Armenians as
photographers in the Ottoman Empire, and presents a beautiful
assembly of objects and memories in the form of a puzzle waiting,
almost hopelessly, to be deciphered.

Hera Buyuktasgiyan's project The Open School, though it has re-
ceived little attention, is perhaps one of the most effective knots in
this movement of waves between histories and places. It begins
as a preoccupation with the re-activation of a space, gathering an
archive of books, notes, and objects from the original Greek school
at the time of its functioning; the items are displayed in the reading
room alongside a number of notebooks in lieu of the original number
of students. Islands Speaking has been a cycle of weekly readings
held in the room, bringing together a number of languages, speak-
ers, and themes along the shores of islands (BlyUktasglyan lives
on one of the Prince Islands of Istanbul). Thinking about the island
as metaphor for displacement, isolation, insulation, alienation, but
also the much-needed shelter of the private domain, intimacy, and
inwardness, how does one speak like an island in an archipelago of
temporal variations and spatial confusions?

On the second week of October, The Open School hosted Turkish
sociologist and art historian Pelin Tan, whose work is also showing
at the biennial with Anton Vidokle, and who spoke at length about
different types of islands and archipelagos, the Israeli blockade on
the Palestinian territories, the military rule throughout Kurdish cities
east of Turkey, political and cultural movements outside their times,
how to fundamentally reframe the relationship between artifacts
and time, enabling the possibility of there being forms that do not
belong to any specific timeframe. The action of a public reading in
a space that has long been considered to have ceased to exist in-
troduces an aural aspect of reverberation, as if the angular frequen-
cy of waves could grow exponentially over a period of time. Yet this
time is not pure, abstract, or ahistorical; it belongs with familiar ob-
jects and knows the process of decay in all living matter.

The memorialization of the Armenian genocide as a whole is a very
easy strategy out of the gray zones of Turkish history that the exhi-
bition looks at touristically, almost as circumstantial events captured
by the lens. The easiness is derived from the distance that exists
between the genocide and our own time, so that that it becomes
possible to address a history that is no longer present. But while this
theme is overbearing, the crude realities of the country today, from
the Kurdish problem to the Syrian war to the new fundamentalisms,
remain largely absent. One should not expect differently from a bi-
ennial, for the present presses so closely that it suffocates any at-
tempt at representation, but the narrative of movements across time
seems incomplete without assimilating the whole of reality’s tissue,
in the same way that the exhibition wants to swallow the entire city
and becomes consumed by it.

The eight sites on BlyUkada and Sivriada, two of the Prince Islands,
reveal the difficulties of this imperial mode of curating that assimi-

Ayreen Anastas & Rene Gabri, Multi-Storied Houses; Stables; Folds and Barns; Farms and Summer Homes; Lands
and Fields of Villages; Destroyed Vineyards, Orchards and Vegetable Gardens; Churches; Chapels and Shrines; Par-

lates not only institutions but also entire topographies and bodies of
water. William Kentridge's O Sentimental Machine (2015) is a mes-
merizing tale about Leon Trotsky’s exile on the island, through the
exchange of letters and a utopian program, but pales in comparison
with the rest of Kentridge's oeuvre. The different black and white
screens appear contrived in their setting—an entire floor of the
sumptuous Splendid Palace Hotel, with its red carpet and art deco
motifs that deprive the work of its cinematic qualities. One of the
most highly publicized works in the show is the monumental sculp-
tures by Adrian Villar Rojas, The Most Beautiful of All Mothers (2015),
set right on the water, which appear majestic as you exit the garden
of the dilapidated house where Trotsky lived. The work has a sense
of the spectacular, but could it have succeeded in a different venue?
Closing the biennial with this work seems in stark contradiction with
the open-ended attitude, and sets the same monumentality it at-
tempts to disestablish, as an event horizon that cannot be crossed.

A number of critics and journalists, often disingenuously, read Villar
Rojas's sculptures against the background of the bodies of Syrian
children washing ashore on the coasts of Turkey. His life-size fiber-
glass sculptures, combined with organic and inorganic materials
atop, form a Noah's Ark going in the opposite direction, as if moving
towards the dry land, or returning from mythology to the uncertain-
ties of history. Still, one is left feeling that despite the immensity of
the show in terms of both its scale and the geographical area it com-
prises, from the Black Sea through the Bosphorus and the Marma-
ra, one is still hungry for more art.

Ed Atkin's digital film Hisser (2015), set on the ruined Rizzo Palace,
delivers a powerful shock that sets it apart from all the background
noise of institutional art. Based on a news story from a Florida man
that fell into a sinkhole while he slept, the film recounts the last thirty
minutes of hislife. As the man falls into the hole after along sequence
of sobs, anxieties, and obsessive behaviors, the sound becomes
louder and louder and the dilapidated palace begins to shake. For
many in Istanbul, Atkins was, accidentally, the centerpiece of the bi-
ennial; the shaking house of the Turkish republic finds itself now at
a turning point, in between the threat of looming war in the region,
internal turmoil, decelerating economy, and, above everything, un-
certainty. Back on the mainland, the central exhibition at Istanbul
Modern is a serious disappointment, with an eclectic combination
of artwork that does not coalesce, and that does not feel poignant.
Marwan Rechmaoui’s pillars are elegantly executed and remind one
of the artist’s earlier mapping of Beirut, leaving a striking impression,
but are somewhat disjointed from the rest of the show, as are works
like the paintings of Fahrelnissa Zeid or Paul Guiragossian.

The Channel, in which Christov-Bakargiev deploys the full extent of
her curatorial alchemy, is a self-standing exhibition at the heart of the
biennial that operates independently of the rest and is replete with
obscure references to science. Being one of the finest exercises in
intellectual history and curatorial power that an Istanbul Biennial has
witnessed, there’s very little art in it: books of Charles Darwin, pages
from Lacan’s drawings, the neuron drawings of Santiago Ramén y
Cajal, copies of Annie Besant’s sketches, the vases of the botanist
Emille Gallé.

SALTWATER: A Theory of Thought Forms, takes its cue from the
once-popular Thought Forms book by late-19th-century English
theosophist Annie Besant, present in the exhibition through copies
of her drawings in The Channel and the original book placed along-
side the unremarkable artist's book of Merve Kiliger's, whose work
is said to precede European abstraction and refers to materialized
thought that has taken physical form, so that the vibrations and
movements of our body in the world create a variety of forms that
are then materialized through movement. However interesting, the
reference to Besant seems antiquated and vague in this context.

The interest in this biennial arises not necessarily from its many
complications, but from certain points of contact that emerge onthe
margins of these complications and establish newer, increasingly
dynamic relationships that do not yet form a consistent whole; they
stay at the level of forms, from which one is compelled to conjure up
his own magic.

This is not necessarily a weakness in the broader understanding of
what art can do versus the political, but it is too fragile and superficial
a survey of the possibilities afforded by Istanbul. In the 11th centu-
ry, Europeans looked at Constantinople with eyes of desire—Wael
Shawky’s film Cabaret Crusades, The Secrets of Karbala (2015),
screened in a historical hamam from the 15th century, tells the sto-

ish Schools; Mills; Areas of Forest, etc..., 2015. Ink, pencil, eraser, pastel on paper, various other materials, and video.
Photograph by Sahir Ugur Eren. Courtesy of IKSV.

Michael Rakowitz, The Flesh Is Yours, The Bones Are Ours, 2015. Plaster molds, casts, dog skeletons from Sivriada, bones
of livestock from dispossessed Armenian farms in Anatolia, fragments of lost Louis Sullivan building in Chicago, rubbings,

photos, and letters. Photograph by Sahir Ugur Eren. Courtesy of IKSV.

ry of the crusades in reverse, seen through the eyes of the Arabs,
Constantinople is portrayed as a wealthy city at the gates of a new
world, an architectural marvel, and the seat of an empire. Underlying
this image, however, the Byzantine Empire was an unstable house
of intrigues, conspiracies, and political deadlocks. In that regard, Is-
tanbul is still very Byzantine: an excessively complicated, intricate
maze of failing bureaucracies and growing tensions. But the image
projected on the wall of the city, facing Europe, was enough for the
impoverished Europeans to sail on boats and vessels to besiege
Constantinople.

Yetvisitorstoday are stillinawe at the sights of the city, as if they were
still staring at animage projected on a wall, forbidden from entering
this curious passage of time that connects all that glorious past with
a present space. This image, which no longer existing in its original
form as many sections were dismantled in the 19th century, splits
into different images projected on many other interior walls. But be-
hind this synchronized spectacle lies a seat of authoritarianism, the
result of several decades of dictatorship and chaos, attempting to
raise its head above water with the help of neoliberalism. The kind
of soft power deployed to transform an ailing space into an image
of the future is not unigue to Istanbul: | am speaking here of art that
exists only in a state of suspension, or as a future imperfect tense; a
reference to the past that expresses an unfinished, ongoing action.

The 14th Istanbul Biennial is one great example of such soft power.
While it does not attempt to cover up the glaring facts on the ground,
andinfact highlights their omnipresence, the many exhibitionsin the
biennial create a parallel universe of loosely interconnected bodies
gravitating around each other: a universe far greater than the facts
themselves so that they are ultimately suffocated by the grandi-
ose show. This species of time, an ever-expanding timeless future,
is made possible only at the expense of the present and has to be
safely anchored in a past that is either no longer tangible or already
too solid to become streamlined with the measurements of the here
and now. This is a phenomenon taking place in all major institutional
shows in the art world from Venice to Sharjah to Sao Paulo.

As biennials are hardly able to fund themselves, they are growing far
and away from academic shows, forced to compete with galleries
and art fairs. Perhaps this also means that from now on there will no
longer be any excellent biennials, unless they agree to operate as
an extension of the marketplace. This new philosophy of abstraction
and vagueness behind exhibitions, sensorial more than it is repre-
sentational, is so highly politicized —rather than political —because
it is essentially homogeneous and powerless, tackling otherness
and conflict only from a very safe academic distance. If the purpose
behind this edition of the Istanbul Biennial was to showcase our cur-
rent state of confusion and shock at the new political realities of this
country, through a labyrinthine maze of metaphors and events, then
it is clearly very successful. Deep down, however, we do not turn
to art in order to speak for the obvious, but rather in order to make
sense of bigger questions about the possibilities of human agency
in a convoluted world. As the Hungarian philosopher Agnes Heller
putit, “the goodness of the message of art does not always translate
into goodness of art.”

Endnote

On the morning of October 10, as this article was being edited, an
explosion shook the Turkish capital Ankara with a blast that cut
short the life of more than 100 people participating in a peace ral-
ly. The courts placed a temporary gag order on investigations into
the deadliest terror attack on modern Turkey, and so far a list of sus-
pects remains elusive; hard to believe in a state of mass surveillance.
With six different tragic scenarios since 2011 that have taken a toll of
nearly 600 lives, there has not been a single resignation of a govern-
ment official. And this is the way we live now. On the evening of Sep-
tember 1,as MOMA PS1 offered a cocktail party on the roof of Soho
House to honor the biennial curator, tear gas rained down on the
streets after a peaceful demonstration, marring many gallery open-
ings taking place that night. The director of an art institution in the
region remarked that the government was engaged in a war against
the people, not being aware that since the events of Gezi Park in
2013, such scenarios of confrontation and violence have become
part of a weekly routine in Istanbul. In this state of increasing confu-
sion, it would be difficult to tell what kind of criticality or engagement
is required from art and its institutions, but a commitment to the pol-
itics of the here-and-now, with all its ugliness and disenchantments,
could be the first step.

Wael Shawky, Cabaret Crusades: The Secret of Karbala, 2015. Installation with projection in HD video, liquid tar, clay,
cement, wool, marble, and hand blown Murano glass marionettes. Photograph by ligun Erarslan Yanmaz. Courtesy of IKSV.
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