
Ducks on Pond

‘There used to be a lake right over there. Ducks would eat in it, 
children would swim in it, it was a great lake. One day these 
ducks were in the pond, and the temperature dropped so fast, 
that the lake just froze right up. The ducks didn’t die, they flew 
away and took that whole lake right with them. To this day  
I hear that lake is somewhere over in Georgia.’ 1

Something like this is how the tale circulates. Not 
many people know that this was not to be the final 
resting place of the lake. Yet the next move was not 
going to be on account of the ducks. The owner of the 
land in Montezuma, Georgia where the lake had relo
cated to, a local contractor, was so taken by the story of 
how it came to be on his property that he did not want 
to risk loosing it to something so temperamental like 
ducks and weather conditions. To preserve the lake he 
poured a heap of concrete in the water. Once the water 
had hardened he dragged the monotone bulk inclu
sive of all that it had swallowed onto his back lawn. 
There it would lay encrusted in earth like a concrete 
tomb, neither building nor sculpture, more a gigantic 
fossilized creature, a Victorian folly of sorts, right 
there on the lawn.

He never saw the lake with his own eyes, but his 
granduncle who had migrated to the States and who 
worked as a bookkeeper for the contractor, would 
send him the occasional photograph. For a while they 
would circulate as Christmas cards. He kept them 
all. He had to think of the lake often. He liked that 
it was a structure that carries within it its own inver
sion. It became an obsession, a mental construct that 
he could recall at will. Like a mantra or mandala of 
sorts, he would visualize the lake in its various states 
of matter, flipping it between liquid and solid, convex 
and concave, hard and soft, as if his mind alone had 
the power to change its physical make up. He would 
go so far as to come up with new ways to transform it: 
sonic waves would reduce it to dust, acid rain would 
turn the concrete into a hovering gas cloud, fungus 
would rot it to a molded tarn. Only much later he 
heard that a hurricane had destroyed the house of the 
contractor, leaving behind nothing but the lake. It 
must be there still to this day, like a crashed UFO, or an 
upside down mesa. Like the slabs of concrete to which 
so many houses along the gulf coast had been reduced 
to after Katrina. White concrete blocks marking the 
doorsteps of houses stripped of their architectural 
function, lying there like stranded wales on a beach.

Back in London they had no hurricanes, or con
crete lakes. There were ducks on ponds but they did 
not resemble much the ones in the story. A place that  
did, was the plaza in the centre, built by the Smith
sons. A concrete piazza that joined together a small 
cluster of buildings. It was as much negative as posi
tive space, a shallow elegant square enclosed by three  
structures that would expose the trespasser while 
offering protective shelter from the view of the pas
sersby. He would come often on weekends after 
church when it lay deserted from the businessmen 
that occupied it so fervently during the week. He 
would take it over, fancying himself as the last human 
on earth and enact impromptu plays on its builtin 
staging, rest on the hot stones that trapped the heat 
from the sun, and trace the surface of the sandstone 
with his fingers, revealing tiny porous holes and fos
sils trapped by the layers of sediment that built up the 
stone. He wondered about the pace of these geolog
ical processes. It must have taken millenia to gener
ate the stone. Not enough time for the microbes and 
crustaceans and invertebrates to flee? He had to think 
of the photograph of a sleeping bag stuck on the edge 
of a giant chunk of volcanic lava that he once saw in 
a museum in Stromboli. And did they not find undi
gested food in the stomachs of mammoth trapped in 
the ice? 

Years later he came across another site that col
lapsed states of matter not unlike the pond and 
the plaza, a work made by another Smithson. They 
stopped there on a trip back to London from Brussels, 
transporting sculptures for a befriended art dealer. 
Having taken turns on the wheel, only the promise to 
take an extra shift could convince his father to make 

 1 Paraphrased after Idgie Threadgoode in ‘Fried Green 
Tomatoes’ (1991), directed by Jon Avnet [Film]. USA: 
Universal Pictures.

Karst Topography

I once had a thing with a girl called Fanny Karst. 
Seriously, that was her name. You know, like a cast of  
a fanny, a cast of a cunt. I’d been having this thing 
with her for quite a while but the pun didn’t dawn on 
me; my friends noticed it. You see with my accent, 
coming from the northeast, I say cast, like, with a 
hard A. But in the south they have a soft a. My old flat
mates, who are from down here, they would ask 
where I was off to and I’d say I was going to see Fanny. 
They’d make jokes, like ‘you going to pick up fanny 
tonight then’ and stupid stuff like that. One time they 
asked her surname, when I said Karst they just burst 
out laughing.

After that, when I thought of her I thought of casts 
of fannies or would imagine someone trying to cast 
her fanny. You know like Cynthia Plaster Caster used 
to do of rock stars’ cocks in the seventies. Duchamp 
did it; you probably know it. There’s this work he did 
where there is a bronze cast of a fanny wedged into 
pink dental plastic. I can’t remember what it’s called 
right now, probably something like Object of Desire. 
No, it would be better than that, more of a pun, I can’t 
remember. So anyway, when I was off to see her on the 
tube, this was the picture that I had in my head rather 
than of her. And she was very pretty as well, but that 
was what I thought of. In fact, even now, I struggle to 
remember what she looked like exactly, but this work 
comes to mind. Sort of shorter than me, maybe light
brown hair but definitely a wedge of bronze stuc  
into pink dental plastic.

I hadn’t thought about Fanny Karst for a long time. 
Actually, I’ll be clear here for a second what I meant by 
‘having a thing with her’ in case she finds out I’m say
ing this (not that she ever would). We never actually 
had sex, so I don’t know what her fanny looked like. In  
fact we only kissed once and that was when we were 
both really pissed. I think I bit her really hard on her 
ear leaving teeth marks in the cartilage and she got 
freaked out. I still don’t know why I did that. I think 
she was asking me to hurt her and I was puzzled what 
to do to her exactly. We only met up a couple more 
times after that.

So, anyway, I hadn’t thought about Fanny Karst 
for a long time. That was all a really long time ago. 
Well, recently my friend, coincidentally one of my old  
flatmates who used to make the fanny jokes, my 
friend was showing me photos of this holiday he had 
just come back from and it was absolutely incredible. 
Tropical white beaches and bays with these islands 
sticking out of the sea covered in dense forest. Huge 
pieces of rock, mangrovesprouting stone wedged 
into the sea. He showed me photos of him canoeing 
through low ceilinged sea caves and all of this won
derful tacky James Bond scenery, but with his face 
grinning up in front.

I looked up where it was on Wikipedia later, 
because I’d seen that sort of place in films and fash
ion shoots a lot and wondered if it was the same loca
tion. Turns out, it is the same place, but the landscape 
is actually quite common. It’s a limestone landscape, 
stone made out of billions of dead seacreatures.  
It’s called Karst topography. I kept reading. About 
underground drainage systems; about sinkholes, 
dolines, and caves. On tangents about speleology and 
spelunking. About the uses of limestone; cement, 
glass and cosmetics. It’s in toothpaste. It’s in plastics 
and used as an additive to bread. It’s used for dispos
ing the dead. And I realised I wasn’t reading. I was 
thinking about Cynthia Plaster Caster. I was thinking 
about that Duchamp sculpture. I was thinking about 
the tooth marks left in Fanny Karst.
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●

The photograph is flat, platitudinous in the true sense 
of the word. And this has been photography’s fate: All 
Flat Death. Now this insight too is truly platitudi
nous. About as interesting as something that is inter
esting. If the photograph will never be penetrated, 
will fail to measure up to vital life, why not interro
gate what is distinct about the qualities of depth and 
surface organised by the photograph? 

In a photograph the surface of a thing is its facial 
aspect. The aspect of this surface is determined by the 
camera’s pointofview: a geometrical position in rela
tion to the thing. If the pointofview were to shift, so 
too would the surfaces facing. And with it a formal set 
of relations within the frame. Whatever else remains 
out of view – occluded by the fixed monocular point
ofview – is what would fully make it an object. 

If in a photograph a surface is a total expression 
of a thing, of the externally expressed energies of that 
thing, equally it is that which conceals the interiority 
of the thing on view. And its other sides. Because the 
photographic camera’s pointofview is not a roving 
eye we imaginatively conjure the interior and other 
sides of things in the frame. These will not be revealed 
on the photograph’s reverse: nor can the photograph 
be held up to light to reveal these things by its trans
lucence. (On the reverse of my screen is a smooth sil
ver surface broken by the image of an apple.) 

What if pointofview were the least important 
thing? An encounter with a photograph is relational, 
layered – over, under and between its manifest formal 
arrangement. 

Early daguerrotypes are thick with depth. Some
times this is expressed by receding planes of image 
sharpness. Or sometimes the evenness of light be  
tween the foreground and the background. These, 
however, do not account for a certain viscosity of the  
image. A powerful emanation familiar also to large 
format emulsion film. 

The photograph’s surface can be interrogated on  
its own terms and in its means of referring to the 
thing it surfaces. Just as carved stone can be interro
gated on its own terms and in its means of referring  
to the thing it surfaces. Stone is immutable. Obdurate. 
Whichever way you cut through it, its interior is 
already given on its surface. 

Fleshly stone.
Stony emulsion.
Monumental emulsion. 
Figures in a frieze possess volume, bulging out 

beyond an organising pictorial plane. Like the photo
graph, the frieze is not to be seen ‘in the round’. 
Similarly, it assumes a front and a back – a correct way 
of viewing. As well as finite edges.

Some photographs are microregistrations of 
depths. A trace is produced of a public monument 
that articulates the contested narratives of victors 
and losers. Depth and complexity of tracery is traced 
off. But this skimming of political history into formal 
relations is a respectful conceit. Printed onto layers of 
perspex – another surface, and one even more flat and 
slick than a photograph’s – the tracery pitches hori
zontally. Relations no longer occur flatly, horizontally 
along a physical plane, but vertically too. So that the 
depth of these relations gather and disperse. A bit like 
a gyroscope or a magnet. 

Jonathan P. Watts  is a writer, critic and editor based 
in London / ist ein Schriftsteller und Kunstkritiker.  
Er lebt und arbeitet in London.
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●

Als Kind bin ich nie umgezogen. Die Vorstellung,  
das Dorf, das Haus, das Zimmer in das ich hineinge
boren wurde, verlassen zu müssen, war für mich  
die allerschrecklichste. Kindern, die das Schicksal 
zwangsumsiedelte, die Opfer elterlicher Sachzwänge  
und Verbesserungswünsche wurden, galt mein voll
stes Mitgefühl. Besonders den armen Wesen, die  
in das Dunkel der Großstadt entführt wurden,  
nach Frankfurt oder Hamburg, wo der Mensch  
nicht Mensch ist, wo Kinderseelen verkümmern, 
schenkte ich meine hyperemphatischen, hysterischen 
Kindertränen. 

Als Kind waren die Nachbardörfer fremd und 
unwirtlich, man wollte da nicht sein, unendlich weit 
weg von zu Hause. Wenn ich heute mit dem Auto 
durch die Orte meiner Kindheit und Jugend fahre, 
wenn ich die Wetterauer Dörfer abklappere, wun
dere ich mich über die Lächerlichkeit der Strecken, 
empfinde die Distanzen als mangelhaft. Die Dörfer 
selbst als mangelhafte Siedlungsform zu empfinden, 

habe ich mir nach fünfzehn Jahren Stadt wieder abge
wöhnt. Ich muss mir keine Distanz zum Dorfleben 
einreden. Sie ist einfach da und mit ihr verbunden 
das unangenehme Gefühl ein Fremder zu sein.

Gerade mal 7 Minuten dauert es mit dem Auto von 
Florstadt in die Kreistadt Friedberg zu fahren. Eine 
Memorytour von Bad Nauheim nach Florstadt über 
Dorheim, Bauernheim, Schloggebach, Reichelsheim, 
Echzell, Leidhecken und Staden dauert gerade mal 
zwanzig Minuten. In nur einer Stunde könnte ich 19 
Jahre Leben in der Wetterau abfahren und wäre an 
allen relevanten Orten vorbeigekommen. Aber ich 
könnte nirgendwo klingeln, die Häuser in denen 
meine Freunde wohnten, werden jetzt von anderen 
bewohnt, sind hergerichtet worden, wurden vor dem 
Verfall, an dem meine Freunde mitgewirkt haben, 
bewahrt. Meine alten Freunde sind die Nomaden 
der Wetterau. Sie ziehen jährlich um, entfliehen den 
Mietschulden und der Sesshaftigkeit, die ein Wetter
auer Imperativ ist. Sie ziehen von Beienheim nach 
Bisses, von Bisses nach Södel in die Friedberger Alt
stadt, fahren für sechs Monate nach Indien, sind 
unauffindbar. 

Und ich fahre durch die Dörfer als Weitgereister, 
der schon in Australien, Frankreich und England 
gelebt hat und das alles mit sich herumträgt. Die 
Erfahrung anderer Distanzen wirkt zurück auf die 
Entfernungen zwischen den Wetterauer Dörfern, sie 
unterliegen anderen Vergleichsgrößen, man misst die 
Zeit im Rausch der Erinnerung. 

Die mangelnde Entfernung verhindert, dass man  
die Überwindung von Distanzen zum Überdenken 
seines Wetterauer Lebens nutzen kann und die Wet
terauer Dörfer, wenn man sich in ihnen und nicht 
zwischen ihnen aufhält, machen das Nach denken 
unmöglich, die verbieten es einem, dass man sich 
das Leben ausdenkt, dass man sich aus der Wetterau 
wegdenkt, dass man die Flucht plant, statt einfach 
nur ein ordentlicher Wetterauer zu sein. Ich habe mir 
mit 16 Freunde in Nidda, einer Kleinstadt am äußer
sten Rand der Wetterau, gesucht. Habe die langen 
Bus und Zugfahrten genutzt, um heimlich ein 
anderer Mensch zu werden, mich von Sippe und Hof 
entfremdet, habe ganz bewusst ein Signal gesendet, 
indem ich mich innerhalb der politischen Grenzen, 
möglichst weit vom Heimatdorf bewegt habe, in 
unbekanntes Territorium, ins politische Randgebiet. 
Ich signalisierte mit diesen Überlandbusfahrten 
Bereitschaft zur endgültigen Heimatflucht, demon
strierte mangelnde Sesshaftigkeit. Ich wollte überall  
sein, in den letzten Löchern fühlte ich mich wohler  
als zu Hause. 

In Zeiten des Internets sind plötzlich alle auf der 
Flucht, brav stillsitzend, häuslich, unendlich weit 
weg. Man richtet sich gemütlich ein und institutio
nalisiert die Ortlosigkeit, das gefahrenlose Suche in 
der Fremde. Die Couch und die Fremde sind inzwi
schen ein untrennbares Paar geworden. Die Gleichzei
tigkeit von Distanzüberwindung und Reflextion hat 
an Relevanz und Reiz verloren. Distanzüberwin
dung hat sich vom Faktor Zeit unabhängig gemacht. 
Geblieben ist der Fluchtreflex, Flucht ohne örtliche 
Veränderung. Die neuesten Überwachungsskandale 
sind deswegen so unskandalös, weil das zum Modell 
des häuslichen Flüchtlings passt. Es beruhigt ihn, dass 
ihm jemand zusieht, denn in Wahrheit hat er Angst  
sich zu verlaufen, sich zu verlieren. Ich hatte diese 
Angst nie, mich treibt die Hoffnung mich endgültig 
zu verlieren. Ich und mein Kopf verbieten dem Kör
per, der am liebsten nur zwischen Sofa, Fitness studio 
und Strandhotel hin und hergondeln würde, den 
Mund, und schleppen ihn wohin wir wollen. 

Carsten Tabel  ist ein Künstler. Er lebt und arbeitet  
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the detour via Emmen. That day it poured down and 
merely finding the address turned out to be a head
ache. What an unlikely site, he thought when they 
passed by petrol stations into the outskirts of the 
nondescript Dutch town. Characterless suburban 
developments gave way to small industrial estates. 
Having made the work as part of the Sonsbeek’71 
art festival ‘Beyond Lawn and Order,’ Smithson had 
left the work in the care of the family that owned the 
pit. It occupied one side of a lake, while the other 
one was still a functioning quarry. When they finally 
found the site it took them a while to gain access. It 
being a Sunday meant that everything was deserted. 
Back then there was no reception or welcome center. 
Unwilling to leave without having seen the work they 
climbed the gate of the firm. 

Rain was gushing in their faces and the wet gravel  
gave way to the pressure of their feet. The work that 
until now he had seen only in drawings looked small 
in real life. The rain made it hard to see and only in 
the approach he recognized that the outlines of the 
spiraled hill mirrored the diameter of the broken cir
cular shape in the lake. Weathered by the seasons, it 
appeared that the work had been pretty much left to 
its own devices. A boulder marked the center of the 
circle; it was placed there like the on / off switch of a 
mysterious machine. A geological accumulation, a  
bezoar shaped by the workings of the innards of  
the quarry. They did not talk much and since the rain 
had robbed them of most of their sight they were 
forced to explore the structure by tracing its perime
ters with their steps alone. He started with the broken 
circle whilst his father slowly made his way up on the 
spiral hill. The jetty was almost submerged and the 
ground so soggy that he was aware that his presence 
alone could permanently damage the structure. He 
ambled carefully trying to only step on solid ground. 
He shouted through the rain, ‘watch out for the 
edges’, but his father made no sign that he had heard 
him. Maybe he made the sound only in his head, like 
when one holds ones ears shut and the lowest utter
ance rings like a scream. He tried again, ‘Dad, watch 
out for the –’, but the rain swallowed the rest of the 
sentence. Yet the man on the hill raised one hand in 
a sign of understanding. He had to smile, seeing his 
father up on the hill made the structure look even 
smaller. Despite the epic rainstorm there was some
thing almost domestic about the relation of scale, 
as if what they were looking at was not actually the 
work but just the mock up or prototype. As if they 
were climbing on furniture. Suddenly the sound of 
storm was muted. It is all about scale isn’t it? That is 
why Central Park, despite how hard Olmsted tried 
was always going to be New York’s living room. – 
Mud, rocks, water, ducks.
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