2. One Place After Another: Notes on Site Specificity

Miwon Kwon

Site specificity used to imply something grounded, bound to the laws of physics
Often playing with gravity, site-specific works used to be obstinate about “presence;
even if they were materially cphemeral, and adamant about immobility, even in te
face of disappearance or destruction. Whether inside the white cube or out in de
Nevada desert, whether architectural or landscape-oriented, site-specific art initialy
took the “site” as an actual location, a tangible reality, its identity composed ofa
unique combination of constitugive physical elements: length, depth, height, textur,
and shape of walls and rooms; scale and proportion of plazas, buildings, or parks; e
isting conditions of lighting, ventilation, craffic patterns; distinctive topographicalfer
tures. If modernist sculpture absorbed s pedestal/base to sever its connection to orer
press its indifference to the site, rendering itself more autonomous and self-referent
and thus transportable, placeless, and nomadic, then site-specific works, as they fi
.Cmerged in the wake of minimalism in the late 19605 and early 1970s, forced a drama-
Ic reversal of this modernis paradigm.! Antithetical to the claim, “If you have to changt
a SCUIP[U_“' for a site there js something wrong with the sculpture,” site-specificar
whether IEErTuptive or assimilagive, gave itself up to its environmental context, beig
FormaHy determined of directed by it.3

ordinary space of the everyday. The space of art was no longer perceived as a blank
s-late, 4 tabula rasa, by 5 real place. The ar¢ object or event in this context was o
.smgular.ly exgm’enrea' in the here-and-now through the bodily presence of each vier
mi Sllbjf.tCt, in a sensoria| immediacy of spatial extension and temporal duratio
(What Michae| Fried dcrisively characterized a5 theatricality), rather than insan®
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neously “perceived” in a visual epiphany by a disembodied eye. Site-specific work in
its earliest formation, then, focused on establishing an inextricable, indivisible rela-
tionship between the work and its site and demanded the physical presence of the
viewer for the work’s completion. The (neo-avant-garde) aspiration to exceed the limi-
tations of traditional media, like painting and sculpture, as well as their institutional
setting; the epistemological challenge to relocate meaning from within the art object
to the contingencies of its context; the radical restructuring of the subject from an old
Cartesian model to a phenomenological one of lived bodily experience; and the self-
conscious desire to resist the forces of the capitalist market economy, which circulates
artworks as transportable and exchangeable commodity goods—all these imperatives
came together in art’s new attachment to the actuality of the site.

In this frame of mind, Robert Barry declared in a 1969 interview that each of his
wire installations was “made to suit the place in which it was installed. They cannot be
moved without being destroyed.” Similarly, Richard Serra wrote fifteen years later in
a letter to the director of the Art-in-Architecture Program of the General Services
Administration in Washington, D.C., that his 120-foot, Cor-Ten steel sculpture Tilted
Are was “commissioned and designed for one particular site: Federal Plaza. It is a site-
specific work and as such not to be relocated. To remove the work is to destroy the

work.” He further elaborated his position in 1989:

As I pointed our, 7ilted Arc was conceived from the start as a site-specific sculpture
and was not meant to be “site-adjusted” or . . . “relocated.” Site-specific works deal
with the environmental components of given places. The scale, size, and location of
site-specific works are determined by the topography of the site, whether it be urban
or landscape or architectural enclosure. The works become part of the site and re-

structure both conceptually and perceprually the organization of the site.¢

Barry and Serra echo one another here. But whereas Barry’s comment announces
what was in the late 1960s a new radicality in vanguard sculptural practice, marking
an early stage in the aesthetic experimentations that were to follow through the 1970s
(i.e., land/earth art, process art, installation art, conceptual art, performance/body art,
and various forms of institutional critique), Serra’s statement, spoken twenty years
later within the context of public art, is an indignant defense, signaling a crisis point
at least for a version that would prioritize the physical insepara-

for site specificity
bility between a work and its site of installation.”

Informed by the contextual thinking of minimalism, various forms of institution-
al critique and conceptual art developed a different model of site specificity that im-
plicitly challenged the “innocence” of space and the accompanying presumption of a
universal viewing subject (albeit one in possession of a corporeal body) as espoused in
the phenomenological model. Artists such as Michael Asher, Marcel Broodthaers,
Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, and Robert Smithson, as well as many women artists,
including Mierle Laderman Ukeles, have variously conceived the site not only in
physical and spatial terms but also as a cu/tural framework defined by the institutions
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of art. If minimalism returned to th(? viewin-g subject a physical corporeg] body, jng
tutional critique insisted on the soa‘al matrix of class, race, gender, and sexualfyg
the viewing subject. Moreover, while mmllmal.lsm cha!fcngfd the idealist herme
cism of the autonomous art object by deflecting its m caning to the space of g 5
tation, institutional critique further complicated this _dffph(:@ﬂl(fﬂt by high iohi
the idealist hermeticism of the space of presentation i-rseH. 'he modern gallery/mygy
space, for instance, with its stark white walls, arr:hct;ll lighting (no_ windows), o
trolled climate, and pristine architectonics, was perceived not solely in terms ofha
dimensions and proportion but as an institutional disguise, a normative exhibitog
convention serving an ideological function. The seemingly benign architecturyf
tures of a gallery/museum, in other words, were deemed to be coded mechanismsdy
actively disassociate the space of art from the outer world, furthering the instinug i
idealist imperative of rendering itself and its hierarchization of values “objecti’
“disinterested,” and “true.”

As early as 1970 Buren proclaimed, “Whether the place in which the work
shown imprints and marks this work, whatever it may be, or whether the work itselfi
directly—consciously or not—produced for the Museum. any work presented in ty
framework, if it does not explicitly examine the influence of the framework uponii
self, falls into the illusion of self-sufficiency—or idealism.” But more than just the
museum, the site comes to encompass a relay of several interrelated but diffeea
spaces and economies, including the studio, the gallery, the museum, art criticism,at
history, the art marker, etc., that together constitute a system of practices that is
separate from but open to social, economic, and political pressures. To be “specific’to
such asite, in turn, is to decode and/or recode the institutional conventions soi
expose their hidden yet motivated operations—to reveal the ways in which insi
tions mold art’s meaning to modulate its cultural and economic value and to underat
the fallacy of the ‘autonomy” of art and its institutions by making apparent theirif
bricated relationship to the broader socioeconomic and political processes of theds
Again in Buren's somewhat militant words from 1970:

Art, whatever else i may be, is exclusively political. Whar is called for is the analyis
of formal and cultural limits (and not one or the other) within which art exists and
struggles. These limits are many and of different intensities. Although the prevailing
ideology and the associateq Artists try in every way to camouflage them, and although

iti e :
18 00 early—the conditions are nog met—to blow them up, the time has come
unver/ them,10

. ‘I.n nascent forms of institutional critique, in fact, the physical condition of chee¥
l}“b'“‘m Space remained the primary point of departure for this unveiling. For exampk
;gri‘::?f GSU)C]'I L:s Haacke's _Condemarion Cube (1963-65), Mel Bochner's Measuremat
i 969), Lawrence Weiner's wall cutours (1968), and Buren’s Within and W

rame (1973), the task of €xposing those aspects that the institution wouldo

SCure was . 3 g T -
¢nacted literally in relation to the architecrure of the exhibition spac




Figure 1. Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Hartford Wash: Maintenance, Outside from the series Maintenance Art Activity, at the
Wadsworth Athenaeum, Hartford, Connecticut, 1973. Photograph courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York.
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highlighting the humidity level of a gallery by allowing moisture to “invade® d.'lcw
tine minimalist art object (2 mimetic configuration of the gallery space itself); il |

ing on the material fact of the gallery walls as “framing” devices by notating theip

mensions directly on them; removing portions of 2 wall to reveal the base regly

behind the “neutral” white cube; and exceeding the physical boundaries of tbegzuq
by having the antwork literally go out the window, ostensibly to “frame” the instigy.
ﬁ;.na] frame. Artemprs such as these to expose the cultural confinement within whigy
arrists function— "the appararus the artist is threaded through”—and the impact of
forces upon the meaning and value of art became, as Smithson had predicted in 197,
“the grear issue” for artists in the 1970s.!! As this investigation extended ing the
1980s, it relied less and less on the physical parameters of the gallery/museum or other
exhibition venues to articulate its critique.

In the paradigmatic practice of Hans Haacke, for instance. the site shifted from
the physical condition of the gallery (as in the Condensation Cube) to the system of
sociocconomic relations within which art and ics insti tutional programming find their
possibilities of being. His fact-based exposés through the 1970s, which spotlighted
art’s inextricable ties to the ideologically suspect if not morally corrupt power elite, e
cast the site of arr a5 an institutional frame in social, economic, and political terms,
and enforced these terms as the very content of the artwork. Exemplary of a different

Figure 2. Michag) Asher, instafia . 5 il 0,4
g liation at
S10rge areas. Courtesy of the oy @t Cleire Copley Gallery, Los Angeles, 1974. Viewing through gallery toward office and
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approach to the institutional frame are Michael Asher’s surgically precise displace-
ment projects, which advanced a concept of site that was inclusive of historical and
conceptual dimensions. In his contribution to the 737d American Exhibition at the Art
Institute of Chicago in 1979, for instance, Asher revealed the sites of exhibition or dis-
play to be culturally specific situations generating particular expectations and narra-
tives regarding art and art history. Institutional siting of art, in other words, not only
distinguishes qualitative and economic value, it also (re)produces specific forms of
knowledge that are historically located and culturally determined—not at all universal
or timeless standards.!2

In these ways, the “site” of art evolves away from its coincidence with the literal
space of art, and the physical condition of a specific location recedes as the primary
element in the conception of a site. Whether articulated in political and economic
terms, as in Haacke’s case, or in epistemological terms, as in Ashers, it is rather the art
institution’s techniques and effects as they circumscribe the definition, production,
presentation, and dissemination of art that become the sites of critical intervention.
Concurrent with this move toward the dematerialization of the site is the ongoing de-
aestheticization (i.e., withdrawal of visual pleasure) and dematerialization of the art-
work. Going against the grain of institutional habits and desires, and continuing to
resist the commodification of art in/for the marketplace, site-specific art adopts
strategies that are either aggressively antivisual—informational, textual, expositional,
didactic—or immaterial altogether—gestures, events, or performances bracketed by
temporal boundaries. The “work” no longer secks to be a noun/object but a verb/
process, provoking the viewers’ critical (not just physical) acuity regarding the ideo-
logical conditions of that viewing, In this context, the guarantee of a specific relation-
ship between an artwork and its “site” is not based on a physical permanence of that
relationship (as demanded by Serra, for example), but rather on the recognition of its
unfixed impermanence, to be experienced as an unrepeatable and fleeting situation.

But if the critique of the cultural confinement of art (and artists) via its institu-
tions was once the “great issue,” a dominant drive of site-oriented practices today is
the pursuit of a more intense engagement with the outside world and everyday life—
a critique of culture that is inclusive of non-art spaces, non-art institutions, and non-
art issues (blurring the division between art and non-art, in fact). Concerned to inte-
grate art more directly into the realm of the social, either in order to redress (in an
activist sense) urgent social problems such as the ecological crisis, homelessness, AIDS,
homophobia, racism, and sexism, or more generally in order to relativize art as one
among many forms of cultural work, current manifestations of site specificity tend to
treat aesthetic and arc-historical concerns as secondary issues. Deeming the focus on
the social nature of art’s production and reception to be too exclusive, even elitist, this
expanded engagement with culture favors “public” sites outside the traditional con-
fines of art in physical and intellectual terms.!?

Furthering previous (at times literal) attempts to take art out of the museum/
gallery space-system (recall Buren’s striped canvases marching out the gallery window
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highlighting the humidity level of a gallery by al?owing moisture to “im’flde” the pris-
tine minimalist art object (a mimetic conﬁguritaon 'of t“he ngllery space :t.self); insist-
ing on the material fact of the gallery walls as framing” devices by notating their di-
mensions directly on them; removing portions of a wall to reveal the base reality
behind the “neutral” white cube; and exceeding the physical boundaries of the gallery
by having the artwork literally go out the window, ostensibly to “frame” the instity-
tional frame. Attempts such as these to expose the cultural confinement within which
artists function— the apparatus the artist is threaded through™—and the impact of its
forces upon the meaning and value of art became, as Smithson had predicted in 1972,
“the great issue” for artists in the 1970s.!! As this investigation extended into the
1980s, it relied less and less on the physical parameters of the gallery/museum or other
exhibition venues to articulate its critique.

In the paradigmatic practice of Hans Haacke, for instance, the site shifted from
the physical condition of the gallery (as in the Condensation Cube) to the system of
socioeconomic relations within which art and its institutional programming find their
possibilities of being. His fact-based exposés through the 1970s, which spotlighted
art’s inextricable ties to the ideologically suspect if not morally corrupt power elite, re-
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Figure 2. Michael Asher, installation at |
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approach to the institutional frame are Michael Asher’s surgically precise displace-
ment projects, which advanced a concept of site that was inclusive of historical and
conceptual dimensions. In his contribution to the 737d American Exhibition at the Arc
Institute of Chicago in 1979, for instance, Asher revealed the sites of exhibition or dis-
play to be culturally specific situations generating particular expectations and narra-
tives regarding art and art history. Institutional siting of art, in other words, not only
distinguishes qualitative and economic value, it also (re)produces specific forms of
knowledge that are historically located and culturally determined—not at all universal
or timeless standards.'?

In these ways, the “site” of art evolves away from its coincidence with the literal
space of art, and the physical condition of a specific location recedes as the primary
element in the conception of a site. Whether articulated in political and economic
terms, as in Haacke’s case, or in epistemological terms, as in Asher’s, it is rather the art
institution’s techniques and effects as they circumscribe the definition, production,
presentation, and dissemination of art that become the sites of critical intervention.
Concurrent with this move toward the dematerialization of the site is the ongoing de-
aestheticization (i.e., withdrawal of visual pleasure) and dematerialization of the art-
work. Going against the grain of institutional habits and desires, and continuing to
resist the commodification of art in/for the marketplace, site-specific art adoprs
informational, textual, expositional,

strategies that are either aggressively antivisual
didactic—or immaterial altogether—gestures, events, or performances bracketed by

temporal boundaries. The “work” no longer secks to be a noun/object bur a verb/
process, provoking the viewers' ¢ritical (not just physical) acuity regarding the ideo-
logical conditions of that viewing. In this context, the guarantee of a specific relation-
ship between an artwork and its “site” is not based on a physical permanence of that
relationship (as demanded by Serra, for example), but rather on the recognition of its
unfixed impermanence, to be experienced as an unrepeatable and fleeting situation.

But if the critique of the cultural confinement of art (and artists) via its institu-
tions was once the “greart issue,” a dominant drive of site-oriented practices today is
the pursuit of a more intense engagement with the outside world and everyday life—
a critique of culture that is inclusive of non-art spaces, non-art institutions, and non-
art issues (blurring the division between art and non-are, in fact). Concerned to inte-
grate art more directly into the realm of the social, either in order to redress (in an
activist sense) urgent social problems such as the ecological crisis, homelessness, AIDS,
homophobia, racism, and sexism, or more generally in order to relativize art as one
among many forms of cultural work, current manifestations of site specificity tend to
treat aesthetic and art-historical concerns as secondary issues. Deeming the focus on
the social nature of r¢’s production and reception to be too exclusive, even elitist, this
expanded engagement with culture favors “public” sites outside the traditional con-
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gallery space-system (recall Buren’s striped canvases marching out the gallery window
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Figure 3. Mark Dion, On Tropical Nature, 1991. In the field, Orinoco River basin outside Caracas, Venezuela. Photograph
by Bob Braine. Courtesy of the artist and American Fine Arts, Co., New York

or Smithson’s adventures in the wastelands of New Jersey or isolated locales in Uta),
contemporary site-oriented works occupy hotels, city streets, housing projects, pri
ons, schools, hospitals, churches, zoos, supermarkets, etc., and infiltrate media spaces
such as radio, newspapers, television, and the Internet. In addition to this spatial e
pansion, site-oriented art is also informed by a broader range of disciplines (including
anthropology, sociology, literary criticism, psychology, natural and cultural histories
architecture and urbanism, computer science, and political theory) and is sharplya-
tuned to popular discourses (such as fashion, music. advertising, film, and television).
But more than these dual expansions of art into culture, which obviously diversifythe
site, the distinguishing characteristic of today’s site-oriented art is the way in whi
the artwork’s relationship to the actuality of a location (as site) and the social condt
tions of the institutional frame (as site) are both subordinate to a discursively deter
mined site that is delineated a5 2 field of‘knowledge, intellectual exchange, or culturd
debate. Furthermore, unlike previous models, this site is not defined as a precondition
Rather, it is generated by the work (often as “content”), then wverifted by its conver
gence with an existing discursive formation.

f?o'r example, in Mark Dion’ 1991 project On Tropical Nature, several different
c%eﬁmtlons of the site operated concurrently. First, the initial site of Dion’s intervei
tﬁn Wasan uninhabited spot in the rain forest near the base of the Orinoco Riverou
:f:aizz"::l;nvfsn:;zeill :vhcrc the artist cam ped for three weeks collecting spﬂf;f;zs
specimens, picked up at t‘;“’ asdw‘:‘tll 5 fﬁafhﬁfs-. S ncst's, o Sm:;ge& econd
e ¢ end of each week in crates, were dell‘veni:d o eiseles

Project, Sala Mendoza, one of the two hosting art institutions back
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Caracas. In the gallery space of the Sala, the specimens, which were uncrated and dis-
played like works of art in themselves, were contextualized within what constituted a
third site—the curatorial framework of the thematic group exhibition.!* The fourth
site, however, although the least material, was the site with which Dion intended a
lasting relationship. On Tropical Nature sought to become a part of the discourse con-
cerning cultural representations of nature and the global environmental crisis. !>

Sometimes at the cost of a semantic slippage between content and site, other
artists who are similarly engaged in site-oriented projects, operating with multiple defi-
nitions of the site, in the end find their “locational” anchor in the discursive realm.
For instance, while Tom Burr and John Lindell have each produced diverse projects in
a variety of media for many different institutions, their consistent engagement with
issues concerning the construction and dynamics of (homo)sexuality and desire has
established such issues as the “site” of their work. And in projects by artists such as
Lothar Baumgarten, Renée Green, Jimmie Durham, and Fred Wilson, the legacies of
colonialism, slavery, racism, and the ethnographic tradition as they impact on identity
politics has emerged as an important “site” of artistic investigation. In some instances,
artists, including Green, Silvia Kolbowski, Group Material, and Christian Philipp
Miiller, have reflected on aspects of site-specific practice itself as a “site,” interrogating
its currency in relation to aesthetic imperatives, institutional demands, socioeconomic
ramifications, or political efficacy. In this way different cultural debates, a theoretical
concept, a social issue, a political problem, an institutional framework (not necessari-
ly an art institution), a community or seasonal event, a historical condition, and even
particular formations of desire are deemed to function as sites now.

This is not to say that the parameters of a particular place or institution no longer
matter, because site-oriented art today still cannot be thought or executed without the
contingencies of locational and institutional circumstances. But the primary site ad-
dressed by current manifestations of site specificity is not necessarily bound to, or de-
termined by, these contingencies in the long run. Consequently, although the site of
action or intervention (physical) and the site of effects/reception (discursive) are con-
ceived to be continuous, they are nonetheless pulled apart. Whereas, for example, the
sites of intervention and effect for Serra’s Tilted Arc were coincident (Federal Plaza in
downtown New York City), Dion’s site of intervention (the rain forest in Venezuela or
Sala Mendoza) and his projected site of effect (discourse of nature) are distinct. The
former clearly serves the latter as material source and “inspiration,” yet does not sus-
tain an indexical relationship to it.

James Meyer has distinguished this trend in recent site-oriented practice in terms
of a “functional site”: “[The functional site] is a process, an operation occurring be-
tween sites, a mapping of institutional and discursive filiations and the bodies that
move between them (the artist’s above all). It is an informational site, a locus of over-
lap of text, photographs and video recordings, physical places and things. . . . Itis a
temporary thing; a movement a chain of meanings devoid of a particular focus.”"’
Which is to say, the site is now structured (inter)textually rather than spatially, and its
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Figure 4. Group Material, DaZiBaos, poster project at Union Square, New York, 1982. Photograph courtesy of Group
Material; reprinted with permission of Doug Ashford.

model is not a map but an itinerary, a fragmentary sequence of events and actions
through spaces, that is, a nomadic narrative whose path is articulated by the passage of
the artist. Corresponding to the pattern of movement in electronic spaces of the
Internet and cyberspace, which are likewise structured to be experienced rransitively,
one thing after another, and not as synchronic simultaneity,'® this transformation of
the site textualizes spaces and spatializes discourses.

A provisional conclusion might be that in advanced art practices of the past thir-
ty years, the operative definition of the site has been transformed from a physical
location—grounded, fixed, actual—to a discursive vector—ungrounded, fluid, and
virtual. Buteven if the dominance of a particular formulation of site specificity emerges
at one moment and wanes at another, the shifts are not always punctual or definitive.
Thus, the three paradigms of site specificity I have schematized here—phenomenologi-
cal, social/institutional, and discursive—although presented somewhat chronologically,
are not stages in a linear trajectory of historical development. Rather, they are compet-
ing definitions, overlapping with one another and operating simultaneously in various
cultural practices today (or even within a single artist’s single project).

Nonetheless, this move away from a literal interpretation of the site and the mul-
tiplicitous expansion of the site in locational and conceptual terms seems more accel-
Cl‘:l:lt.Cd today than in the past. And the phenomenon is embraced by many artists and
critics as an advance offering more effective avenues to resist revised institutional and

mar'ket fo.rces that now commodify “critical” art practices. In addition, current forms
of site-oriented art, which readily take up social issues (

often inspired by them) and
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which routinely engage the collaborative participation of audience groups for the con-
ceptualization and production of the work, are seen as a means to strengthen art’s ca-
pacity to penetrate the sociopolitical organization of contemporary life with greater
impact and meaning. In this sense the possibilities to conceive the site as something
more than a place—as repressed ethnic history, a political cause, a disenfranchised
social group—is a crucial conceptual leap in redefining the “public” role of art and
artists.!?

But the enthusiastic support for these salutary goals needs to be checked by a
serious critical examination of the problems and contradictions that attend all forms
of site-specific and site-oriented art today, which are visible now as the artwork is
becoming more and more “unhinged” from the actuality of the site once again—
unhinged both in a literal sense of physical separation of the artwork from the loca-
tion of its initial installation and in a metaphorical sense as performed in the discur-
sive mobilization of the site in emergent forms of site-oriented art. This “unhinging,”
however, does not indicate a retroversion to the modernist autonomy of the siteless,
nomadic art object, although such an ideology is still predominant. Rather, the cur-
rent unhinging of site specificity is reflective of new questions that pressure its prac-
tices today—questions engendered by both aesthetic imperatives and external histori-
cal determinants, which are not exactly comparable to those of thirty years ago. For
example, what is the status of traditional aesthetic values such as originality, authen-
ticity, and uniqueness in site-specific art, which always begins with the particular,
local, unrepeatable preconditions of a site, however it is defined? Is the artist’s preva-
lent relegation of authorship to the conditions of the site, including collaborators
and/or reader-viewers, a continuing Barthesian performance of “death of the author”
or a recasting of the centrality of the artist as a “silent” manager/director? Further-
more, what is the commodity status of anti-commodities, that is, immaterial, process-
oriented, ephemeral, performative events? While site-specific art once defied com-
modification by insisting on immobility, it now seems to espouse fluid mobility and
nomadism for the same purpose. But curiously, the nomadic principle also defines
capital and power in our times.2 Is the unhinging of site specificity, then, a form of
resistance to the ideological establishment of art or a capitulation to the logic of capi-

talist expansion?

Mobilization of Site-Specific Art

The “unhinging” of site-specific artworks first realized in the 1960s and 1970s is a
separation engendered not by aesthetic imperatives buc by pressures of the museum
culture and the art market. Photographic documentation and other materials associat-
ed with site-specific art (preliminary sketches and drawings, field notes, instructions
on installation procedures, etc.) have long been standard fare of museum exhibitions
and a staple of the art market. In the recent past, however, as the cultural and market
values of works from the 1960s and 1970s have risen, many of the early precedents in
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site-specific art, once deemed so difficult to collect and impossible to reproduce, have
reappeared in several high-profile exhibitions, such as Liart conceptuel, une perspective
at the Musée d’art moderne de la ville de Paris (1989) and 7%e New Sculpture, 1965
Berween Geometry and Gesture (1990) and Immaterial Objects (1991-92), both at the
Whitney Museum.?!

For exhibitions like these, site-specific works from decades ago are being relocated
or refabricated from scratch at or near the location of their re-presentation, either be-
cause shipping is too difficult and its costs prohibitive or because the originals are too
fragile, in disrepair, or no longer in existence. Depending on the circumstances, some
of these refabrications are destroyed after the specific exhibitions for which they are
produced; in other instances, the re-creations come to coexist with or replace the old,
functioning as new originals (some even finding homes in permanent collections of
museums).*? With the cooperation of the artist in many cases, art audiences are now
offered the “real” aesthetic experiences of site-specific copies.

The chance to re-view “unrepeatable” works such as Serra’s Splash Piece: Casting
(1969—70) or Alan Saret’s Sulfur Falls (1968) offers an opportunity to reconsider their
historical significance, especially in relation to the current fascination with the late
1960s and 1970s in art and criticism. But the very process of institutionalization and
the attendant commercialization of site-specific art also overturn the principle of

F\gu e 5. Richard Serra, §, lashing, i stallatio at Caste arehouse 968. Mo €n lead throw agains|
, Spl I8, Instal t Castellj W. wall and floo
: J L a
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place-boundedness through which such works developed their critique of the ahistori-
cal autonomy of the art object. Contrary to the earlier conception of site specificity,
the current museological and commercial practices of refabricating (in order to travel)
once site-bound works make transferability and mobilization new norms for site
specificity. As Susan Hapgood has observed, “The once-popular term ‘site-specific’
has come to mean ‘movable under the right circumstances,’ "2 shattering the dictum
that “to remove the work is to destroy the work.”

The consequences of this conversion, effected by object-oriented decontextualiza-
tions in the guise of historical recontextualizations, are a series of normalizing reversals
in which the specificity of the site is rendered irrelevant, making it all the easier for
autonomy to be smuggled back into the arcwork, with the artist allowed to regain his
or her authority as the primary source of the work’s meaning. The artwork is newly
objectified (and commodified), and site specificity is redescribed as the personal aes-
thetic choice of an artist’s stylistic preference rather than a structural reorganization of
aesthetic experience.?® Thus, a methodological principle of artistic production and
dissemination is recaptured as content; active processes are transformed into inert ob-
jects once again. In this way, site-specific art comes to represent criticality rather than
perform it. The “here-and-now” of aesthetic experience is isolated as the signified, sev-
ered from its signifier.

If this phenomenon represents another instance of domestication of vanguard
works by the dominant culture, it is not solely because of the self-aggrandizing needs
of the institution or the profit-driven nature of the market. Artists, no matter how
deeply convinced of their anti-institutional sentiment or how adamant their critique
of dominant ideology, are inevitably engaged, self-servingly or with ambivalence, in
this process of cultural legitimation. For example, in spring 1990, Carl Andre and
Donald Judd both wrote letters of indignation to Art in America to publicly disavow
authorship of two sculptures, attributed to each of them, that were included in a 1989
exhibition at the Ace Gallery in Los Angeles.?> The works in question were re-
creations: Andre’s forty-nine-foot steel sculpture Fz// from 1968 and an untitled iron
“wall” piece by Judd of 1970, both from the Panza Collection. Because of the difficul-
ties and high cost of crating and shipping such large-scale works from Italy to
California, Panza gave permission to the organizers of the exhibition to refabricate
them locally following detailed instructions. The works being industrially produced
in the first place, the participation of the artists in the refabrication process seemed of
little consequence to the director of the Ace Gallery and to Panza. The artists, however,
felt otherwise. Not having been consulted on the (re)production and installation of
these surrogates, they denounced each of the refabrications as “a gross falsification” and
a “forgery,” despite the fact that the sculptures appeared identical to the “originals” in
Italy and were reproduced as one-time exhibition copies, not to be sold or exhibited
elsewhere.

More than a mere case of ruffled artistic egos, this incident exposes a crisis con-
cerning the status of authorship and authenticity as site-specific art from years ago




50 — Miwon Kwon

find new contexts in the 1990s. For Andre and Judd, what made the refabricated
works illegitimate was not that each was a reproduction of a singular work installed in
Varese, which in principle cannot be reproduced anywhere else anyway, but that the
artists themselves did not authorize or oversee the refabrication in California. In other
words, the re-creations are inauthentic not because of the missing site of its original
installation but because of the absence of the artist in the process of their (re) production.
By reducing visual variations within the arework to a point of obtuse blankness and by
adopting modes of industrial production, minimal art had voided the traditional
standards of aesthetic distinction based on the handiwork of the artist as the signifier
of authenticity. However, as the Ace Gallery case amply reveals, despite the withdrawal
of such signifiers, authorship and authenticity remain in site-specific art as a function of
the artist’s “presence” at the point of (re)production. That is, with the evacuation of
“artistic” traces, the artist’s authorship as producer of objects is reconfigured as his or
her authority to authorize in the capacity of director or supervisor of (re)productions.
The guarantee of authenticity is finally the artist’s sanction, which may be articulated
by his or her actual presence at the moment of production-installation or via a certifi-
cate of verification.26

While Andre and Judd once problematized authorship through the recruitment
of serialized industrial production, only to cry foul years later when their proposition
was taken to one of its logical conclusions, 7 artists whose practices are based in modes
of “traditional” manual labor haye registered a more complex understanding of the
politics of authorship. A case in point: for a 1995 historical survey of feminist art titled
Division of Labor: “Women's Work” in Contemporary Art at the Bronx Museum, Faith
Wilding, an original member of the Feminist Art Program at the California Institute
of the Arts, was invited to re-create her room-sized site-specific installation Crocheted
Environment (also known as Womb Room) from the 1972 Womanbouse project in Los
Angeles. The original piece being nonexistent, the project presented Wilding with a
number of problems, least of which were the long hours and intensive physical labor

(tf:m;.)orary) unearthing of one of the neglected trajectories of feminist arc, in the in-
stitutional setting of the Brony Museum and later at the Los Angeles I‘\;Iuscum of
.Cont_empor.ary Art, Crocheted Environment became a beautiful but innocuous work,
lt:S Primary interest formal, the handicraft nacure of the work rendered thematic (femi-
nine labor) 28

But even i i i
en if the efficacy of site-specific art from the Past seems to weaken in its re-




One Place After Another — 51

presentations, the procedural complications, ethical dilemmas, and pragmatic head-
aches thart such situations raise for artists, collectors, dealers, and host institutions are
still meaningful. They present an unprecedented strain on established patterns of
(re)producing, exhibiting, borrowing/lending, purchasing/selling, and commissioning/
executing artworks in general. At the same time, despite some artists’ regression into
authorial inviolability in order to defend their site-specific practice, other artists are
keen on undoing the presumption of criticality associated with principles such as im-
mobility, permanence, and unrepeatability. Rather than resisting mobilization, these
artists are attempting to reinvent site specificity as a nomadic practice.

Itinerant Artists

The increasing institutional interest in site-oriented practices that mobilize the site as
a discursive narrative is demanding an intensive physical mobilization of the artist to
create works in various cities throughout the cosmopolitan art world. Typically, an
artist (no longer a studio-bound object maker, primarily working on call) is invited by
an art institution to execute a work specifically configured for the framework provided
by the institution (in some cases the artist may solicit the institution with a proposal).
Subsequently, the artist enters into a contractual agreement with the host institution
for the commission. There follow repeated visits to or extended stays at the site; re-
search into the particularities of the institution and/or the city within which it is located
(its history, constituency of the [art] audience, the installation space); consideration of

Figure 6. Christian Philipp Miller, lilegal Border Crossing between Austria and Czechoslovakia (Austrian contribution to
the Venice Biennial), 1993. Courtesy of the artist and American Fine Arts, Co., New York.
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the parameters of the exhibition itself (its thematic structure, social rclcvar_wfe, otl}cr
artists in the show); and many meetings with curators, educators, and administrative
support staff, who may all end up “collaborating” with the Ast to produce the \:rork“
The project will likely be time-consuming and in the end will h_ave engaged the snt.c
in a multitude of ways, and the documentation of the project will take on another life
within the art world’s publicity circuit, which will in turn alert another institution for
another commission.

Thus, if the artist is successful, he or she travels constantly as a freelancer, often
working on more than one site-specific project at a time, globe-trotting as a guest,
tourist, adventurer, temporary in-house critic, or pseudoethnographer? to Sao Paulo,
Munich, Chicago, Seoul, Amsterdam, New York, and so on. Generally, the in situ
configuration of projects that emerge out of such a situation is temporary, ostensibly
unsuitable for re-presentation anywhere else without altering its meaning, partly be-
cause the commission is defined by a unique set of geographical and temporal circum-
stances and partly because the project is dependent on unpredictable and unprogram-
mable on-site relations. But such conditions, despite appearances to the contrary, do
not circumvent the problem of commodification entirely, because there is a strange re-
versal now wherein the artist approximates the “work” instead of the other way around,
as is commonly assumed (that is, arework as surrogate of the artist). Perhaps because
of the “absence” of the artist from the physical manifestation of the work, the presence
of the artist has become an absolute prerequisite for the execution/presentation of site-
oriented projects. It is now the performaive aspect of an artist’s characteristic mode of
operation (even when collaborative) that is repeated and circulated as a new art com-
modity, with the artist functioning as the primary vehicle for its verification, repeti-
tion, and circulation.3

For example, after a year-long engagement with the Maryland Historical Society,
Fred Wilson finalized his site-specific commission Mining the Museum (1992) as a
temporary reorganization of the institution’s permanent collection. As a timely con-
vergence of institutional museum critique and multicultural identity politics, Mining
the Museum drew many new visitors to the society, and the project received high
praisc from both the art world and the popular press. Subsequently, Wilson per-
formed a similar excavation/intervention at the Seattle Art Museum in 1993, a project
also. defined by the museum’s permanent collection.3! Although the shift from
Baltimore to Seattle, from a historical society to an art museum, introduced new vari-
ables a.nd challenges, the Seattle project established a repetitive relationship between
the artist and the hosting institution, reflecting a broader museological fashion trend—

and the artist becomes 3 commodity with a purchase on “criticality.” As Isabelle Graw

has noted, « iea
noted, “[Tlhe result can be an absurd situation in which the commissioning insti-




One Place After Another — 53

tution (the museum or gallery) turns to an artist as a person who has the legitimacy to
point out the contradictions and irregularities of which they themselves disapprove.”
And for artists, “[s]ubversion in the service of one’s own convictions finds easy transi-
tion into subversion for hire; ‘criticism turns into spectacle.””32

To say, however, that this changeover represents the commodification of the artist
is not completely accurate because it is not the figure of the artist per se, as a person-
ality or a celebrity 4 la Warhol, that is produced/consumed in an exchange with the
institution. What the current pattern points to, in fact, is the extent to which the very
nature of the commodity as a cipher of production and labor relations is no longer
bound to the realm of manufacturing (of things) but is defined in relation to the ser-
vice and management industries. The artist as an overspecialized aesthetic object
maker has been anachronistic for a long time already. What they provide now, rather
than produce, are aesthetic, often “critical-artistic,” services.* If Richard Serra could
once distill artistic activities down to their elemental physical actions (to drop, to
split, to roll, to fold, to cut.. . .),% the situation now demands a different set of verbs:
to negotiate, to coordinate, to compromise, to research, to organize, to interview, etc.
This shift was forecasted in conceptual art’s adoption of what Benjamin Buchloh has
described as the “aesthetics of administration.” The salient point here is how quickly
this aesthetics of administration, developed in the 1960s and 1970s, has converted to
the administration of aesthetics in the 1980s and 1990s. Generally speaking, the arrist
used to be a maker of aesthetic objects; now he or she is a facilitator, educator, coordi-
nator, and bureaucrat. Additionally, as artists have adopted managerial functions of
art institutions (curatorial, educational, archival) as an integral part of their creative
process, managers of art within institutions (curators, educators, public program di-
rectors), who often take their cues from these artists, now function as authorial figures
in their own right.?”

Concurrent with, or because of, these methodological and procedural changes,
there is a reemergence of the centrality of the artist as the progenitor of meaning. This
is true even when authorship is deferred to others in collaborations, or when the insti-
tutional framework is self-consciously integrated into the work, or when an artist
problematizes his or her own authorial role. On the one hand, this “return of the au-
thor” results from the thematization of discursive sites that engenders a misrecogni-
tion of them as “natural” extensions of the artist’s identity, and the legitimacy of the
critique is measured by the proximity of the artist’s personal association (converted to
expertise) with a particular place, history, discourse, identity, etc. (converted to the-
matic content). On the other hand, because the signifying chain of site-oriented art is
constructed foremost by the movement and decisions of the artist,*® the (critical)
elaboration of the project inevitably unfolds around the artist. That is, the intricate
orchestration of literal and discursive sites that make up a nomadic narrative requires
the artist as a narrator-protagonist. In some cases, this renewed focus on the artist
leads to a hermetic implosion of (auto)biographical and subjectivist indulgences, and

myopic narcissism is misrepresented as self-reflexivity.
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This being so, one of the narrative trajectories of all site-oriented projects is con-
sistently aligned with the artist’s prior projects executed in other- p[ac.es. gencra-tmg
what might be called a fifth site—the exhibition history of the artist, his or her vitae,
The tension between the intensive mobilization of the artist and the recentralization
of meaning around him or her is illustrated by Renée Green's 1993 World Tour, a group
reinstallation of four site-specific projects produced in disparate parts of the world
over a three-year period.* By bringing several distinct projects together from “eclse-
where,” World Tour sought to reflect on the problematic conditions of present-day site
specificity, such as the ethnographic predicament of artists who are frequen tly import-
ed by foreign institutions and cities as expert/exotic visitors. World Tour also made an
important attempt to imagine a productive convergence between specificity and mo-
bility, where a project created under one set of circumstances might be redeployed in
another without losing its impact—or, better, finding new meaning and gaining criti-
cal sharpness through recontextualizations.®® But these concerns were not available for
viewers whose interpretive reaction was to see the artist as the primary link between
the projects. Indeed, the effort to redeploy the individual site-oriented projects as a
conceptually coherent ensemble eclipsed the specificity of each and forced a relational
dynamic berween discrete projects. Consequently, the overriding narrative of Warld
Tour became Green's own creative process as an artist in and through the four projects.
And in this sense, the project functioned as a fairly conventional retrospective.
Just as the shifts in the structural reorganization of cultural production alter the

| form of the art commodity (to services) and the authority of the artist (to “reap-
' peared” protagonist), values like originality, authenticity, and singularity are also
reworked in site-oriented art— evacuared from the artwork and attributed to the site—
\ reinforcing a general cultural valorization of places as the locus of authentic experi-
ence and a coherent sense of historical and personal identity.*! An instructive example
of this phenomenon is Places with a Past, a 1991 site-specific exhibition organized by
Mary Jane Jacob, which took the city of Charleston, South Carolina, as not only the
backdrop but also a “bridge between the works of art and the audience.”#2 In addition
to breaking the rules of the art establishment, the exhibition wanted to further a dia-
logue between art and the sociohistorical dimension of places. According to Jacob,
“Charleston proved to be fertile ground” for the investigation of issues concerning
“gender, race, cultural identity, considerations of difference, . . . subjects much in the
vang_uard of criticism and art-making, . . . The actuality of the situation, the fabric of
the time an(% place of Charleston, offered an incredibly rich and meaningful context
for the making and siting of publicly visible and physically prominent installations
that rang true in [the artists'] approach to these ideas.”3
While site-specific art continues to be described as 2 refutation of originality and

ts presentation, only to have them return to the artwork now
gral to the site, Admiteedly, according to Jacob, “locations
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identity to the shows staged by injecting into the experience the uniqueness of the
place.”# Conversely, if the social, historical, and geographical specificity of Charleston
offered artists a unique opportunity to create unrepeatable works (and by extension
an unrepeatable exhibition), then the programmatic implementation of site-specific
art in exhibitions like Places with a Past ultimately utilizes art to promote Charleston as
a unique place. What is prized most of all in site-specific art is still the singularity and
authenticity that the presence of the artist seems to guarantee, not only in terms of the
presumed unrepeatability of the work but in the ways in which the presence of the
artist also endows places with a “unique” distinction.

Certainly, site-specific art can lead to the unearthing of repressed histories, pro-
vide support for greater visibility of marginalized groups and issues, and initiate the
re(dis)covery of “minor” places so far ignored by the dominant culture. But inasmuch
as the current socioeconomic order thrives on the (artificial) production and (mass)
consumption of difference (for difference’s sake), the siting of art in “real” places can
also be a means to extract the social and historical dimensions our of places to various-
ly serve the thematic drive of an artist, satisfy institutional demographic profiles, or
fulfill the fiscal needs of a city.

Significantly, the appropriation of site-specific art for the valorization of urban
identities comes at a time of a fundamental cultural shift in which architecture and
urban planning, formerly the primary media for expressing a vision of the city, are dis-
placed by other media more intimate with marketing and advertising. In the words of
urban theorist Kevin Robins, “As cities have become ever more equivalent and urban
identities increasingly ‘thin,’ . . . it has become necessary to employ advertising and
marketing agencies to manufacture such distinctions. It is a question of distinction in
a world beyond difference.” Site specificity in this context finds new importance be-
cause it supplies distinction of place and uniqueness of locational identity, highly se-
ductive qualities in the promotion of towns and cities within the competitive restruc-
turing of the global economic hierarchy. Thus, site specificity remains inexorably tied
to a process that renders particularity and identity of various cities a matter of product
differentiation. Indeed, the exhibition catalog for Places with a Past was a “rasteful”
tourist promotion, pitching the city of Charleston as a unique, “artistic,” and mean-
ingful place (to visit).% Under the pretext of their articulation or resuscitation, site-
specific art can be mobilized to expedite the erasure of differences via the commodifi-
cation and serialization of places.

The yoking together of the myth of the artist as a privileged source of originality
with the customary belief in places as ready reservoirs of unique identity belies the
compensatory nature of such a move. For this collapse of the artist and the site reveals
an anxious cultural desire to assuage the sense of loss and vacancy that pervades both
sides of this equation. In this sense, Craig Owens was perhaps correct to characterize
site specificity as a melancholic discourse and practice,” as was Thierry de Duve, who
claimed that “sculpture in the last 20 years is an attempt to reconstruct the notion of
site from the standpoint of having acknowledged its disappearance.™$
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The bulldozing of an irregular topography into a flat site is clearly a technocratic gesture which

aspires to a condition of absolute placelessness, whereas the terracing of the same site to receive

the stepped form of a building is an engagement in the act of “cultivating” the site. . . .

This inscription . . . has a capacity to embody, in built form, the prehistory of the place, its archeo-

logical past and its subsequent cultivation and transformation across time. Through this layering

into the site the idiosyncrasies of place find their expression without falling into sentimentality.
—Kenneth Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism”

[Tlhe elaboration of place-bound identities has become more rather than less important in a
world of diminishing spatial barriers to exchange, movement and communication.
—David Harvey, “From Space to Place and Back Again”

Itis significant that the mobilization of site-specific art from decades ago is concurrent
with the nomadism of current site-oriented practices. Paradoxically, while foreground-
ing the importance of the site, they together express the dissipation of the site, caught
up in the “dynamics of deterritorialization,” a concept most clearly elaborated in ar-
chitectural and urban discourses today.

Within the present context of an ever-expanding capitalist order, fueled by an
ongoing globalization of technology and telecommunications, the intensifying con-
ditions of spatial indifferentiation and departicularization exacerbate the effects of
alienation and fragmentation in contemporary life.* The drive toward a rationalized
universal civilization, engendering the homogenization of places and the erasure of
cultural differences, is in fact the force against which Frampron proposes a practice of
Ciritical Regionalism as already described—a program for an “architecture of resis-
tance.” If the universalizing tendencies of modernism undermined the old divisions of
power based on class relations fixed to geographical hierarchies of centers and mar-
gins, only to aid in capitalism’s colonizarion of “peripheral” spaces, then the articula-
tion and cultivation of diverse local particularities are a (postmodern) reaction against
these effects. Henri Lefebvre has remarked: “[MInasmuch as abstract space [of mod-
ernism and capital] tends towards homogeneiry, towards the elimination of existing
differences or peculiarities, a new Space cannot be born (produced) unless it accentu-
ates differences.”s0 ¢ s perhaps no surprise, then, thar the efforts to retrieve lost dif-
fcrclnces, or to curtail the waning of them, become heavily invested in reconnecting to

umquenes's of-placc”—or more precisely, in establishing authenticity of meaning,
memory, histories, and identities as a differential function of places. It is this differen-
tial function associated with places, which earlier forms of site
ploit and the current incarnations of site-ori
hidden attractor in the term site specificity,
It seems inevitable that we should Jeave behind
as being essentially bound to the physical and empiri

-specific art tried to ex-
ented works seek to reimagine, that is the
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regard, for it is predicated on the belief that a particular site/place exists with its
identity-giving or identifying properties always and already prior to what new cultural
forms might be introduced to it or emerge from it. In such a pre- (or post-) poststruc-
turalist conception, all site-specific gestures would have to be understood as reactive,
“cultivating” what is presumed to be there already rather than generative of new iden-
tities and histories.

Indeed the deterritorialization of the site has produced liberatory effects, displac-
ing the strictures of fixed place-bound identities with the fluidity of a migratory
model, introducing the possibilities for the production of multiple identities, alle-
giances, and meanings, based not on normative conformities but on the nonrational
convergences forged by chance encounters and circumstances. The fuidity of subjec-
tivity, identity, and spatiality as described by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guarrari in cheir
rhizomic nomadism,’! for example, is a powerful theoretical tool for the dismantling
of traditional orthodoxies that would suppress differences, sometimes violently.

However, despite the proliferation of discursive sites and “fictional” selves, the
phantom of a site as an actual place remains, and our psychic, habitual attachments to
places regularly return as they continue to inform our sense of identity. And this per-
sistent, perhaps secret, adherence to the actuality of places (in memory, in longing) is
not necessarily a lack of theoretical sophistication but a means for survival. The resur-
gence of violence in defense of essentialized notions of national, racial, religious, and
cultural identities in relation to geographical territories is readily characterized as ex-
tremist, retrograde, and “uncivilized.” Yet the loosening of such relations, that is, the
destabilization of subjectivity, identity, and spatiality (following the dictates of desire),
can also be described as a compensatory fantasy in response to the intensification of
fragmentation and alienation wrought by a mobilized market economy (following the
dictates of capital). The advocacy of the continuous mobilization of self- and place-
identities as discursive fictions, as polymorphous “critical” plays on fixed generalities
and stereotypes, in the end may be a delusional alibi for short attention spans, re-
inforcing the ideology of the new—a temporary antidote for the anxiety of boredom.
It is perhaps too soon and frightening to acknowledge, but the paradigm of nomadic
selves and sites may be a glamorization of the trickster ethos that is in fact a reprisal of
the ideology of “freedom of choice”—the choice to forget, the choice to reinvent, the
choice to fictionalize, the choice to “belong” anywhere, everywhere, and nowhere.
This choice, of course, does not belong to everyone equally. The understanding of
identity and difference as being culturally constructed should not obscure the fact
that the ability to deploy multiple, fluid identities in and of itself is a privilege of mo-
bilization that has a specific relationship to power.

What would it mean now to sustain the cultural and historical specificity of a
place (and self) that is neither a simulacral pacifier nor a willful invention? For archi-
tecture, Frampton proposes a process of “double mediation,” which is in fact a double
negation, defying “both the optimization of advanced technology and the ever-present
tendency to regress into nostalgic historicism or the glibly decorative.”>* An analogous
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double mediation in site-specific art practice might mean ﬁr_jding a terr.jii.n berwcer?
| mobilization and specificity—to be our of place with punctuality an'd precision. Hor'm
’ Bhabha has said, “The globe shrinks for those who own it; for the displaced or the dis-
possessed, the migrant or refugee, no distance is more awesome than the few feet
‘ across borders or frontiers.”? Today’s site-oriented practices inherit the task of demar-
cating the relational specificity that can hold in tension the distant poles of s;?aual ex-
periences described by Bhabha. This means addressing the differences of adj‘acencu:s
and distances between one thing, one person, one place, one thought, one fragment
next to another, rather than invoking equivalencies via one thing affer another. Only
i those cultural practices that have this relational sensibility can turn local encounters
into long-term commitments and transform passing intimacies into indelible, un-
‘ retractable social marks—so that the sequence of sites that we inhabit in our life’s
traversal does not become genericized into an undifferentiated serialization, one place

after another,
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34. Andrea Fraser’s 1994—95 project in which she contracted herself out to the EA-Generali
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this shift in the conditions of artistic production and reception both in terms of content and
structure of the project. It should be noted that the artist herself initiated the project by offering
such services through her “Prospectus for Corporations.” See Fraser’s Report (Vienna: EA-
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