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1. The Functional Site; or,
The Transformation of Site Specificity

James Meyer

To Kim Paice

The word critique has attained a bad name in the 1980s. The way in which the work was de-
ployed was only in reference to that which beats its opponent into submission. But if we think
about criticality as embracing a more expansive field of reading, | would think of my work as
being a critique of sile-specificity. The site-specific seems to be grounded in a very particular lo-
cation and a particular time, and all information is related to this. But when you take any of these
coordinates, space and time, and you compound them, the model doesn't seem to hold up.

~—Stephen Prina

In recent years, the exploration of site has again become a privileged investigation.
The current fascination with the art of the 1960s and early 1970s, a phenomenon of
scholarship and practice, has resuscitated the idioms of pop, scatter work, identity-
based activist art and performance, modes of conceptualism, and minimalism’s serial
syntax; contemporary explorations of site recall the legacies of earth art and institu-
tional critique. In these practices, the languages and strategies of now historical activi-
ties are hybridized and displaced. The comparative interest of such work lies, in part,
in the “success” of these revisitations—whether the adaptation of previous modes to
emerging content has resulted in something unexpected or in a project that seems un-
informed, awkward, or, frankly, dull. The necessity to make such a determination is, I
think, a pressing task of the critic of contemporary work.

How, then, to assess one subset of recent work—the site explorations of Mark
Dion, Andrea Fraser, Tom Burr, Renée Green, Christian Philipp Miiller, and Ursula
Biemann, for example? How have these producers addressed or (as I will argue m :
transformed the notion of site specificity as it emerged during the carly years of
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model to reflect upon the globali o nLe
How do we assess this work within a broader field of activity that explores institu-

tional frameworks and locations? The present discussion will Pursue t%'lcse Eiazﬁns
The primary distinction I wish to make concerns two notions o.f sive: liter, ite
and a functional site. The literal site is, as Joseph Kosuth would say, in situ; it AN
rual location, a singular place.! The artist’s intervention conforms to the .physm:?l‘con-
straints of this Situation, €ven if (or precisely when) it would subject this to critique.
The work’s formal outcome is thus determined by a ph}fﬁical place-, by an underst:jm.d-
ing of the place as actual. Reflecting a perception of the site as unique, the work is it-
self “unique.” It is thus a kind of monument, a public work commissioned for th; site.
The civic sculptures of Richard Serra exemplify this approach. As Serra has observed,
“The specificity of site-oriented works means that they are conceived for, dependent
upon, and inseparable from their location.” In the case of Tilted Arc, we have, in

site specificity was understood, in its very constitution, as a mode of refusal of the sys-
tem of aft’sﬁcommodiﬁcation. Locating its critique within the gallery or museum, th
site-specific work exposed this space as a material entity, a no longer neutral la::e .
backdrop for the merchandising of portable art objects. For, as Douglas CriE:n ;:
gued, the modern museum developed in concert with the production and cons:m .
tion of “homeless” works of art, whose aesthetic and commercial value it affirmed l;-
was claimed that site specificity would impede this process: g

The idealism of modern art, in which the art object in and of itselfwas seen to have a
'ﬁxed and transhistorical meaning, determined the object’s placelessness, its belong-
ing to no particular place, a no-place that was in reality the museum—the actual mu-
seum and the museum as a representation of the institutional system of circulation
that also comprises the artist’s studio, the commercial gallery, the collector’s home.

_ Site specificity opposed that idealism—and unveiled the material system it obscun:d';
by its rcﬁxsai of circulatory rqobm@:‘i‘tsfbdﬁn‘gjngn@s t0 a specific site.” —

W after the first installations of Buren, Haacke, and Asher, we might
begin to > question the efficacity of such claims (the valorization of site specificity by its

place of a traditional monument (a memorial to an event or person) or the decorative
monument of late modernism (the Calder dominating a corporate plaza), a critical
t with claims to resistance. Inextricable from its location in Federal Plaza,
sctting it overwhelmed, Serra’s sculpture imbued the premise of site specificity with a
newfound monumentality. Serra was “making a permanent work” for “a specific
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and sculpture to the perceptual conditions of jts display. Institutional critique caused

a further displacement, from the exposure of the “white cube” as phenomenological
space to a critical exposure of the art institution. In the work of Asher or Buren, the
phenomenological site of Morris and Flavin was revealed as a discursive place ground-
ed in socioeconomic relations. Yet, for all its radicality,
this work still operated within a Kantian co
fined its analysis to the “frame.” The criti

within the physical confines of, or in close proximity to, the gallery site.!7

_..The functional work explores an “expanded” site: the “arc world,” in this activity,
has become a site within a network of site S, an institution. among institutions. To be
sure, previous institutional critique demonstrated the financial and ideological ties of
the gallery to greater economic and political structures. The System Aesthetics of
Haacke posited a vectored and constitutive relationship between th,

e museum and its
corporate patrons and trustees, while Asher’s well-known interventions in the Museum
as Site: 16 Projects show at the

Los Angeles County Museum (1981) and in the Seventy-
Sourth American Exbibition at the Art Institute of Chicago (1982) revealed the nation-
alist agendas of these institutions. But the - final focus of this work was the art systemas
such. Today, much practice explores an m@w its scope of inquiry
into contingent spheres of interest, contingent locations.' This expanded institution-
al critique is as much at home in

natural history and anthropological collections, in
200, parks, housing projects, and public bathrooms, as in the art gallery or museum;
it may engage several sites, institutions, and collaborators at once. The ostensible sub-

ject of Platzwechsel, an exhibition organized by the Zurich Kunsthalle in 1995, was the
Platzspitz Park, a green space located in the city’s center. The show itself occurred at a
number of locations: the Swiss National Museum, which borders the park (both the
turrets on the upper floor and the loggia below); the Kunsthalle; and the apartment of
a local dealer. Devoid of a unique place, Platzwechsel led the viewer on a “tour” from
one landmark to the next. Moreover, the collaborative nature of Platzwechsel, which
included work by Dion, Biemann, Miiller, and Burr, resulted in a project that reflect-
ed four distinct points of view. The “work” was thus not a single entity, the installa-
tion of an individual artist in a given place. It was, on the contrary, a function occur-

ring between these locations and points of view, a series of expositions of information

and place. As the visitor toured the “show” in its different venues, gleaning informa-

tion from project to project, he or she accumulated a broadening knowledge of the
Platzspitz’s past. And in the course of this viewing the history of Zurich itself began to
unfold.

For some time now, artists, inspired by feminist, postcolonial, and psychoanalytic
writings, by the social philosophy of Michel Foucault and cultural studies ana-
lyzed a spectrum of public institutions”a:qig_lm. However, the exploration of an
“expanded” site may produce differing results: projects reflect the specific interests,
educations, and formal. decisions. of the producer. ¢
this vein do so From;'; functional understanding of

its materialist commitment,
gnitive model of reflexivity: it still con-
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Indeed, in the most thoughtful work, the artist-traveler or “nomad” is a thoroughly
historicized subject.?! Fraser and Miiller’s project for the Austrian Pavilion at the 1993
Venice Biennale considered the nationalist protocols of the international art fair,
which traces its origins to nineteenth-century trade shows.22 In the ad campaign an-
nouncing their participation, the artists posed in traditional Austrian costume in a
Viennese café, counterfeiting and ironizing the Biennale’s premise of national cultural
representation (neither Miiller nor Fraser is Austrian). Miiller, in his own project, fur-
ther estranged the notion of Austrianness. Traveling across Austria’s borders to each of
its neighboring countries without the proper visas, he enacted a series of illegal immi-
grations, marking these crossings with postcards mailed to his Vienna dealer from
these frontier stations. Simulating the illegal immigrant’s trials, Miiller's gesture the-
matized the blurring of national identity at this historical moment of internationalism
and late capitalist organization, when nationalist-ideologies have returned with a

2CANCE.
The mobile site suggests a distinct genealogy: Happenings, situationism, Richard
Long’s walks, On Kaward’s postcards, Tadashi Kawamata’s temporary shanty towns
and scaffoldings, and André Cadere’s Barres de Bois Rond, which the artist installed
y in galleries and other locations throughout Paris.22 More recently, ACT
rarious authorities connected with the AIDS epidemic as a se-
critiques. Traveling to the Centers for Disease Control, the
, Wall Street, and other sites, AIDS activists developed a
crrum of medical, political, religious, and financial
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t practice, AIDS activism demonstrated
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g - pp MU 1 ipaiity of Liechtenstein,

g
Figure 2. Christian Phil Maller, lllegal Border Crossing between Austria and Principality of Liechtenstein, 1993
Courtesy of the artist and American Fine A; ts, Co., New York. P otograph by Petra Wunderlich

the postmodernist premise, associated with, iti

the art of Kruger and Holzer, that informati(fzrisex:lm:nziie;f;ex é?xrrlxisnoéfl:ou‘:aUk'md

Patton, Paula Treichler, and others have argued, the physical facts of AIngey" Cmd'y

c.able from their representation.? And one of the effects of this Foucauldi —_——

tiou veas that place could not be purely experienced (like the literal site of anr::::;p-

or Richard Serra), but was itself a social and discursive entity.26 o X
The work of Robert Smithson bears particular mention here. In the allegorical
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Figure 3. Robert Smithson, Study for Floating Island to Travel around Manhattan Island, 1970. Copyright estate of Robert
Smithson. Licensed by VAGA, New York; used by permission of VAGA, Inc.

practice of Smithson described by Owens, the work exists in the overlap of textual ac-
count, photographic and filmic recording, guided tours by the artist, and the literal
site. Place, for Smithson, is a vectored relation: the physical site is a destination to be
seen or left behind, a “tour” recalled through snapshots and travelogues. It is only
temporarily experienced (the Yucatan quicksand does not allow for dillydallying), if it
is seen at all (Spiral Jetty sank soon after its completion). Site as a unique, demarcated
place available to perceptual experience alone—the phenomenological site of Serra or
the critical site of institutional critique—becomes a network of sites referring to an
clsewhere. In the Smithson nonsite of the mid-1960s, the maps and rock containers
point to the quarries from which the materials have been drawn. Inversely, the site
refers to the gallery or magazine context of the nonsite. Spiral Jetty, completed in 1970,
fractured the dialectical model of the earlier nonsites into a multipartite sequence of
representations and literal sites. “Like the non-site, the Jettyis nota discrete work, but
one link in a chain of signifiers which summon and refer to one another in a dizzy spi-
ral.” Owens writes. “For where else does Spiral Jerty exist except in the film which
Smithson made, the narrative he published, the photographs which accompany that
narrative, and the various maps, diagrams, drawings, etc., he made about it2”?
At Platzwechsel, the installations and texts set up a semantic chain that traversed
;?hyfical Abordcrs; the Kunsthalle itself was transformed into an elaborate nonsite,
fabric of allusions. A concrete plinth built by Miiller recalled a monument to the
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i o k’c tm of the Swiss National Museum (once used by the
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P‘gure 4.;2\:13:[311:!, C;‘lr:ca ~1|97|7' 1995. Landscape displacement from the Platzspitz, Zurich, to the Kunsthalle Zirich.
lywood with soil, plants, trees, and rock : '

S ah nd rocks, 4 X 4 meters. Courtesy of the artist and American Fine Arts, Co.,
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. e | " = uses and factories beyond). I
h.\:\ mu‘am(\'l willfully unassimilated to official life: “The Platzspitz became y’0[ .
refuge tor various fringe groups in the 20th cer {in ol

ek . ntury,” we read in a
-, ' nge he ac ) recent account,
revival attempts of the most varied kinds [im‘luding the restoration of 1991] were

able to do little to change this® because of its “isolated location.™® It is the kind
space that the philoasophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari h:w¢ d i‘ tl):d f“ g
m.u?u » & shifting or deterritorialized site at odds with sedentary, s‘triatc:fr;cé tilscl;‘:-
g‘.tt\\?(\i“alflhl(‘t\u\‘ of the polis: a space inhabited by nomadic peo lcl: or‘ “frin
s." The nomag 2 § i BOE i : ' o

center, a not-quite-usable

; g . 3 WA JRiisle OyS DO an autono-
recent restoration, in the early 19903‘ the Pla:zsn'auon. llmng P S
merely changed its location (hence tl;c exhibiti pm‘ el C}llt‘urc

7 . ; on title, Plarzwechsel), penetrating to
less visible zones. The function of the Platzspitz as nomos has continued after the
abandonment of the literal site. In other words, the #omos remains at the heart of the
polis, a fact the polis politely ignores. “What counts for me is that what you don't see
is OK,” as one official puc it.3

Much current work explores a mobile notion of site and a nomadic subjectivity.
The travel snapshots of Martha Rosler; the vectored gallery critiques of Stephen Prina;
Gabriel Orozco’s floating balls, hammocks, and yellow scooters; Rikrit Tiravanija's
tents and dinners (which, performed from one gallery to the next, mark the artist’s
peregrinations); and the practices of Burr, Fraser, Miiller, Dion, and Green have sur-
faced at a time of unprecedented globalization and multinational mergers, of instanta-
neous satellite transmission and the Internet, when terms like synergy, linkage, and

Sflow are the new corporate mantras. The shabby traveling salesman of yesteryear has

devolved into an international flaneur who moves through VIP lounges and airport”

hotels in a perpetual motion.”! Concurrently; a relative democratization of travel and
the dissolution of formerly closed borders have fostered a more universal itinerancy.

Thus the displacement from the literal site of the 1960, grounded in the verities o

to a mobile, mediated placement follows the global

reach of capitalism itself, the triumph of the free market predicted by Ernest Mar.xdcl
and Fredric Jameson in now classic studies. At the turn of the century, the late capital--

i i i 1 hat sité spesi resist—
ist culture inaugurated in the 1960s—the culture thar sité specificity-sought €5 e

Has achieved a new apogee.*? o ot
The most convincing site-related work not only represents, or enacts, this mo

ty, but also reflects on these new parameters. Secret, a work by Renée Green produced
for two different shows, Project Unité, curated by Yves Aupetitallot at Firminy, France,

phcm)mcm)fogical experience,

Figure 5. Renée Green, Secret, 1993 Courtesy Pat Hearn Gallery, New York.
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in 1993, and a group exhibition in New York, documented the artist’s peripatetic exis-
tence in a globalized art ambience. Structured as an autobiographical narrative
Green’s installation recounted the artist’s experience working within the confines o’f
Aupetitallot’s site-specific schema, located in Unité d’Habitations,
designed by Le Corbusier. Assigned a small apartment, like the othe
installed a tent that served as her sleeping quarters for the show’s d

a housing project
I participants, she

led uration. This shel-
ter within a shelter alluded to the nomad artist’s plight of never standing still. As

Green suggests, to be a working practitioner today is to be constantly on the move.
The conditions of context-based work are hardly optimum. The artist must work

within the parameters of often unfocused curatorial concepts and is often not paid for

his or her efforts. The interaction of the local community and art-world interlopers
can range from hostile to indifferent, and indeed Secrer speaks of a lack of contact be-
tween the artists at Unité and the building’s working-class Algerian inhabitants, as
well as Green’s identity as an AfricanAmerican artist working in a diasporic housing
project. Her re-presentation of/ Secrer ~a’ American Fine Arts in New York a few
months later created a vectored relationship between the two venues. A box contain-
ing copies of Emile Zola’s novel Germinal, which discusses the working-class society
of nineteenth-century Firminy, referred both to Unité’s blue-collar inhabitants and
Green’s own experience of having read Zola’s account of Firminy while working there,
while allusions to fellow participants Dion and Burr and Wrators
brought the narrative full cirgle.> i,/‘“ . N
Let me conclude with two-other examples. Fraser's Co)!og;zg]"mentauon Bo?/;: (1990)
and Miiller’s 1994 installation Inter-pellations tell the story of: German—Amerlcax’l cull-
tural relations in parallel fashion. Produced for her first show Ee Germafxy, Fraser’s vo -f
ume records the history of this exchange since World War II, interspersing a;C:;\unlt-SI g
political events (the implementation of the Marshail flla?aﬁ.n(fi‘ ;zcg:rllginowaue) w“h
e be
Iﬂforfzjador‘ ‘?’c;enfy’ amt‘;\ii:;t;‘? zxili)m’zsjt\sf;:fxz‘b;;imn Painting in 1958, the tri-
cultural ones (the impor : ] g
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L g aP:“““j\Iian Gallery in New York, was a sequence of vitrines c'on‘t:u,mng
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cc?nr decline, M[l:lllcr“sh (t;fugle.ll (:;:P;U;:ﬁn; ; outi}c;uges and restaurants, with irzmc
e Arts S e}i- the German art lover’s thirst for the new (for :vhatk 0%t
o ed.ICﬂC)’: quencbmtgra id innovation?). A related project by Miller, a “boo Za:;l
Amorist BpeR o clier, told this story in reverse. Not an a
puescsated izt B0 Yok f S allpaper depicting rows of European
bookcase but a wooden solid, it was Cover.ed me tals)apzf Ef:ropc as High Cultures
“classics,” an allusion to the Ol.d AmiC(::: rslhoila:rls inyslats between the depicted vol-
guardian. Inserting catalogs of his prev

i 1 h‘ tOIy Of C‘-d
umes, l()“. (o] ¢ 18

tural exchange. Though executed for specific shows,

the projects of Green, Fraser, and
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’Miillcr explored the cross-cultural fantasies of the other in a period of rapid globaliza-
tion. Alluding to other points of departure and return,
that is, like the subject who passes through
these woxkswsuggm-nm.hin&

“site specificity.”

they posited a model of place
it, mobile and contingent. In so doing,
isplacement of the 1960s-generated notion of
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