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GENEALOGY OF SITE SPECIFICITY

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 ephemeral, and adamant about immobility, even

in the face of disappearance or destruction. Whether inside the white cube or out in

the Nevada desert, whether architectural or landscape-oriented, site-specific art

initially took the site as an actual location, a tangible reality, its identity composed of

a unique combination of physical elements: length, depth, height, texture, and

shape of walls and rooms; scale and proportion of plazas, buildings, or parks; existing conditions of lighting, ventilation, traffic patterns; distinctive topographical features, and so forth. If modernist sculpture absorbed its pedestal/base to sever its

connection to or express its indifference to the site, rendering itself more

autonomous and self-referential, thus transportable, placeless, and nomadic, then

site-specific works, as they first emerged in the wake of minimalism in the late

1960s and early 1970s, forced a dramatic reversal of this modernist paradigm.1

Antithetical to the claim, “If you have to change a sculpture for a site there is something wrong with the sculpture,”2 site-specific art, whether interruptive or assimilative,3 gave itself up to its environmental context, being formally determined or

directed by it.

In turn, the uncontaminated and pure idealist space of dominant modernisms was radically displaced by the materiality of the natural landscape or the

impure and ordinary space of the everyday. And the space of art was no longer

perceived as a blank slate, a tabula rasa, but a real place. The art object or event in

this context was to be singularly and multiply experienced in the here and now

through the bodily presence of each viewing subject, in a sensory immediacy of

spatial extension and temporal duration (what Michael Fried derisively characterized as theatricality ),4 rather than instantaneously perceived in a visual epiphany

by a disembodied eye. Site-specific work in its earliest formation, then, focused on
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establishing an inextricable, indivisible relationship between the work and its site,

and demanded the physical presence of the viewer for the work’s completion. The

(neo-avant-gardist) aesthetic aspiration to exceed the limitations 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 selfconscious desire to resist the forces of the capitalist market economy, which circulates art works 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.”5 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 Arc 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.”6 He further elaborated his position in 1989:

As I pointed out, Tilted Arc was conceived from the start as a sitespecific 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 restructure both conceptually and perceptually

the organization of the site.7

Barry and Serra echo one another here. But whereas Barry’s comment announces

what was in the late 1960s a new radicality in vanguardist sculptural practice, marking an early stage in the aesthetic experiments that were to follow through the



1970s (land/earth art, process art, installation art, conceptual art, performance/
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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 for site specificity—at least for a version that would prioritize the

physical inseparability between a work and its site of installation.8

Informed by the contextual thinking of minimalism, various forms of institutional critique and conceptual art developed a different model of site specificity

that implicitly 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 as a cultural framework defined by

the institutions of art. If minimalism returned to the viewing subject a physical body,

sexuality of the viewing subject.9 Moreover, while minimalism challenged the idealist hermeticism of the autonomous art object by deflecting its meaning to the space

of its presentation, institutional critique further complicated this displacement by

highlighting the idealist hermeticism of the space of presentation itself. The modern gallery/museum space, for instance, with its stark white walls, artificial lighting

(no windows), controlled climate, and pristine architectonics, was perceived not

solely in terms of basic dimensions and proportion but as an institutional disguise,

a normative exhibition convention serving an ideological function. The seemingly

benign architectural features of a gallery/museum, in other words, were deemed to

be coded mechanisms that actively disassociate the space of art from the outer

world, furthering the institution’s idealist imperative of rendering itself and its values “objective,” “disinterested,” and “true.”

As early as 1970 Buren proclaimed, “Whether the place in which the work is

shown imprints and marks this work, whatever it may be, or whether the work itself

is directly—consciously or not—produced for the Museum, any work presented in

that framework, if it does not explicitly examine the influence of the framework upon
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institutional critique insisted on the social matrix of the class, race, gender, and
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itself, falls into the illusion of self-sufficiency—or idealism.”10 More than just the museum, the site comes to encompass a relay of several interrelated but different

spaces and economies, including the studio, gallery, museum, art criticism, art history, the art market, that together constitute a system of practices that is not separate from but open to social, economic, and political pressures. To be “specific” to

such a site, in turn, is to decode and/or recode the institutional conventions so as to

expose their hidden operations—to reveal the ways in which institutions mold art’s

meaning to modulate its cultural and economic value; to undercut the fallacy of art’s

and its institutions’ autonomy by making apparent their relationship to the broader

socioeconomic and political processes of the day. Again, in Buren’s somewhat militant words from 1970:

Art, whatever else it may be, is exclusively political. What is called

for is the analysis 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

associated artists try in every way to camouflage them, and although

it is too early—the conditions are not met—to blow them up, the time

has come to unveil them.11

In nascent forms of institutional critique, in fact, the physical condition of the

exhibition space remained the primary point of departure for this unveiling. For example, in works such as Hans Haacke’s Condensation Cube (1963–1965), Mel

Bochner’s Measurement series (1969), Lawrence Weiner’s wall cutouts (1968), and

Buren’s Within and Beyond the Frame (1973), the task of exposing those aspects

which the institution would obscure was enacted literally in relation to the architecture of the exhibition space—highlighting the humidity level of a gallery by allowing moisture to “invade” the pristine minimalist art object (a mimetic configuration

of the gallery space itself); insisting on the material fact of the gallery walls as

“framing” devices by notating the walls’ dimensions directly on them; removing

portions of a wall to reveal the base reality behind the “neutral” white cube; and ex-
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Mel Bochner, Measurement: Room, tape and Letraset on wall, installation at Galerie Heiner Friedrich, Munich,

1969. (Photo by the artist; Collection The Museum of Modern Art, New York.)
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Daniel Buren, photo-souvenir: Within and Beyond the Frame, John Weber Gallery, New York, 1973. ( © Daniel

Buren.)
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ceeding the physical boundaries of the gallery by having the art work literally go

out the window, ostensibly to “frame” the institutional 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.12 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



Michael Asher, untitled installation at Claire Copley Gallery, Inc., Los Angeles, 1974. (Photo by Gary Krueger;

courtesy the artist.)



from the physical condition of the gallery (as in Condensation Cube) to the system
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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, recast the site of art as an institutional frame in social, economic, and

political terms, and enforced these terms as the very content of the art work.13 Exemplary of a different approach to the institutional frame are Michael Asher’s surgically precise displacement projects, which advanced a concept of site that included

historical and conceptual dimensions. In his contribution to the “73rd American Exhibition” at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1979, for instance, Asher revealed the

sites of exhibition or display to be culturally specific situations that generate particular expectations and narratives regarding art and art history. Institutional framing

of art, in other words, not only distinguishes qualitative value; it also (re)produces

specific forms of knowledge that are historically located and culturally deterYet another approach to a critique of the institutional frame is indicated in

Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s 1973 series of “maintenance art” performances at the

Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut.15 In two of the performances, Ukeles, literally on her hands and knees, washed the entry plaza and steps of the museum for four hours, then scrubbed the floors inside the exhibition galleries for

another four hours. In doing so, she forced the menial domestic tasks usually associated with women—cleaning, washing, dusting, and tidying—to the level of aesthetic contemplation, and revealed the extent to which the museum’s pristine

self-presentation, its perfectly immaculate white spaces as emblematic of its “neutrality,” is structurally dependent on the hidden and devalued labor of daily maintenance and upkeep. By foregrounding this dependence, Ukeles posed the museum

as a hierarchical system of labor relations and complicated the social and gendered division between the notions of the public and the private.16

In these ways, the site of art begins to diverge from 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
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mined—not at all universal or timeless standards.14
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