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Abstract

RE/PLACING PUBLIC ART:
The Role of Place-specificity in New Genre Public Art

Cameron Cartiere, Chelsea College of Art & Design

This research is an exploration of the development and influence of place-
specificity within the field of new genre public art. Over the last several years
the term place-specificity and its variance, place-specific has occurred
frequently in art reviews and exhibition catalogues particularly in relation to
installations, permanent public art works, and public interventions. While
place-specificity 1s now a recognised term in the current lexicon of public art
discussion, within many texts the phrase place-specific 1s often
indiscriminately interchanged with site-specific, implying that the two terms
are synonymous. While the relationships between site, space, and place are
actively explored within fields such as geography, cultural studies and
architecture, distinctions between site-specificity and place-specificity have
rarely been critically addressed in discussions of public art.

Based on both theory and curatorial practice, this thesis explores a range of
perspectives on the role of place within socially engaged public art practice.
The study examines the difference between site and place and how place
influences our perceptions of specific locations through memory, history and
experience. The thesis explores place as a subject, an artistic influence, and a
social and cultural signifier. Also examined is how artists use place as a means
of connecting to specific locations and audiences, as well as a way of
exploring their personal histories and memories. Utilising a combination of
approaches, this study incorporates naturalistic enquiry, conversation as a
method, a think-tank, interviews, and video documentation to uncover how a
group of public art practitioners reflect on place-specificity within their work,
how they utilise place, and are influenced by place. The research reflects on
the potential of place-specific public art to celebrate unique cultural
differences, inspire international collaboration, and provide a forum for local
distinctiveness in the face of globalization

The study also serves as one model for practice-based research utilising
curatorship as a practice. This study identifies further areas for potential
research within various aspects of art and design as well as other disciplines.
The thesis 1s accompanied by a suite of DVD’s which document the curatorial

practice and address place-specific themes that emerged from the research.
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INTRODUCTION



To be in the world, to be situated at all, is to be in

place.
-- Edward Casey (1993, p.9)

‘RE/PLACING PUBLIC ART: The Role of Place-specificity in New Genre
Public Art’ 1s a research project that was born out of equal measures of
curiosity and frustration. I was curious about the development of ‘place-
specificity’ as a term emerging in the current lexicon of public art discussion.
I observed this term and its variance, ‘place-specific’ peppered through
numerous articles in various art magazines over the past several years. Often
the phrase would be interchanged with site-specific, as if the two were
synonymous. I noticed that place-specificity appeared most frequently when
used in reference to new genre public art; a phrase coined by artist and writer
Suzanne Lacy, which refers to public art that is based on engagement. While 1
was comfortable with Lacy’s loose definition of new genre, numerous
questions developed every time I encountered a reference to place-specificity.
The term began appearing in art reviews and exhibition catalogues and it
seemed to be taken for granted that there was a universally held definition.

While the relationships between site, space, and place are explored within
fields such as geography, cultural studies and architecture; place and place-

specificity are rarely defined in discussions of public art. Perhaps one of the



most influential contemporary scholars of place is geographer Yi-Fu Tuan.
His publication, Space and Place (1979), helped to establish the discipline of
human geography. It 1s from this field that much of the scholarship on ‘the

power of place’ has been produced.

Within the public art canon, there is also the unargued assumption that place-
specificity is always a desirable attribute. Place has become universally
positive and space, in comparison, has developed negative connotations. Yet, I
could find no convincing explanation for why place was moving to the
forefront of current public art discourse and this frustration became a catalyst
that 1nstigated the research questions. What does it mean to be place-specific?
How does it differ from site-specific? Can a common definition of place-
specificity be attained when the word ‘place’ holds numerous definitions and
interpretations? What role does place-specificity play in the development and

execution of new genre public art works?

The foundation for the development of practical aspects of this research began
in November 1991, when I had the opportunity to work with Suzanne Lacy
and the California College of Arts and Crafts, who sponsored a three-day
retreat for thirty artists, critics, and writers from across the United States. The
retreat was an opportunity for the participants toi discuss critical issues in the

developing field of new genre public art. The primary focus of discussion was

the need for a critical language that would 1dentify and evaluate public art by



addressing both political and aesthetic aspirations. Many of the artists working
within new genre public art do not limit themselves to strictly visual media.
They engage in performance, intervention, and community actions. The focus
of their work covers a broad range of contemporary issues including sexism,
racism, toxic waste, multiculturalism, homelessness, and domestic violence.
In the early 1990’s, critiques of such work seemed unable to address the
radical aspects of this genre and the participants of the symposium hoped to
expand the critical debate. From this symposium came the first collection of
writings on new genre public art, Mapping the Terrain. What inspired me
most about this project was the format. Lacy took on an enormous,
multifaceted topic and she recognised that in order to gain a perspective equal
in complexity to the subject, she had to approach the project as a collaborative
etfort. Thus, with a core group of volunteer co-ordinators, Lacy began the
herculean task of assembling over thirty individuals with thirty different
agendas from across the United States. The resulting effort created a dialogue

which over ten years later continues to inform our view of the influences of

new genre public art.

My i1nitial literature review indicated that place-specificity would prove to be
an equally complex subject. Yet, there is something specifically about place
that speaks to the personal. Bringing together thirty individuals to speak about

such an intimate subject was not only impractical for this particular project,

but also arguably counter to the personal nature of the topic.



Given that place 1s definitively personall, a very personal approach was taken

in developing this project. The structural development and execution of the

research evolved from my practice as a curator. In order to create a dialogue
about place-specificity, artists were brought from the United States to talk
with artists from the United Kingdom. More specifically, I brought three
artists from my previous place, San Francisco, together with three artists from
my present place, London. As artists, writers, social activists, teachers,
curators and arts administrators, we have all utilised aspects of place and
place-specificity in our work. Many of us have held multiple roles and our
perceptions of place may vary depending upon whether we are acting as, for

example, artists or writers.

I was concerned that the methodology reflect the personal and intimate nature
of place. This was a primary motivation for using conversation as a method.

The initial conversation for this project started in November 2000, in Oakland,

California. Like many interesting conversations, it began around a dinner
table. The discussion continued over the months via telephone and e-mail.
The focus or common thread of those preliminary conversations was
developing a list of questions about place in public art. Those questions served

as a starting point for our conversation when the participants finally met in

London. In May 2001, Oakland-based artist Seyed Alavi, Shelly Willis, Public

Art Manager for the University of Minnesota at the Weisman Museum, and

' The relationship of place to the personal is examined in later chapters of the thesis and in the
DVD suite.



Bay Area writer and curator, Terrt Cohn came to the UK to meet with myself,

and the three members of the London-based artist group Platform, Jane

Trowell, Dan Gretton and James Marriott. As part of my practice, I developed
a five day think-tank during which we spent many hours in conversation
examining and exploring our various theories and philosophies regarding the
transformation of space to place, the relationship of place-specificity to our

various practices, and the role of place in our work.

In August 2001, the Platform group was awarded a one-month residency that

took them to San Francisco and afforded our team the opportunity to continue
the conversation in person. It was also an opportunity to experience each
other’s place — the San Francisco artists in London, the London artists in San
Francisco. Platform’s residency was at the Headlands Center for the Arts
(HCA), located just north of the city, across the Golden Gate Bridge in the

Marin Headlands. The Center served as the host for our day of continued

conversation. The Center also became a common denominator for the group.

Each of the project participants had some professional relationship with HCA,

as residents, collaborators, or affiliates. This realisation inspired the
development of a case-study of HCA. While the first half of the project

focused on the uses of place in new genre public art, the case-study focused

on how place (specifically a place such as HCA) affects artists both in their
initial work within that given environment and in the continued influences on

their work after they leave that place. This case-study evolved into the other



practice component: a video exhibition, a retrospective of the Headlands
Center for the Arts. While I am a curator and not a videographer, nonetheless,
video occupies a central role in the documentation and interpretation of the
practice. Through video, I have been able to create an afterlife for the think-
tank — a means through which the viewer (not present at the original events)
can gain a sense of the think-tank as a process. With this documentation, I
have also ‘curated’ short, topic-based video pieces that examine specific

aspects of the conversations such as, “What makes a space a place?” and “the

Headlands as place”.

This thesis is divided into two parts. The first half of the thesis focuses on the
theoretical outcome of the research and follows the development of place-
specificity in tandem with the development of new genre public art. The
research does not aim to explore the evolution of place within other
disciplines such as architecture and geography, but rather draws on examples
from such fields to develop a more cohesive understanding of the role of place
within new genre public art — an art form which itself draws on a myriad of
disciplines, such as geography, antﬁopology, biology, and political science, to

create public art projects.

Within Part I of the thesis, sections 1 and 2 are primarily concerned with

explaining the practice for this research and the methodology. To date, most

practice-based research in the fields of art and design has been conducted



through studio practice, often represented at the completion of the research in
some form of gallery exhibition. This research project is a departure from that
model of inquiry, as the practice is based in curatorship. The nature of
curatorial practice (as distinct from a public or studio artist) provided a unique
position from which to begin a new line of inquiry. It allowed for a
collaborative examination of the research questions and an innovative
approach to exploring the relationship of artist to place and place to artist. It is
a position that I refer to as the practising curator and is examined within
section 1. The methodology of the research draws on naturalistic enquiry and
conversation. The ethnographic implications of naturalistic enquiry 1n relation
to public art are explored, as are the motivations for utilising conversation as a

method and the means by which conversation was developed as a tool for

Inquiry.

Section 3 is composed primarily of the literature review on the development

of place-specificity and new genre public art. Various aspects of place are
explored in relation to public art including functionality, such as place as
history and place as community. This section 1s not intended to be a
comprehensive historical account of the theoretical evolution of place; rather,
it 1s a contribution to the understanding of the development of place-
specificity within public art and the role of place within the specific field of

new genre public art.



Section 4 provides a summation of the theoretical aspect of the research
including the common themes regarding the role of place-specificity in new
genre public art that emerged through the research. These themes included
place-specificity serving as a platform for engagement to occur between artist
and audience; as a means for highlighting, preserving, and presenting the
unique social aspects of a specific place; and as a method for revitalising

“placeless’ regions.

The second half of the thesis (sections 6 and 7) is devoted to the practice and
includes descriptions of the curatorial projects developed and executed 1n the
course of the research. Not all aspects of the projects are represented in the
video suite which accompanies the thesis. The hours of conversations which
occurred during the think-tank and the subsequent meetings and interviews

have been curated into five topic-based DVDs. The descriptions of the

projects provide a better understanding of the lengthy process involved in the
development of the practice in relation to the research and the nature of

conversation as a method within the evolution of the work.



THE PRACTISING CURATOR



“There is always a filter, a meditation, which inspires your work; not
when you are looking out of the window but when, once you have
closed it, you recollect what you saw outside. You cannot avoid your

work being influenced by culture and perception. "2

-- Giulio Paolini

What does it mean to be a curator in this post millennial art world? How has
the advent of curatorial and museum studies programs in the 1990’s affected
the perceptions and expectations of curators just entering the field? What
influences have such programs had on curators with more established careers?
Are there now “old school” and “new school” perspectives which define

curatorial practices today? Is contemporary curatorship a profession or a
practice, or both? Is today’s curator a facilitator, a visionary, an enabler, or a

type of artist in their own right?

In order to define my own practice as a curator, these are some of the 1ssues I
have examined during the course of the research. I began first by looking at

my own motivations for becoming a curator and talking with colleagues in the

2 This quotation is one of three offered as advice to beginning curators by Lynne Cooke,
curator at the Dia Center for the Arts in New York, in the publication Words of Wisdom. The
other two quotes are, “One sits more comfortably on a color one likes.” — Verner Panton, and
“Prophecy is the most gratuitous form of error.” — George Eliot (Kuoni 2001, p.40).
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field. Amongst these peers, none could say that they set out directly on the
path to their ultimate profession with the primary intent being, to become ‘a
curator.”” The majority of curators I know started out wanting to study and
write about art history or to create art. They became curators because they
needed the financial support to pursue their initial interests; simply put, they
needed a job and wanted an occupation which was sympathetic to their
vocation. They worked as preparators and exhibit builders, docents and
administrative assistants, research fellows and interns. As time went by, many
became assistant or junior curators, project co-ordinators, and gallery
managers. They found themselves spending less time in the studio or the
library and more time in the business of full-time curating. In the process, they
finished their MFA’s and PhD’s in studio art and art history. Some even
graduated with one of the “new” masters degrees in museum studies (myself
included), but few knew in the beginning that they would eventually find

themselves in the practice of curating.

There are exceptions of course. At an exhibition opening some years ago, I

overheard a man say that he had wanted to be a curator since he was a child.
He could trace his decision back to an experience he had while viewing a

dinosaur exhibit at a natural history museum during a school field-trip. He

noticed there was an exhibition label with the curator’s name and title etched

> The examination of the development and expansion of the boundaries of the practising
curator is limited in this research to the field of contemporary fine art, as related to the topic

12



on it, and noted that the curator’s name was the same as his. He did not know
what a curator was, but seeing his own name next to the title was fairly

impressive and that was how he initially chose his professional course.

My own interest in becoming a curator came from stmilar childhood

impressions. The first art exhibition I encountered was at the La Jolla Museum
of Contemporary Arts (now the San Diego Museum of Contemporary Arts)
and it was a retrospective of the artwork of Dr. Seuss. Of course, one would
expect the fanciful worlds created by a renowned children’s book author and
illustrator to make an impression on a child. However, my own fascination
was not focused entirely on the work, though the illustrations and models
were quite memorable. Instead, I was impressed by the environment of the
museum in relation to the work — the colourful paintings against crisp white
walls, the wonderfully strange creatures of Seuss’s 1magination in sculptural
form, standing on raised pedestals staring down at me, the hush of the gallery,
and the view of the Pacific Ocean from a picture window at the end of the
hall. Within this museum context, a world that I had previous known only on
the page or within my own imagination was brought into the physical world. I
could move in and around it, and view it in relation to my own world that was
within view just outside the window. I asked my mother, “Who did this?” She
said 1t was Dr. Seuss, but I gestured around the gallery. “No, this. Who made
this happen?” She said it was the curator, and standing in the gallery, under a

of the thesis. While curators in fields within the sciences and humanities may have shared
similar experiences, their disciplines are outside the parameters of this inquiry.

13



Seussian version of a moose head mounted on the wall, I decided to become

ONnc.

Even if one chooses to become a curator at the age of ten, as I did, the path
towards that goal is not always a clear one. Today’s contemporary art curator
can come from a number of backgrounds. She or he may have started out as a
studio artist, an educator, a private collector, a writer, a librarian, or any other
number of practices. Robert Storr, senior curator in the department of painting
and sculpture at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, started his career as
an art critic. Storr’s colleague, Gary Garrels, chief curator of painting and
sculpture, trained as an art historian. Renny Pritikin, curator of the Yerba
Buena Center for the Arts and co-founder of the alternative gallery New
Langton Arts (both in San Francisco), began as a studio artist. Paul Schimmel,
chief curator at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art, notes that
when he began in the profession over twenty-five years ago he had a sense
that curators came from art history background and went from being an
assistant curator to an associate curator, then to a curator, and on to a chief
curator. There were clear distinctions between those who worked in galleries
and museums. However, “in the last twenty years, our whole sense of what a

curator 1s has been blown apart.” (Marincola 2001, p.23)

The variety of institutions and venues that today’s curators may find

themselves working in are just as varied as curators’ backgrounds.

14



Contemporary curators may practice in the more traditional realm of the
museum as well as university and college collections, private collections, non-
profit galleries, commercial galleries, public and private libraries, government
agencies, municipal museums and galleries, and public art programs.
Depending on the size of the venue, today’s curator may also be called upon
to operate within a variety of roles including exhibition designer, preparator,
educator, fund-raiser, and director. If the institution is small enough, the
curator may have to incorporate all of these roles simultaneously. With so
much variation and diversification, the world of the contemporary art curator
1s 1n constant flux. Each new exhibition brings its own unique challenges and
every institution carries with it varying requirements. As curators move from

exhibition to exhibition and institution to institution, the roles and skills they

utilise create a continual variation of the points of exchange between the

curator and the venue, the curator and the work, and the curator and the

audience.

In addition to these variations of practice, many curators choose to work as
independent or freelance curators, without affiliation to any single institution.
These types of curators may work primarily within the profession or may

combine the practice with other disciplines. Lucy Lippard, who describes

herself as a writer and activist, has curated a number of exhibitions, some
within the gallery context and some in public spaces. Art critic and

Independent curator Rosa Martinez served as the artistic director for both the

15



Istanbul Biennial (1997) and the third Biennial at SITE Santa Fe, New Mexico

(1999) as well as curating exhibitions in Korea, Ireland, and the Netherlands,

and publishing in England and Spain.

Perhaps one of the most influential independent curators (particularly in
relation to new genre public art) is Mary Jane Jacob. Currently an independent
curator based in Chicago, Jacob was the chief curator at the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, as well as the chief curator at the Museum
of Contemporary Art in Chicago. Jacob consciously chose to leave a more
financially secure museum position to pursue projects which were beyond the
Institutional mission of most established venues. As an independent curator,
Jacob developed a number of innovative exhibitions including Places with a
Past (1991), Culture in Action (1992-94), and Conversations at the Castle
(2000)* which were developed and executed entirely outside the more

traditional museum or gallery forum. These widely acclaimed exhibitions

have served as models of innovative curatorial approaches to community-

based public projects.

Over the last decade, there has been a continuing trend toward developing

curatorial practice within an academic framework. Graduate programs in

museum and curatorial studies continue to develop and expand in colleges and

universities around the world, including programs in Japan, the United States,

* These exhibitions, and their relationship to place-specificity and new genre public art, are
examined in further detail in chapters III and IV.
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Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom. Departments for curatorial
studies such as those at Goldsmiths in London, Bard College in New York,
and the University of British Columbia in Vancouver are developing a variety
of critical studies programs to train and prepare future curators. The Center for
Curatorial Studies at Bard College is one of the pioneers in the development
of such programs. Their intensive two-year graduate program involves course
work in contemporary art history, theory and criticism in contemporary art,
the history of exhibitions and museology, and a series of curatorial practicums
which incorporate care and collections management, exhibition design, the
intellectual and practical tasks of preparing an exhibition, critical and
interpretative writing, educational programming and public relations. This

course work culminates with students developing complete exhibitions for

their master’s degree projects.

Evidence of the continual evolution and ongoing debate in the curatorial field
can also be found in a recent publication by Independent Curators
International. The New York-based organisation produced a curator’s vade
mecum for those working in contemporary art. A vade mecum was originally a
medieval trade manual; an easy-reference guide to many aspects of life’s
challenges which often contained equal amounts of text and 1llustrations, thus
introducing some kind of uniform professional standards to a largely illiterate
society. The aim of this publication was to provide a handbook for beginning

curators. The editor asked sixty-one curators from around the world to offer

17



‘words of wisdom’ for the next generation of curators. The sixty assembled
essays provide a range of perspectives, observations, and opinions. At times,
the advice and attitudes of various curators are in conflict with each other.
However, as the editor notes, “from the sixty essays assembled here, two main
lessons might be drawn: first, that no rules exist in the field of curatorial work
and, second, that curating an exhibition of contemporary art only addresses
issues of the particular moment in which the exhibition was created” (Kuoni

2001. p11).

Another determination that can be drawn from these essays, as well as from
the continual changes and innovations in the field, is that curating is an active
practice involving both the development of original concepts and the
communication of ideas, often through collaboration (with artists, institutions,

other curators, etc.). In her essay, Yuko Hasegawa, chief curator of the

Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa Japan, suggests that,

“The role of the curator is not only to be a thinker, but also to be a
communicator, to explain your thoughts visually through exhibitions
and projects. The balance of intuition, intelligence, and sensitivity is
- very 1mportant. It is as if you are the conductor of an orchestra;
curating an exhibition involves the art of creating harmony and

atmosphere. The very existence of a curator activates the exhibition

space and work to pull everything together.” (Ibid., p.80)
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This perspective can be viewed as coming from a new school of curating. As
Schimmel indicates, twenty-five years ago, the concept of a curator in a
museum could have been viewed quite differently than 1t 1s today. In 1971,
Edward Fry defined his view of the curatorial position into three roles 1n his
article, The Dilemmas of the Curator. The first role being “the caretaker of the
secular relics of a nation’s cultural heritage”; the second role as “the
assembler” through collection acquisition “of an otherwise non-existent
cultural heritage” and the third as “ideologue.” (Doherty in Thea 2001, p.110)
Since 1971, the role of the curator in the field has evolved beyond Fry’s

parameters. In an interview in 2000, curator Hans-Ulrich Obrist observed

some of these changes.

“I think Fry’s definition is partially obsolete, partially valid. The
museum has a storage function, for which the curator 1s caretaker.
What is clear is that amidst all the changes within the museum, the

collection of the museum remains its backbone ... but this is only one

aspect of a greater complexity. I am a negotiator of new forms of

curating; a catalyst, someone who builds pedestrian bridges from the

art to many different audiences.” (Thea 2001, p. 89)

Within Fry’s definition, there is no reference to advocacy for the artist or

responsibility to the audience. When Fry developed his definition of the

curator’s role, the majority of large museums were not extremely vocal about
artist advocacy or audience responsibility either. Within traditionally

structured museums the institutional framework of the time held that curators
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were responsible for the concept behind the exhibition, the supporting
scholarship and the selection of objects. From that point, the exhibition was
often turned over to the design department which developed the exhibition
design; from there the exhibition would move into the hands of the installers
and finally the education department was brought in to develop programming
for the audience. At each stage of development, the individuals involved

might make important design changes based on aesthetic or practical

rationales. Each change could draw the exhibition further and further away
from the curator’s initial concept resulting in a final exhibition which was
confusing to the viewer. In the 1990’s many major museums in the United
States began to develop a team design approach. The method involved
bringing all the participants (curator, designer, installer, educator, publicist,
etc.) of an exhibition together for a series of preliminary meetings to work out
how the exhibit would be developed and presented to the public. These initial
group meetings allowed all the participants to better understand the curatorial
concept and to work out design and educational concemns in advance of

producing the exhibition. This type of team planning also expanded the role

and responsibility of the curator as issues of education and audience were

incorporated into the development of exhibitions at much earlier stages.

Another major shift which contributed to the new school of curatorial thought

was the expansion of smaller galleries, university and college museums, and

non-profit galleries over the past two decades. These organisations are often

20



staffed by a small handful of individuals performing in a number of capacities.
In some galleries, the curator may also be the director of an organisation. In
other galleries, where being the director is not part of the job description the
curator may also serve as the gallery educator and public relations officer. If
one 1s working 1n the capacity of a freelance curator, s/he may serve in every
role from concept to completion including fund raising, installation, and
catering the reception. Therefore, today’s curators can bring with them a
variety of personal experiences and interests, diverse educational and practical
backgrounds, and work experience from a range of venues. They produce

countless variations of contemporary art exhibitions and formats, and they

perform in varying roles to accomplish their aims (diagram 1).

A curator never works in a completely neutral or clear space, therefore the
activity of a curator is in part a response to particular determining conditions

dependent upon the exhibition environment. This is particularly true when

working within specific physical and human places. The history, memory, and
1dentity of places can have a significant influence on how curators (and artists)
approach a project for a specific place.” A curator may develop an exhibition
that is in response to the history of a particular place or may adapt an
exhibition to create a juxtaposition between a place and the work that will be
exhibited within that place. For several years I was the curator at a cultural

centre which was based in a Victorian mansion. While the mission of the art

> This influence is highlighted in the discussions documented in the DVD, Headlands as
Place.
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program was to produce contemporary art exhibitions, I was always faced
with the issue of how to incorporate the work within this specific place. Often
the history of the house served as a historical platform for exploring

contemporary issues such as immigration, women’s rights, and racism.

diagram 1.
The Individual
Personal experience &
interests
Institutional Forum
Museums, galleries, free-lance
Project concept/development
Collaboration, Co-ordination
Engagement, Execution, Education
Presentation, Critical Evaluation
Educational Background

Degree, on-site training, work experience

The Practising Curator

Contrary to Fry’s definition of the role of a curator, this curatorial model

works beyond the boundaries of the theoretical realm (though theoretical and

philosophical concerns may be part of the curatorial endeavour) and is
actively engaged in the development and realisation of a particular vision

which takes on a physical manifestation. Such a manifestation may exist in a
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variety of forms; including exhibitions, public events, ephemeral works,

publications, interventions, and conceptual projects.

This creative curatorial process involves conception, research, development,
collaboration, execution, engagement, presentation, and evaluation. It is not a

practice that replaces or overshadows the artist. A curator must never confuse
the art of exhibiting with art. “It is possible for some exhibitions to become
art; however, an exhibition should not be considered art simply because it
‘contextualizes’ the ephemeral.” (Amman in Kuoni 2001, p.22) While the
practice of curating is a creative process, 1t 1s not a surrogate for the creative
practice of art-making. Curating is a practice which exists in relation to the

practice of art. Senior curator Igor Zabel of the Moderna Galerija in Slovenia,

summarises this position in his contribution to the vade mecum,

“...one essential task of the curator is to construct a space for the work

of art — physical space as well as mental, social, etc. A work can only
be seen and experienced in an actual context; its existence per se (i.e.
outside any such particular context) is only an abstract idea. The
curator can therefore essentially affect the reception of the work

without actually becoming an artist.” (Ibid., p.175)

The tone of this statement 1s echoed in many of the essays in the vade mecum.

This 1s also the position I hold in my own practice. As a curator, I assume the
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role of an enabler and I trade in i1deas. It 1s essential, therefore, to maintain a
clear vision of some of the principal tasks of the profession: advocating for
artists and their art; communicating to an interested public; and confronting
the reality of the institutions in which curators operate. (DeSalvo in Kuoni)
This position persists whether one is working in a traditional gallery context

or within the more radical conditions of new genre public art.

The recognition of curatorship as a creative practice 1s a recent development
and as such, there are only a limited number of publications exploring the
process. Like the vade mecum, the majority of works produced are first-hand

accounts of curatorial practice and the evolution of the field. Curating Now:

Imaginative Practice/Public Responsibility was a symposium produced by the
Philadelphia Exhibitions Initiative to address the state of current curatonal
practice in 2000. The symposium was subscribed to capacity and the event

made evident the desire for those within the profession to come together to

discuss the “philosophical and pragmatic needs of practice.” (Marincola 2001,
p. vii) The publication resulting from the symposium 1s a transcript of the key
sessions including a response to the symposium by art critic Dave Hickey.
From the position of a critic, Hickey defined the role of curators as “appointed

conservators, not elected officials. They are facilitators and practitioners of a
secondary practice, as critics are. The curator’s job, 1n my view, is to tell the

truth, to show her or his hand, and get out of the way.” (Ibid., p. 126)
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The transcripts from the symposium provide additional 1nsights into the range
of issues contemporary curators grapple with in the context of a continually
changing art environment. The participants debated issues such as the curator
as cultural broker, the impact of globalisation, the rise and influence of the
independent curator, changes in curatorial practice over the past few decades,
and the changing dynamics between museums, artists, and audience. While
the symposium offered a host of varied opinions and perspectives, the
development of curatorship as an active practice was repeatedly supported by
practitioners in both large and small institutions. A curator may act in a
variety of roles depending on the exhibition context, however the core
elements of the current process remains fundamentally the same: conception,
development, collaboration, co-ordination, interpretation, presentation,

engagement, education, and evaluation. The result of this process is an active

practice, my practice — the process of a practising curator.

From a curatorial perspective, the initial development of this research project

was not unlike the preliminary methods I utilise for developing a conventional

exhibition. My curatorial work has always existed as a dialogue with the
artists I am interested in having participate in a project or exhibition. A project

generally originates from an individual idea, but it develops and expands in

tandem with my own visions, ideas, and inspirations and those of the artists I

work with. Through this collaborative process, the final project becomes more

than just the view of one individual; rather it evolves into a vehicle for many
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voices and allows more avenues of exploration and understanding. This 1s
certainly not a universal approach to curating, but it has served as the

foundation for my practice for more than a decade.

The development of an exhibition can generally be broken down into four
broad categories: what, where, who and how. The first category — what, 1s the
substance of the exhibition or project. This is the theme, the focus, the core
reason for the exhibition. I have often worked within a thematic format and Iin
the development of this research project the theme was place-specificity in
new genre public art. The what is also the structure of the project. An
example, in conventional exhibition terminology, may be a group show, a
retrospective, a solo exhibition, a performance, or a public project. In this
research project, the structure became the week-long think-tank: the gathering
of individuals with a range of experience within the field of new genre public
art, who worked with issues regarding place-specificity. The participants
included myself, as a participant-observer; Oakland-based artist Seyed Alavi;

Shelly Willis, Public Art Manager for the University of Minnesota at the

Weisman Museum; Bay Area writer and curator, Terr1 Cohn; and the three

members of the London-based artist group PLATFORM: Jane Trowell, Dan

Gretton and James Marriott.

The issue of where an exhibition will take place is often given only brief

consideration within the structure of a conventional gallery or museum. Most
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galleries and museums have predetermined exhibition spaces, many of which
may inherently possess interesting design challenges, forming a rather
contained arena in which to present an exhibition. Intriguing challenges in
determining where often come with unconventional modes of practice and
within the realms of new media. In the past, I have seen artists’ works that
were accessed by the public through phone boxes, public washrooms,

shopping malls, open fields, and on the sides of buildings.

In this research, the determination of where developed from my personal
relationship to a sense of place. I wanted to bring individuals from my
previous place, which was the San Francisco Bay Area together with people
from my current place: London. I was interested in the differences and
similarities that might surface in an exploration of the development of place-
specific work within these two culturally diverse metropolitan areas. I was
also intrigued by how artists from the UK might perceive the subject of place
and if those perceptions would be similar to the perceptions of artists from the
USA. Would general themes develop cross culturally or would the
perspectives and methodologies of the artists from each country be radically
different? As a participant/observer, I was also interested in exploring whether

my own perceptions of place were changing now that I lived in London, or if
inherent cultural influences from my region of origin were more essential in

my perspectives on place and my methods of approach towards place-specific

work. Given that the research was based within the London Institute and that
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financial resources for the project were limited, it was evident from the
beginning that the think-tank could be best supported in London. However,
the opportunity to continue the project at the Headlands Center for the Arts in
California arose when the London participants were awarded a month-long

residency in August 2001.

I have found that deciding who will participate in an exhibition or project
often proves to be one of the most challenging tasks for a curator. Even when
developing a solo exhibition, a number of factors come under consideration
including medium and genre, topics within the work, location, length of the
artist’s career, audience, other exhibitions which may be taking place
concurrently, a curator’s area of expertise, and existing relationships with
potential artists. In developing this project, I wanted to bring together a
diverse range of individuals with varying professional experiences and
philosophies. My experience with the Mapping the Terrain project proved that
bringing together individuals from a variety of disciplines (1.e. artists, writers,

critics, and curators) provides the potential for a broader perspective on a

specific topic such as new genre public art. Given that I had limited financial
resources and I was curating and managing this project without a crew of
volunteers or assistants, I chose to work with a smaller group of individuals
who each possessed a vartety of experience and expertise within the field of

place-specificity. The search began for three individuals from the Bay Area

and three from London, enough people to provide diversity of experience, but
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still a reasonable number of individuals to manage during such an intense
project as a think-tank. The final selection of the participants came from a
combination of recommendations from colleagues, past working relationships,
slide reviews, interviews, availability to participate in the project, and mutual

Interest.

While choosing who the participants would be was a challenging aspect of the
project, how to develop and present this project proved to be equally
challenging and intriguing. Again, drawing on my experience with Mapping
the Terrain, I wanted to develop a process that would allow individuals to
come together to share their experiences and ideas and possibly develop new
perspectives or insights. I wanted to experiment with a format that was less
rigid than the Mapping the Terrain project. During that weekend retreat, a
series of thematic sessions were developed and closely controlled by session
monitors who where instructed not to let the group discussions stray from the
given topic; regardless of whether those tangents might prove to be more

interesting or possibly more germane to the overall focus of the retreat

(criticism in new genre public art). I also wanted to work with a format that

encouraged more interpersonal exchange and an opportunity for people to
expand on and question each other’s ideas and experiences. While there are
few definitions of a think-tank beyond the bringing together of a group of

individuals for the purpose of intensive research or problem solving, neither

are there standard guidelines on how to do this. Therefore, I had to draw on
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my personal experience curating public programs and seminars, as well as my

experience attending conferences and workshops to determine the structure of
the think-tank: how many days, how many meetings, length of sessions,

meals, time for rest, reflection, and recuperation.

I also needed to determine how to present the project. Many artists working
within new genre public art rely on video documentation as a primary tool not
only for creating a record of the event or project, but also as a means of
presenting their work to a larger audience. Both Mapping the Terrain and
another project, Conversations at the Castle, served as an additional model for
this research through the utilisation of video as a means to document the
conversational process. However, I wanted to utilise the medium in a manner
that was more reflective of my practice as a curator. Rather than present an
unedited recording of the think-tank sessions and the subsequent sessions at
the Headlands (the result of which would be a video almost fifteen hours
. long), I curated a suite of shorter videos which reflect the principal themes and

issues that developed during the research project. 6

° The DVD suite serves as a curatorial model as well as evidence of practice within this
research. The practice component of the research is discussed in greater detail in the

methodology section of the thesis.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR A METHODOLOGY



The Theory of Place / The Method of Practice

To examine the role of place in new genre public art, this study utilises
naturalistic enquiry’ and an ethnographic framework of participant-observer.
Naturalistic enquiry is a methodology which displays a vaniety of
characteristics including the researcher as participant, research conducted in
real situations, qualitative research, and analysis through reflection. This
method mirrors curatorial and artistic practices as it is reflective, qualitative,

participative, adaptive, experimental, and is based in real life situations.

Naturalistic enquiry also mirrors the phenomenology of place as an open-
ended and interactive process. The methodology allows for a multi-method
approach and the research incorporates literary review, video Interviews,

conversation, a case study, photographic and video documentation and

experimentation, and curatorial practice. Naturalistic enquiry is in accord

with certain ethnographic approaches which utilise a combination of theory

and practice, while placing the researcher in the position of a participant-
observer. From an ethnographic perspective, “the concept of participant
observation encompasses a relay between an empathetic engagement with a
particular situation and/or event (experience) and the assessment of its

meaning and significance within a broader context (interpretation).” (Clifford

in Coles 1999, p. 41)

" This model was derived from the methodologies defined in Robson, C., Real World
Research: a Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, Oxford: Blackwell

Publishers, 1993.
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This same perspective is reflective of the naturalistic enquiry method in which
using the participant-as-observer role, the observer is known as the observer
from the start. The observer then establishes close relationships with members
of the group. This position means that as well as learning through
participation, the observer can ask questions of members in order to explain
various aspects of what is going on in the group. During several of the group
sessions in the research project, this scenario was evident, and the duality of
the role of participant-observer allowed me to pose specific questions to the
group members in relation to the role of place in their work and to clanfy the
parameters of our enquiry. In particular, during a group session which was
held at the Headlands Center for the Arts in August, 2001, I posed specific
questions to the artists that defined our conversations for that session. Having
this flexibility allowed for a more concentrated focus to our conversations
when time was limited and we only had one day together, versus a more open-

ended conversation when we had several days together. For instance, during

the think-tank in London, the conversations could be less directed and more
experimental as we had several days to revisit the additional topics which
developed around the initial research questions, and explore to what degree
these other subjects related to place-specificity in new genre public art. On the

other hand, at the August 2001 Headlands session, the group only had one day
together; therefore I posed very specific questions. This allowed for less

experimentation; however, the conversation was quite concentrated.
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One effect of the naturalistic enquiry method is that members are led to a
more analytic reflection about processes and other aspects of the group’s
functioning. This positioning was particularly conducive to the development

of the think-tank.

“One possible strategy i1s for the observer to evoke a particular
situation or behaviour from members of the group. Essentially this
involves setting up a situation which has meaning for the group and

then observing what happens. This kind of active involvement borders

on carrying out an informal field experiment....”(Robson 1993, p.197)

The think-tank proved to be just such an informal field experiment. The aim
behind the design of the think-tank was to establish as loose a parameter as
possible in order to test the use of conversation as a method of enquiry in
relation to the practice and to encourage the group to explore their individual
perceptions of place beyond conventional definitions of site, space, or place.
Over the course of the week-long process, various members of the group had a
range of reactiqns to the process. At times, some members wanted more
structure to the conversations. Others commented on how a less rigid format
allowed them to develop an understanding of their relationship to place
beyond their own preconceived connections. Some members found
themselves continually moving back and forth between a desire for the

reassurance which comes from direction and enjoyment of the freedom of a

more fluid framework. In general, those with a background that was curatorial
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tended to request more structure; while those whose practice was more studio

based appeared generally comfortable with fewer parameters.

Utilising naturalistic enquiry in combination with an ethnographic perspective
allowed the research to be conducted through an approach which was
appropriate in an investigation of place-specificity and the phenomenology of

place as an open-ended and interactive process. However, ethnographer James

Clifford offers a cautionary note:

“It’s interesting to connect an ‘ethnographic’ approach with ‘site-

specificity’ in art. Both are ways of decentering established centers of

art/cultural production and display... But it’s important to recognise

that the turn to the specific and the local occurs in contexts of
‘complex connectivity,’” to adopt John Tomlinson’s substitute for the
diffusionist term ‘globalisation.” I'd always want to stress...the
entanglement of the particular...with networks of power and
communication. If this means we can no longer speak of the ‘merely’
local, then we need to interrogate the performative specificity of any
ethnographic or site-specific production. Such production makes sense

only given audience access (physical access, or written, photographic

representations). The same goes for any ethnographic work, which is
always already caught up in modes of representation and

reception.”’(Cole 1999, p.59)

While, as a group, the research participants were not utilising an ethnographic

approach to create site or place-specific works, we were using a similar
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approach to examine place-specificity within our work and several of
Chifford’s concerns applied to this research: in particular how the turn to, or
focus on, the specific/local occurs in contexts of ‘complex connectivity’ or
globalization. The conflict between local distinctiveness and globalization was
a recurring theme in many of our conversations. As Clifford suggests, the
local is often caught up with global forces and ideologies. Place is influenced
by a variety of elements combining to inform one’s perspective of place, so
that place is not purely personal, intimate, or local. It is also political,

contested, ideological and collective. The nature of place is discussed in more

detail in chapters four and five.

The performative specificity of place-specific work in relation to audience and
the modes of representation and perception were also considerations within
the research. It is important to acknowledge that each artist can only offer a
reflection on their own version of place. Equally, the creation of a place-
specific work would be developed within the influences of the artist’s

personal interpretation of a specific place. That interpretation would not only
include the unique aspects of the place such as historical use and cultural
events, but also the artist’s own relationship to the place as well as memories

of other places that may be restimulated by a particular site. Similarly, the

audience reception of a place-specific work would also be influenced by their

personal connections to the place as well as memories of other places. In turn,

these personal connections are also open to global, political and ideological
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influences. Such influences govern the limitations of the research, particularly
the understanding that each of the participants of the project can only offer
their own perception or version of place. Therefore, a definitive understanding
of the role of place-specificity in new genre public art is unattainable. The
research aims at developing a broader understanding of the complex layers of
influences that inform our understanding of place and how a particular group

of artists are utilising place within their practice.

With these precepts in mind, the initial concerns for the research were how

this project would diverge from a purely philosophical investigation of place-
specificity and incorporate the considerations of practice. Also, by what
means would the relationship between theory and practice manifest itself

within the research? And how would the ‘performative specificity’ of the

project be made accessible to an audience?

The potential for several common misinterpretations are prevalent when
theory and practice are present within the same research project. One
misconception is that the practice illustrates or applies the theory. Another, is
that theory should describe practice. While there may be cases in practice-
based research where practice does illustrate theory and theory does describe
practice, this is not always the case and is certainly not appropriate or

productive for all types of practice-based research. Within this project, theory

and practice provide an interconnected means for the investigation of the
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research questions. A theoretical investigation of several key concepts of
place (Casey, Bachelard) imitially formed a foundation and a point of
reference for a deeper exploration of place-specificity in relation to new genre
public art. The point of reference was not a set of hypotheses to be tested, but
rather a variety of potential influences on one’s relationship to place (such as
memory, history, and use) which were explored through the research. Within
the thesis, this exploration manifested itself in a more philosophical
discussion; while in the practice, the discussions were derived from more
visceral, emotional, and intuitive responses to place. The dialogue that
developed between the theory and the practice were reflective of Clifford’s
interpretation of the participant-observer (the researcher) being able to relay

between experience (practice) and interpretation (the:ory).8

The practical component of the research was the conception, development,

and execution of a conceptual curatorial project. The 1nitial phase, a form of

think-tank, was developed and executed in collaboration with a number of
artists, writers, arts administrators, and art institutions. As the project
developed and evolved, I added an additional element, the exploration of a
particular place with which all of the participants had a relationship. That
place was the Headlands Center for the Arts in California. It is important to
note that this aspect of the project is not about the Headlands, but rather about

the nature of place in public art, and the Headlands is one particular example

of how place is used and interpreted in that sense.

® This dialogue is explored further in the thesis.
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The overall project is presented via a suite of videos which highlight aspects
of the think-tank process and explore themes developed within the project.
The recording of this process should not be mistaken for an arts practice. I am
not a video artist. Editorial decisions I made during the course of documenting
and editing the videos were derived from a curatorial perspective similar to
the curatorial decisions involved in the development and execution of an
exhibition. From both a curatorial and an ethnographic perspective, the use of
video can prove instrumental in providing audience access. ‘“Nowadays a
video camera is an integral part of any site-specific, or local, performance,
whether it’s Guillermo Gomez-Pefia and Coco Fusco infiltrating major
museums as caged New World ‘savages’ or the opening of a tribal museum in
Alaska”(Ibid., p. 59). As Clifford cautioned, the need for audience access 1s
important for such productions to make sense. Without a means for audience
access, the discussion and interpretation of the event remains confined to the
initial participants and the dialogue can not be successfully expanded or
explored beyond those present at the event; or from Clifford’s perspective, to
de-centre established centres of art and cultural production. The video camera
also proved a useful means of conveying the nature of the conversations
between the participants of the project. Conversation was one of the primary

methods utilised within the practice aspect of the research.
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The Conversational Arts

“Conversation is but carving!
Give no more to every guest
Than he’s able to digest.
Give him always from the prime,
And but little at a time.
Carve to all but just enough,
Let them neither starve or stuff,

And that you may have your due,

»

Let your neighbour carve for you.’
-- Jonathan Swift (1733)

Conversation, by definition, is an inspirational process. It 1s a method by

which ideas are created and exchanged, a means to develop solutions and to

resolve conflict. It also instils hope and the possibility for a degree of intimacy

- that people can be open about their vulnerabilities and fears, that their ideas
and opinions will not be dismissed or discounted. It 1s a familial exchange, an
alternative to formal discourse and debate that permeates the standard
conventions of communication in our contemporary society. It is a counter

approach to the pohtics of accusation and denomination that turns exchanges

on major cultural issues such as religion, education, science, and art into
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political rhetoric or disheartening banter. Conversation offers a bridge
between the polarised ‘us’ and ‘them’ while offering the possibility of
unification without homogenisation. Resulting in interaction and integration,
conversations are a fundamental aspect of daily interchange. They inform our
views and ideas of community, family, and relationship. Not limited to the
domain of practical speech, conversation has the power to inspire the creative
aspirations of artists, writers, and musicians who create discourse between
themselves and their work, as well as between others through their work. But
while conversation is a word filled with optimism and potential, it is also a

practice involving risk, uncertainty, and difficulty.

Conversation has not always been understc;od in this way. In 16" century Italy
and 17" century France conversation was widely held as an art with
prescribed rules of manner, subject, and delivery. In Swift’s time one’s social
standing was in part determined by one’s abilities as a good conversationalist.
In contrast, contemporary discourse has numerous configurations and
capacities, many of which are less than transparent. Conversation can be a
method of manipulation as often practised in the political realm where people
adapt charismatic conversational styles as a means of neutralising opposition.
By skilfully controlling the conversation, opponents can avoid addressing
1ssues or grievances, and steer the exchange in a predetermined direction. This

form of conversation is a way of preventing authentic communication from

actually taking place. So, while conversation is often viewed as a means of
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exchange and acceptance, it can also be a form of cunning manipulation. The

question lies in motivation.

Most conversations have an agenda, which 1s usually dictated by the
individual initiating the discussion. While an agenda driven conversation can
be a manipulative action, it can also be a means of free exchange. An agenda
can serve as a framework allowing the participants to express various
perspectives while maintaining a focus for the topic of conversation. It is
when the initiator tries to control the outcome of a conversation that the
agenda becomes a tactic of manipulation. Every conversation has its own
complex mixture of meaning and intent. From the casual exchange between
acquaintances to the heart-rending emotional intimacies shared between loved
ones, conversations are as varied, complex, and fluid as the individuals who
participate in them. Exchanges can be creative or destructive, authentic or
rhetorical, inspiring or disheartening. Contemporary conversations also
involve a certain element of risk. Without specific conventions and rules
which defined and constrained the nature of conversations in the past,
participants may find themselves drifting into uncharted waters with an equal
chance of discovering new territory or being lost at sea. And while this high
risk — high return approach may appear to be a model that many artists,

writers, and curators are utilising, many are actually incorporating a more

controlled and predictable method. What is often described as conversation or

dialogue is usually a thinly disguised interview.
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The prevalence of the words ‘conversation’ and ‘dialogue’ in art-related
articles, essays and publications since the mid-1990’s indicates a growing
desire to create discourse that moves away from the theoretical and returns to
the personal. Explaining the development of her recent book, Conversations

Before the End of Time, Suzi Gablik writes,

“...] was beginning to understand how the shared experience of
dialogue allows one to have and maintain one’s own point of view,

while at the same time trying to understand and include another’s. I

began to see that what was needed was not a monologue — my voice

making contemporary art debates intelligible to a broad audience — but

a dialogue in which I did not necessarily have a program of my own,

but would simply create an empty space for whatever specific process

was trying to happen.” (1995, p.20)

This sentiment does speak to the power conversation has to inspire and evoke
new ideas; however, in practice Gablik actually pursued a more conventional
and predictable course of interviewing the artists rather than participating in
an active dialogue. Taking the role of interviewer, Gablik’s contribution
consisted primarily of her asking questions and recording artists’ answers. She

avolded potential conflict, seldom challenging an artist’s response with an

opposing view, and never beyond a sentence or two before moving on to the

next question.

The title of Tom Finkelpearl’s, Dialogues in Public Art (2000) suggests the

possibility of an innovative format, but Finkelpearl is quick to dispel such
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hopes by clearly labelling his exchanges as interviews from the table of
contents onward. Thus, the reader is not under the illusion that Finkelpearl’s
book will offer something beyond the classic interview forniat, in fact he stays
well within those constraints from the first interview to the last. While the
interview process does allow a forum for individuals to express insights,
viewpoints, and convey new information, this format seldom serves as a

platform for ‘creating’ new ideas or change.

The potential for conversation as an effective medium of exchange was
embraced In an innovative and experimental project during the 1996 Summer
Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia. Organised by independent curator, Mary Jane
Jacob under the auspices of the Arts Festival of Atlanta, Conversations at The
Castle proved to be a groundbreaking public art event. Having developed a
reputation for unique place-specific, community-oriented, and issue-driven
public art projects’, Jacob was invited to develop a public art exhibition for
Atlanta. The aim was to commission new works for the community, which

could also gain the Arts Festival greater exposure during a time of

unprecedented exposure for Atlanta. What Jacob’s developed evolved beyond
the context of site-specific installations. The project became an exploration of
an expanded concept of contemporary art in public space and modes of

personal and cultural communication.

? In 1991, Jacob organised Places with a Past: New Site-Specific Art in Charleston and in

1995, Culture in Action: New Public Art in Chicago. Both projects were widely praised for
testing the boundaries of public space and the relationship between contemporary art and

audience.
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Conversations at The Castle featured a number of artists creating installations
in an old historical building located in Atlanta’s city centre referred to by the
locals as ‘The Castle.” While the installations incorporated various levels of

conversation — conversation between artists and viewers, conversations
between participating artists, conversations between artists and community
groups; the real innovation came in the form of the less public aspect of the
project. In tandem with the installations were a series of seven discussion
dinners. Guests were invited from across the country and included artists,
community leaders, arts administrators, writers, art historians and critics. Each
dinner had a focus (Youth, Culture and Society; Communications; Audience
and Institutions) and a session leader whose role was not to guide the

conversation, but to start the proceedings. The topic of the initial discussion

dinner was actually conversation. According to Jacob,

“The conversations were intended to encourage exploration of the
place and meanings of art in the United States. But the titles of the
program (Conversations at The Castle) and of the discussions
(Conversations on Culture), as well as the informality and open-
endedness of the discussions, built into each conversation an
awareness of the meanings and complexities of conversation itself...
and the conviction that the process of conversing can have a texture

and vitality that makes its connective tissue as important in the end as

any idea expressed or any problem resolved within the conversation.”

(Jacob & Brenson 1998, p.24)
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This method of exploration incorporated the belief that through participation
and sharing, the conversational series could expand the understanding of art

and offer the possibility of extending the traditional museum audience to other
realms of the general public; allowing for a non-art-academic experience to

form the core of the project.

Enlightenment, education, enjoyment can be found through what one
brings to the viewing of a work of art and not just in what one is
instructed to get out of the work; in fact, the latter can be in direct
opposition to a reaction based on personal or cultural knowledge. We

believed that personal experience could provide an important entry to

art. (Ibid., p.24)

It i1s this personal aspect which is so critical to the conversational process.
Conversations begin with the personal — the initial exchange from one
individual to another. From this starting point, the conversation can expand to
incorporate a larger group (fellow dinner guests, artists, museum visitors) and
if technology is incorporated to include the Internet the result could
conceivably be a global conversation. It must be noted that while the
expansion of a conversation on a global level 1s a theoretical possibility, the
practical requirements for expanding a conversation beyond the fundamental

participants is difficult, as the time requirement restricts a more casual

participant such as the museum visitor. However, “community-based
endeavours like ‘Conversations at The Castle’ are laboratories of practice —

both social and artistic... art is a vehicle for individualization, embodied
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communication. Personal circumstances, class, identity, and ethnicity stay in
the foreground.” (Ibid., p.33) This type of practice focuses on process over
product, on the value of numerous voices, and on the equivocation and
indeterminacy that exists in everyday life outside formal institutions.
Conversations at The Castle grew out of an awareness that many people who
care deeply about art and culture need to be able to struggle openly and
collectively with the questions that define this moment in art history —

questions such as: What does art mean? Who is an artist? What makes an art

experience possible?

If the Conversations at The Castle project could create such an inspiring
model of the power of conversation, why are there so few examples of this
type of conversational practice? There are practical considerations to be
considered. Developing a successful conversational project requires time, trust
and mutual responsibility. With the limited budgets, restricted schedules, and
conflicting priorities that plague many art institutions, the resources needed
for similar conversational projects may appear too extreme. Also the
outcomes are not as predictable or controllable as a traditional interview
format. While any of these limitations may be a contributing factor, perhaps
the answer lies with the same stumbling block that can inhibit the most casual
or rudimentary conversations — fear of conflict. Despite producing provocative

exhibitions with controversial content, even the most avant-garde art centres

and programs often still shy away from a process which allows for personal
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confrontation or conflict. Like Gablik’s text which purports to create a forum
for conversation but in reality takes a safer, more controlled platform, these
programs are often so tightly controlled and structured that there is little
opportunity for exchange, often due to time constraints and discouragement
by program organisers. In the mid-90’s I attended a symposium at the
Headlands Center for the Arts in Marin County, California that was just such
an event. The Center is known for its innovative programs, international artist
residencies, and its kitchen. Renovated by artist Ann Hamilton, it is the heart
of the Center. During the bi-annual open house events, it serves as a café in
the style of many museums, but outside of those two weekends, the kitchen
serves a more traditional purpose. It is the gathering point for artists in
residence, who wander out of their studios in search of connection and
conversation as much as for a cup of coffee. There are monthly dinners
followed by slide lectures, readings, and topic discussions. And while there is
a formal lecture room upstairs, the presenters will often choose to stay in the
intimate setting of the kitchen, giving their talk perched on the back of one of

the mismatched Shaker style wooden chairs as the audience remains gathered

around the long wooden tables. The presenter/audience interaction is more
engaging and natural. Unlike formal lectures where there is often a long

moment of silence between when the presenter asks if there are any questions

and the first timid hand is raised; at these kitchen functions the audience

seldom waits for the end of the presentation to ask questions or make

comments. Rather than serve as a distraction to the presenters, the
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interruptions create a general feeling of ease. It 1s easy to assume that such an
environment would be the perfect foundation to develop conversational public

projects and programs within the more official calendar of the Center’s events.

I have attended a number of formal symposia at the Headlands; symposia
which dealt with challenging subjects like ecological art, political activism
and multiculturalism in the arts. Often these events included ‘dialogue’ in
their titles. And while the symposia proved interesting, seldom was dialogue
an active aspect of the proceedings. On one occasion, I attended the
symposium on art in prisons. The focus of the day-long series was not just
artists working in prisons, but the politics of prisons in America, artists

working on prison issues in their work, and the stigma of being an ‘ex-con’.

The presentations were very formal, the speakers almost dogmatic in their
positions, questions from the audience were few and predictable (safe, non-
confrontational queries about statistics and policy changes). The bias of the
presenters was decidedly pro-prisoner. The moderators did little to elicit
alternative perspectives or inspire exchange. The issue of why individuals
were incarcerated was never addressed. Nor were the victims or families of
victims a consideration. From the stance of the presenters, it would have been
easy to believe that everyone held within the contemporary US prison system
was a political prisoner. The aim of dialogue touted 1n the symposium

prospectus was decidedly absent. Those few brave individuals who challenged
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the panel were immediately silenced with comments like, “we have been on

the inside and we know what’s really going on.”

A real dialogue wouldn’t start until the official function was over and people
moved down into the kitchen for the follow-up dinner when one of the
Headland’s board members asked me what I thought of the symposium. I told

him I was very disappointed. There was no engagement and no room for

discussion about other aspects of the debate. What about the victims? What
about the fact that in some cases, violent crimes have been committed? What
about the families of the prisoners themselves? How do they feel about it all?
Across the table sat the director of the Center and I could see her eyes widen
in horror as I asked these questions. I was challenging the politically correct
stance of the symposium and bringing into question the motivation behind the
event. However, that moment was when the dialogue finally started. The
board member talked about his brother who had been 1n prison for the last ten
years and about his own conflict. He felt shame and confusion as if he were in
some way partially responsible to society because he was related to this man
who had committed a crime; ashamed to tell people about his brother and
ashamed that he didn’t. And there was the anger, for what his brother had
done, for how his brother was now being treated. From the other side of the
conversation, I talked about my cousin who had been killed in his early

twenties trying to break up a fight. The death devastated his family who have

never fully recovered some twenty years later. His killer had a history of
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violent offences and while one can appreciate how the cycle of violence from
childhood onwards can perpetuate a life of crime, as a family victim, it is
difficult to muster sympathy for the prisoner when you live with the trauma
that individual created by taking a life. During the course of the conversation
other members of the table participated in the discussion. Many had mixed
views and mixed feelings. We didn’t arrive at any answers or solutions to deal
with the prison crisis in America, but we did have a conversation. The board
member had not talked about his brother in nine years and I had never talked
about my feelings of frustration about the cycle of violence before. Others
talked about various fears and insights that they had previously been fearful to
express. All of us had forgotten about the director who had sat silently at the
table for the last hour. As the conversation wrapped up, I looked over at her,
wondering if I would ever be asked back to another event. She looked as if she
was hardly breathing and I was about to ask her if she was all right, when the
board member said to me, “I really appreciate having had the chance to talk
about this.” With that ‘official’ acknowledgement of the importance and
impact of our conversation, the director finally released a sigh of relief and

squeaked out a barely audible, “Well, that is why we have these events.”

Faced with so much fear of conflict, how can conversation become an

effective method of engagement in the arts and a force for innovation and new
thought? Perhaps the answer lies back in the good graces of the 18" century.

While Swift’s notion of the skills required for the art of conversation may
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secem antiquated, there is relevance in his formula for contemporary
practitioners of conversation as a method of exploration. The role of the
modern-day conversational artist is not unlike that of the good host: giving

attention to all the participants, offering one’s best thinking, pacing the
conversation so that individuals have an opportunity to absorb and
comprehend what is being said, eliminating rhetoric which might congest the
flow of information, and allowing others shared ownership of the
conversational process. This last aspect is often the most difficult as we often

sacrifice the importance of listening in our rush to be heard. Ery Camara, who
participated in The Castle project, clearly states the significance of listening as

an effective tool of conversation:

“One of the rules of conversation is to know how to listen, to receive
from someone what is missing in ourselves or to make a link between
our sameness and difference. Listening allows a person to better speak
or express him- or herself. But consciousness and cross-cultural
exchanges are required within conversations so that there can be
different voices, sights, and actions, together with respect among
persons. This is to share what it means to be a human or just a being —

an energy belonging to the whole — from cave paintings to coffins,

from temples, places, museums, and malls. To share, to converse, is a
part of our search for transcendence, our bridge between death and

life, between past, present, and future. It 1s a constant opposition, and

at the same time a transaction, of monologue and conversation, history

and memory.” (Ibid., p.83)
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After all the ‘rules’ are observed and comparisons are made, the key to
successfully utilising the conversational process as a method of exploration
may finally lie in one’s ability to embrace a degree of humility — thus allowing
for the willingness to encounter what may be lacking in each of us. The
reward of this practice being not only a broader understanding of specific

issues or questions, but ultimately a greater understanding of ourselves.
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TESTING THE METHODOLOGY: DIARY OF A DINNER

The first test of conversation as a method took place in Oakland, California on
Tuesday, 28 November, 2000. The participants included four artists, Seyed
Alavi, Andrea Brewster, Sue Mark, and Jeff Norman. The conversation was

videotaped and took place over the course of a three-hour dinner.

The meal started with an introduction by the author explaining the idea of

conversation as a method of research. The goal was to start the conversation
with the participants’ general impressions of place in their work, but the
conversation was free to flow in any direction that might arise during the
evening. As with most 1nitial meetings, the participants took a period of time
to adjust to the process. Even though each artist was familiar with the others
work, it took about an hour before the conversation became more relaxed and
individuals started to develop a more personal connect to the topic. The
conversational flow covered a wide variety of topics ranging from

international travel to local grocery stores.

The first thing we talked about was how I was using conversation as a method
and I broke down the process of doing a thesis and my research focus. Jeff
asked several questions about my background and where 1 had worked in the

Bay Area and all the places that I lived. Those questions led to us talking

about moving and how I felt displaced because I had lived in so many

different places.
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Jett talked about a project he had done in the neighbourhood for Chevron.
This involved a long explanation of how he worked with the community, how
he worked with a liaison of Chevron, how he became a part of the community

group. That project led Jeff to do another project in the neighbourhood about

the Pussy Cat Theater. During the course of this discussion, Andrea and
Seyed were commenting about their response to that response to that project
because 1t was in their neighbourhood and they didn’t know that he was the
artist. They also thought that the Chevron piece was done by Chevron as a

political move for the neighbourhood to make the neighbours feel better about

Chevron putting up a mini-mart.

Seyed had two main blocks of conversation where he ‘held the floor.” One
block of conversation focused on how he was interested in the personal and
that place was not of interest to him, politics were not of interest to him,
community was not of interest, that it all came down to how it affected him

personally; but then when he got to that deep personal plane and asking him

“how does this related to me?” then he would ask how does it relate to the
place...to the community, etc. So he filtered it all down to the personal first
and then expanded it out into the world. So while he was saying that he was

not interested in all these things, he actually was, but he needed to start at that

real personal place. His other main idea focused on figuring out what he was

doing as an artist because he felt like he was a landscape architect, a designer,
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a consultant...all these different things, but what was it that he was really
doing. He had this vision of different people in different fields carrying a torch
and that over the course of the decade because of consumerism and
capitalism, as the major motivator for how we operate, people’s torches have
gone out. So as a group it’s really only artists who still have a torch that is lit.
And by taking on this new role where we go out into the community where we
do collaboration with people outside of our field we remind them how to do

their work “artfully’” and re-light their torch.

Sue talked about her experiences in Bulgaria, and how she had personal
interaction with people in stores and that they remembered her when she came
in. They remembered what she would buy and they would measure her
progress in the community by the progress in her language skills. Her way of
connecting to the place (the town she was in) was through the daily interaction

with the community and learning the language. She also worked in the photo

archives, which were usually only open to historians but because she was not
a historian, she was looking at the collection in a different way. Because of
that positioning, she was looking at photographs that even the librarian had
not really studied before. So because she was taking a different approach, she
created new opportunities for the people who worked there. She also talked
about how other artists never ask her “why” she does her work. They always

ask her “how”. What they are asking is where did you get the money, who
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were your contacts, etc. and not her motivation for doing the work. She was

wondering if it was fear that kept people from asking why.

I think what Sue was addressing in regards to the question “why” and people’s
fear about that question comes from a fear of challenging the system. When
you start to ask why things are the way they are, or why we are doing what we
are doing, we start to question the very foundation of why our society is the
way 1t 1s. The system is not set up to allow for that kind of questioning. The
question of freedom and what that means came up in a conversation and the
myth that we have freedom here in the U.S. Seyed commented that the
process I was developing of allowing a conversation to happen without an
agenda, which would grow over time in an organic way incorporating

everyone’s 1deas was actually a form of anarchy. All of the dinner

participants thought that was a good thing.

During the evening, we were having a discussion where the phrase “the art
world” came up several times -- our relationship to the art world, how the art
world 1s motivated now by consumerism and that our work which often didn’t
have a product at the end had a difficult time finding support in the traditional
gallery context. Jeff had a real problem with talking about the art world
because he did not feel that he was an “artist” anymore, rather he was a

community activist. Yet, he used the label of artist when it suited his purposes

for example, when getting certain grants. He claimed that art making didn’t
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interest him anymore. Both Seyed and Sue challenged him on this point,
saying that his recent project certainly incorporated art and that the new role
of the artist allows us to take on different aspects of other professions without

having to have some official seal of approval, like a diploma in biology.

I talked about the idea of displacement and that coming from a more
metaphysical philosophy, I looked at “place” as starting with the self. From
this position, no matter where you were, you related to your surroundings and
created significant connection based on the body as a *“place”. It had to do
with this need to be rooted; that we are so mobile and global (people seldom
live where they were born anymore) we need to create an internal tether. This

concept was what influenced my work; the notion that wherever you are in

that moment is a significant place because you are in it.

We talked quite a bit about grocery stores and people’s relationship to going
to a small grocery store and getting involved in conversations with strangers
in line and that comes from going to the same place over and over again
where people start to recognise you, or the person in front of you has a
relationship with perhaps the checkout person; they get involved in a
conversation and you get drawn into it. Jetf talked about just such an
experience where he got drawn into the conversation of the people in front of

him and it caused a chain reaction where he then got involved with a

conversation with the woman behind him and with the people in the next lane,
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and for a brief period of time they were all engaged together. This interaction

made him feel more connected to that market and he has been going back

there to shop.

The evening’s dinner conversation proved a very fruitful test of the
methodology for this project. Despite the technical glitch, the test was very
positive. Conversation was a means of exchanging ideas, challenging

people’s perceptions, and creating new ideas and knowledge. We discovered
a single conversation was not enough. To engage in this kind of practice is a
commitment to a relationship. The process requires a series of conversations
where 1deas can build upon each other and evolve. It is multi-layered process.
The actual conversation serves as an inspiration and the real development of
new knowledge comes afterwards when each person goes home, thinks about

what was said, and starts to develop new ideas. Those new ideas continue to

evolve with each additional conversation.

Conversation serves as the catalyst for change. Not only did the conversation
affect the views and perspective of the participants, it also changed the
project. Each artist approached the initial conversation with their own unique
perspective and experience; therefore each participant had a different reaction
to the conversation. Jeff came to the table questioning his role, not only in the

project, but also as an artist. Jeff had stopped referring to himself as an artist

and prefers the term community organiser. However, he did confess that he

59



used the term artist when it suited his objectives such as applying for grants to
sponsor his community projects. While Jeff no longer wanted to associate
himself with the art world, his process of working with community, his
research methods, and his final visual product all fell well within the realm of
public art practice. Other participants in the conversation challenged Jeff on
this point. I suspect that it was this internal conflict which caused Jeff to
withdraw from the project. The conversation stirred up feelings, questions,
and ideas in all the participants and their response to the event was directly
related to their current feelings about each of their work. Sue appeared to be at
a point in her career where she was questioning why she was doing this work.
There was conflict about wanting the freedom to develop work organically, to
explore outside the traditional role of artist and experiment in the areas of
history and sociology; and the desire to have a more defined purpose as an
artist. In terms of the research project, this conflict translated in Sue’s initial
desire to have an organic, open-ended project which could evolve out of the
participants’ conversations; into a request for more clearly defined direction
about the role of the participants and what was expected of them in the
project. Seyed had already come to terms with the multi-layered role which
often faces the new genre public artist. He had spent considerable time

reflecting on the nature of his changing roles during the course of various
projects. At any one time, he could act as a landscape designer, community

organiser, youth co-ordinator, graphic designer, historian, and visual artist. He

was generally comfortable in this position and had a clear definition of how
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this numerous roles relate to his work as an artist. Seyed begins his work from
a personal perspective, always asking the question of how the process, idea, or
project relates to himself as an individual. He questions how he is directly
affected and why is that relevant to his personal perspective. He then turns
those questions outward to ask how whether other individuals, communities,
even cities affected. Because of his confidence in his own personal identity
and role as an artist, he was more confident with the organic nature of

developing ideas from the conversational method.

The technical problem that occurred with the video recorder actually served as

a positive procedural test. Despite checking and recheck the equipment a
defect occurred in the microphone and while the video recorded successfully,
the audio was not picked up on the tape resulting in a ‘silent movie’. While
the video would have served as an accurate record of the first conversation,

the failure to capture it completely raised the question of how the

conversational process should evolve and that no single conversation should
be so precious the failure to archive it could jeopardise the process. When I
contacted each artist to discuss the video problem each responded, the
opportunity to re-evaluate the process was developed. Initially, the artist’s

were asked to write down any memories of the evening and how the process

affected each of them. It was this process of requested reflection which caused
each participant to re-examine their role in the project and other possibilities

for participation. Jeff decided that he was uncomfortable in his role in an art
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project and that he was resistant to the process. Also that the project was

going to require more time than he was able to commit. Fortunately, he

reached these conclusions at a relatively early stage of the research when his

withdrawal from the project could be more easily adjusted to. Sue began to
question the limitations of the conversational process. How could a
conversation be continued over distance of both time and space? How could
we continue the conversation without waiting months to meet again? Could
we spend a longer period of time together in London so the conversation
could evolve more naturally over the course of spending time incorporating
aspects of our philosophical discussions with everyday acts such as preparing
meals together? Conversations are not just about what is said during
predetermined sessions, but also what 1s exchanged during the times in-
between. These early questions helped to formulate methods for continuing

the conversation through various means despite the physical distance of the

participants.

The test proved that the method of conversation worked essentially as
anticipated. The research could have been conducted through an interview
process. Each artist would have been able to convey their personal
relationship with place in their work. This process is a means of asking ‘how’
— how does place fit into each artist’s work, how is place addressed, how are

they influenced by place. The conversational process not only addresses the

question of ‘how’ but also ‘why’ - why 1s place a concern, why do individuals
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relate to certain places and not others, why is place a re-occurring theme in
their work? Conversation is also a method to discover something new — not

only about each other, but about one’s self.

The following chapter addresses some of the concerns Sue Marks expressed
during the Oakland conversation. She asked, how could a conversation be
continued over distance of both time and space; and could we continue the

conversation without waiting months to meet again?
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THE ART OF QUESTIONING

In order to address how one might carry on a conversation over time and
space, the project turned to cyberspace. Five initial questions were created
during the development of the initial aims and objectives for the thesis.
Expanding the process of questioning arose out of the desire to continue the
conversation between actual physical meetings. The development of the
questions list also served as a vehicle to both focus on a specific format for
discussion and to expand the realm of discussion. It was a natural process for
expansive thinking — the examination of one question led to the development
of additional questions that extend from the initial query. The process of
distributing, reacting to and contributing to the list was not unlike an actual
conversation. I sent out to the participants, via email, the inttial five questions
and some additional questions that I had developed during my initial literary
review. I also noted for the group that some of the preliminary questions
might seem quite rudimentary, but for the sake of a through investigation,

such questions did need to be listed.

When I received the first response, from Shelly Willis, I distributed her
questions to the remaining participants. With each submission, I disseminated
the new contributions to the group. Participants were free to make as many

submissions of questions as they liked. The participants were also instructed

that upon receiving the questions, they were not responsible for trying to



develop any answers, but were asked to simply read the questions and to use
that information as an impetus for developing additional questions. At times,
some participants would use questions they received as a point of response,
weaving their questions (usually in a different font or format) into the original
text that they received and returning the entire document back to me. One
participant was somewhat confused by the process and was compelled to try
and answer some of the questions despite the original instructions. Despite
several emails to try and re-explain the proposed process, it took several
responses before she realised the goal was not to find answers, but to develop
a platform for investigation and for each participant to reveal their own
individual style and approach to the topic. Project participant Seyed Alavi,
uses the process of developing questions as both a self-examination method as
well as a method of artmaking. His two lists of questions were extensive. He
approached the development of his questions was created with the same
method he would use in developing an art project. His personal philosophy is
that all questioning must begin with the self and then expand from that core
point, similar to the concentric circles a drop of water makes on the surface of
a still pond, moving outward and expanding 1n scope. Some artists made lists
while others reflected back on previous projects and questions that developed
during the production of those projects. The questions also offered insight on

each authors’ point of influence. Some participants with more politically

based work tended to ask more political questions. Others who came for a

more curatorial perspective, tended to write questions that reflect on the
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relationship to community or audience. The process of developing these
questions not only served as a means for stimulating thought about the
relationship between place and public art, but also proved a valuable method
for all the participants to better understand each other and our individual

perspectives on the topic.

4

L The Original Questions

The lists of questions are presented in the order in which they were developed
and received. The first list includes the original correspondence that was
distributed by the author and the additional questions contributed by the first

respondent (in italics) which were woven into the initial text.

1. The original proposal questions:
What defines place-specificity?
How does “place” differ from “site™?

What are the influences of place on the development of a public art piece?

How are the social and historical aspects of a place incorporated in public art

work?

What effect does place-specificity have on the integration of public art into a

community?
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2. Project specific questions (developing a public art piece for
London/Qakland):

Do we need to do a real project to test our theories or is a theoretical project
enough?

What are the reasons for choosing the place we will work within?

How did the reasons for choosing the place we will work within develop or
change during the process of doing the project? For example did we let the
dynamics of the place lead the project development? Was the project
unaffected by our immersion into the place?

What aspects of the plan change when the city is changed?

What aspects of the plan change when the people (and their needs) from the
community change?

What unique topographical, architectural, landscape, other built environment
and cultural conditions affect the project?

What areas of the process stay the same?

Is there a way to expand and adapt the process on a larger scale - from a single

place to an entire city? What are the conditions that make this possible/not

possible?

3. Addition questions and concerns (a growing, changing, living list)
What are the elements that make up a "place”?

What are the elements that make up a neighborhood, a community, a city?

How are these related/not related to place?
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Is it important for the community that is living/working in a place to be
integral to the work - either as an audience or participant or inspiration?
How does one evaluate a place-specific work?

Why is it important to evaluate our work?

What defines a “successful” place-specific work?

How 1s the audience determined?

Is the question: who are we doing this for and why? Always important in
place specific work?

Why are we concerned/not concerned about an audience?

Should the selection of an audience be determined before the place? Or what
comes first place or audience? Or should the place drive the project or should
the audience drive the project? Why?

How are géals, aims, and/or objectives developed for a project?

Why are we choosing to do this dpe of work? Is there a better way to
accomplish what we are trying to accomplish? I hate when we have a "cool”
idea, but don't consider if it is the best format to accomplish the goal or worse
we don't have a goal - just the cool idea.

How responsible is the artist to the community/place s/he is working in?

Why place-specific verses another form of public art?

Is it important for an artist to always consider place when venturing into the
discipline of public art? If not, why not?

To what degree is community involvement important in the creation of a

place-specific work?
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How does community involvement enhance and/or dilute a public art work?
What are some of the motivations for an artist to create place-specific work?
Who are we (artists, curators, educators) really doing this work for?

Why do we view this type of work as important (valuable, socially redeeming,
etc.)?

Why 1is there so much “bad” public art out there (Is it just me? What makes

the work “bad’?)?
What role/responsibility does education (educational institutions, museums)
take in the overall subject?

What effect has funding had on the process of developing place-specific

work?

How important is it to develop interdisciplinary relationships(involvement of
planners, urban designers, architects, landscape architects for the success of

a place-specific artwork?

How has the US capitalist driven economy effected what themes, formats, and
design of place-specific work? Do these same issues occur in the

socialist/capitalist hybrid economy of the UK? This is a huge question --

II. Questions from Seyed Alavi (Part 1)

The next list of questions was received from Seyed Alavi. As previously

noted, Alavi uses the questioning process in a very detailed and self-reflective
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manner. His lists were quite extensive and a few of the other participants

found the sheer volume somewhat daunting.

When/why should I ask questions?
What do I hope to achieve with my questions?
How should I ask my questions?

Where should I start? What question should I ask?

What question should I ask first, since everything is so intricately
interconnected?

What question could I ask that could go beyond the surface appearance of any
problem and expose the inner multi-layered complexity?

Where should I start my questions from, since the social system outside of me,
my role as a human being, and the entire practice of academic/ "intellectual”
learning, education and even questioning are questionable themselves?

What system could I follow that would question my questions?

Are my questions genuine, or only an expression of some intellectual trend,

and/or current cultural fashion?

How could I ask any questions, that does not get co-opted and simply

becomes part of the larger trend?

What question could I ask that is beyond the current fashion, taste and trends?
How are my questions effected by my time, location, culture, language, .....?

How could I ask any questions that simultaneously challenge any prior

assumptions?
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Who is to answer these questions, if the system at large is questionable?

How am I to even think and search for answers, since I don't even know the
correct way of thinking?
How could I look for a correct answer, since I haven't been taught how to find

and discover truth?

What i1s true thinking, since I know it's not about deciding what to eat for
dinner, what movie to see, or what clothes to wear?

How could I even use my mind beyond its formed parameters?

What question would I ask, "if there is no one there to hear it"?

Should my questions first and foremost concern me?

Should I just 1ignore questions like ﬁvho am I? Why am I here? Where did I
come from? Where am I going to?, for the time being and assume that their
answer doesn't effect my other questions?

What do I believe in? what is the basic foundation that informs my actions,
thoughts, behavior, likes, dislikes, etc...?

What informs my direction and sets my destination?

How does all this relate to the arts?

[s there a definition for the arts beyond the imposed limitations of cultural

boundaries and social class structures?

What does it exactly mean to say that I am an artist?

How does art define my being?

Is my being, in a sense, limited by my "identity" as an artist?

How does my culture defines being?
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Is my being my ego? Is my identity as an artist my ego?

What is the exact relation/ connection between my being and my ego?
Does the current art system support my development as a being?
What is my identity in the larger life continuum?

What would I call myself if I had to make out a new word?

Why is there so much emphasis in the arts on constantly trying to come up

with something "New"?

Does this "newness" has a meaning that is beyond just the formal and
superficial packaging?

Are we currently teaching our art students the complexity of reality, and how
to use the arts to come closer to the discovery of our own uniqueness?

Are we teaching them the ways of scientist and explorer; discovering new

realties and uncharted territories?

ft 1

Why haven't we experience similar isms such as; "avant-garde” "modernism",

"minimalism", "conceptualism”, "post modernism", etc.... in the field of
science?

Why is it that we have forgotten about meaning/ content, and instead use
words and vocabulary that only look profound and meaningful?

What is the relationship between meaning and language/naming?

Do definitions and the process of defining brings us closer to the truth and
meaning of a thing?
What is the role, function and meaning of the arts?

Who am I doing my art for?
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How is public art different from the other arts?

Is there a separate role and vision for public art? What is this role?

What is a community? Why do we have societies? What is our common
unity?

Should I understand the current state of the arts as representative of our
current cultural qualities and intellectual standards?

How did we ever get here? After all these years of so called human progress,
is this where we have ended up?

Why is the current state of the art for the most part so ugly- dumb, flat,
degrading and stupid?

Have we given up pursuing the larger questions of life?

Could art ever step outside of the influence of money/ power?

Who/ what has determined this direction and state of affairs?

Has anything really changed in our socteties, since the days that we gathered

around the fire to keep warm?

For whom am I doing my art and why?
Why am I interested in doing public art?

What makes an artwork public?

Could an artwork in a museum be considered public art?

[s the notion of public art a new concept?
Does the public/viewer influence the making of the artwork? How?

Does the site/ location influence the making of the artwork? How?

What makes an artwork site-specific?
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What 1s a community based public art work and how is that different from
other types of public art?

How does our consumer based society inform the creation, presentation,
viewing, etc.... of pubic art and art in general?

How do we measure the success of an artwork?

Does the public and/or private taste measure an artwork's success?

Should we have a different system for measuring the success of public art?

Is 1t good art because it's political, social, environmental, multi-cultural,
conceptual, sensational, minimal, etc........ ?

What does it mean to create artworks that are available and accessible to the
public at large?

Does the process of public art sacrifice the artist's vision?

What is an artist's vision and so what if it would need to be changed?

What is the role of an artist in doing public art?

What makes a work in/with/for/by the public into a public art piece? Is it
really art if it appears in public?

What makes me a public artist; education, training, experience, passion, my
white coat,...”?

Should there be a distinction between art and life?

If so, what separates public art/art from life?

What would happen to the comodification of the arts, if art became life?

What is art then, if art is life? and what is life?
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If art and life become one, how could we understand art? /what could it be
compared with?
Could art be compared to law, philosophy, business, science,

manufacturing,...?

What does it mean to be cultured? How does art provide culture?

How does being cultured make me a better human being?
What "culture” should I choose; high/low, American/ European etc...?

How does " being cultured” differs from gaining social status?

What constitutes high or low "culture”?

[s there such a thing as art that 1s beyond it's costumes and clothes that it has

put on at different times, and for various places?

IlI.  Terri Cohn’s Responses and Thoughts

Terr1 Cohn sent her contributions In a combination of reflective

correspondence, questions and quotes. The original format of her

contributions has been preserved here to retain the context within which her

questions were developed.

Dear Cameron,

I was reading a book I like very much, ‘Critical Issues in Public Art;
Content, Context and Controversy’, ed. by Harriet F. Senie and Sally

Webster, and wanted to share a few thoughts that came up (in an essay
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by Patricia Phillips) that I think pertain to your project. They are as
follows, with my questions following in italics: "...the private is a
human condition--but the public 1s invented—and re-created by each
generation." (p.296) How do we define this generation's incarnation of
"public"? “Clearly, public art is not public just because it is out of
doors, or in some identifiable civic space, or because 1t 1s something
that almost everyone can apprehend,; it is public because it is a
manifestation of art activities and strategies that take the idea of public
as the genesis and subject for analysis. It is public because of the

kinds of questions it chooses to ask or address, and not because of its

accessibility or volume of viewers." (p.297)

"If the ‘public’ in public art is construed not as the audience for the art

but as the body of ideas and subjects that artists choose to concentrate

on, then public art cannot be examined for its broadness of

communication, for its popular reception, for its sensitive siting. A
temporal public art may not offer broad proclamations; it may stir
controversy and rage; it may cause confusion; it may occur in
nontraditional, marginal, and private places. In such an art the
conceptual takes precedence over the more obvious

circumstantial."(p.298) What body of ideas or subjects do I want to

concentrate on?

76



My favorite part of Phillips' chapter was her discussion of public art
being about the 1dea of "the commons"--the physical configuration and
mental landscape of American public life (of course of any country's
life). "The commons was frequently a planned but sometimes a
spontaneously arranged open space in American towns, but its lasting
significance in cultural history is not so much the place it once held in

the morphology of the city as the idea it became for the enactment and
refreshment of public life--its dynamic, often conflicting
expressions...." (p.298, 299) She goes on to talk about how the idea of
the commons philosophically allows the collage of private interests
that constitutes all communities to articulate, not diminish, the

dialectic between common purpose and individual free wills. What

dialogue do I want to engage in on "the commons?”

[ think this type of approach is in line with what you like so much
about Seyed's form of questioning, and I agree, after much thought and

more reading, that it is imperative with this new mode of artistic

consideration. I hope this provides some more material. Let me know

what you think.

In a follow-up email, Cohn sent a list of questions that were developed in

response to Alavi’s first list of questions.
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Who am I doing my art for?

Is there a separate role and vision for public art? What is this role?
For whom am I doing my art and why?

Why am I interested in doing public art?

Does the public/viewer influence the making of the artwork? How?
Does the site/ location influence the making of the artwork? How?
What makes an artwork site-specific?

How do we measure the success of an artwork?

What does it mean to create artworks that are available and accessible
to the public at large?

What is the role of an artist in doing public art?

Should there be a distinction between art and life?

If not, what joins public art/art and life?

V. Questions from Jane Trowell (member of PLATFORM)

Prior to the arrival of the American artists, I met with the PLATFORM
members on three occasions over a four month period. PLATFORM is a
group that works as a collective and as individual members. The three core
members, Jane Trowell, Dan Gretton, and James Marriott were all interested
In participating in this project; however, due to other projects in progress and
previous commitments not all of the members were able to participate in every

aspect of this project. Jane Trowell was the member who was able to
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participate at each stage and served as the primary connection to the
PLATFORM team. During the development on the questions, James Marriott
was unable to participate, though he did have the opportunity to review the
complete compilation of questions prior to meeting the American artists.
Trowell submitted the following questions after receiving Seyed Alavi’s first

submission.

Do we believe that no place can be like any other, although it may share many
characteristics and histories with many other places ?

If we believe this, how does this affect our behaviour when thinking about or
acting in that place ?

If we don't believe this, how does this affect our behaviour... ?

Do we believe that each place elicits multiple claims of ownership ?

Do we ourselves create hierarchies of deserved ownership ?

Do I believe I have as much right as you or them to talk about/act in this place

?

When do I/don't I ?

Is any place ever a tabula rasa, a blank canvas ? If so under what conditions ?

If not, why not ?
Am I prepared to take the risk that by acting in this place - whether with or

without thinking about ‘ownership’' - my work may be rejected, neglected or

destroyed ? What does this mean ?
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Am I prepared to risk that even with a great deal of conversation,
collaboration and care, the work could be rejected, neglected or destroyed?
Can I accept failure and rejection ?

Do I think I am 'doing good' in this place ?

To whom ? On behalf of whom ? In whose name ? (Giroux)

Do I mean to return ?

How temporary am I ?

How temporary is my work here ?

What do I believe about other people's creativity ?

What 1s the measure of success for a project ? Is there a constant ?

Who decides how a project should evolve and when it should end ?

What influence does economics have on such projects ?

What are the tensions between the timescales of money and the timescales of
a project ?

Do we really like the term public art ?

When is it time to leave ?

More crucially, how do you say hello ?

Milan Kundera says that the patterns are set in the first week of a

relationship...

V. Questions from Seyed Alavi (Part 2)

What does it mean to communicate?
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What is the purpose of communication?
What are the conditions for having communication?

What are the differences and similarities between communication and expression?

Is it necessary for an expression to be understood by others?
Is there a difference between expression and self-expression?

What is self-expression?

What is the definition of self? Is it the ego? How do we separate the two?

How do we distinguish between a self/ego-expression, and a self-expression that 1s an
extension of a larger archetypal self?

How do we evaluate communication through the arts?

How do we feel about an artwork that communicates very clearly and precisely,
versus one that we can not relate to in any way?

When does a work of art become graphic/didactic/ literal?

Why do we think? How do we think?/ what is thinking?

What is the difference between my thinking of what to have for lunch and thinking

about the meaning of life?
How is thinking related to the process of understanding, and gaining knowledge?

Do we think in order to know/ discover the truth? What is the truth?- Does truth

depend on time and space?

What is knowing/ knowledge? How do we gain knowledge?

What is the relationship between knowledge and information?

What is the difference between thinking and the processing of information?

Does knowing mean having information, or having knowledge?
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How much of what we "know" is simply information?

How does language relate to the process of gaining knowledge?

What 1s language?

What is the relationship between meaning and words/ language?

How do we/ can we understand the meaning of more abstract concepts, such as pain,
joy, death, god,.... through words?

What is the relationship between definition and meaning?

What are the conditions for establishing communication?

What 1s visual literacy?

Is our culture a visual culture? Is it visually literate?

What is the relationship between message and meaning? Is getting the message the
same as understanding the meaning?

So what if we don't understand the meaning and only get the message?

How does a culture with a focus more on the message than the meaning influence the
making and viewing of the arts?

How does advertising, and politics play with this concept of "message"?

What is the relationship between message, image and meaning?

Why do we accept something as good, only if it looks good?

Is a written word Asian, if it looks Asian? Is a spoken word English, if it sounds

English? Is 1t art, if it looks like art?

Are these discrepancies (between the look, and the content, the message and the

meaning) natural or cultural?

How does the cultural context influence the making/viewing of the arts?
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How does our culture view and value the arts?

What influences the making of cultural values (how does this affect the arts)?
Who decides/ chooses the cultural values?

How does our culture define art?

Is art culturally specific?

Can art reach beyond it's cultural context?

What informs the making of culture?

How do we define culture?

How does art inform culture?

What is high and low culture?

What is the relationship between culture and class?

What 1s it to be cultured?

What 1s the definition of a sub-culture? and how does/ could a sub-culture emerge to
become the (main) culture?
How does art connect cultures?

Why should we be concerned with intercultural communication?

How do we view, and understand the art from another culture? What tools/ means

do/should we use to approach these art forms?

How do we evaluate/ understand the art from this culture? Do/should we apply the

same value system to the arts from other cultures?

How does the consumer culture view/ influence the arts?

Is consumerism a new development in human history, or is it a natural human

tendency?
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Is art about making connections?

Is that a need to be able to connect with others?

Why do we want to connect with others?

Why do I do art?

Is art about discovering (who I am)?

What do I hope that my art could do in/ for/ with others?

Does art have a personal/private side and a separate public side?
What 1s a personal/private art, and what is a formal/ public art?
When does personal becomes formal?

How do we define individuality (individual voice) in the arts?

Why is there so much focus on the individuality/ ego of the artist in our culture?

How do/ could we identify self, amidst all the cultural, educational, social and family

influences?

When is an artwork an individual/ egotistical expression and when is it a large
human/ individual expression?

What is the relation between my creative self and my being, i.e. is my creative self
my heart, my mind, my body,...?

What is the relation between my self, and that which is beyond/ outside/ above my

self?

How could an artwork connect with diverse audience?
How do we read an artwork?

What are the reflective and narrative qualities of an artwork?

How is an artwork reflective of it's culture, audience, maker,...?
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What informs our (creative) decision making process?

What values do we follow in composing/ selecting and editing an artwork?
Is an artwork complete without it's viewer?

How do we choose our medium of expression?

How does the public informs the making of an artwork?

What 1s imagination?

What is creativity?

What 1s inspiration?

What 1nspires creativity in us?

How is a creative space, idea, person, movie, store, etc.... different?
[s something that is creative, inspirational and vise versa?

How does a work/ an idea inspire/ motivate us?

What does it mean to be inspired/ motivated?

How do we recognize creativity?

What answers are we looking for in creation, the act of creation?
What 1s creativity the vehicle for?

Is creativity cultured or nurtured? When does creativity start in a child?

[s creativity imperative to communication? Is it imperative to development? Why?

What is the relationship between emotions and creativity? i.e. Is something that

evokes emotions, creative and vise versa?

What makes art compelling? or when is art compelling?
When is a space, an object, etc... emotionally charged?

What is beauty? Is "beauty in the eye of beholder"?
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Are there any common definitions of beauty that are beyond personal, social,
historical and cultural contexts?

How could something personal be/become universal?

When do we consider a work/ an idea complete?

How do we value/ evaluate a work/ an idea?

Does a work/ an 1dea need to end with a product to be considered complete?

Why should we ask questions?

Why 1s 1t important to constantly search for who, why, what, where I anv/ what it
means to be human? (How) Does art help in this process?

What 1s meant by inclusive, accessible, and approachable artwork? How could an

artwork accommodate all these qualities, i.e. in it's process of making, visual

composition, conceptual structure, etc...?

What is meaning? Does everything have meaning? How do we access it?

When is language not enough to communicate about ourselves to the outside world?
How does the process of naming/ defining influence our view of the particular thing
that is being named and the larger reality as a whole?

Can we simultaneously be aware of the overall unity, and the arbitrary separation that

1s caused by the process of naming/ defining?
[s reality unified, or a collection of separate entities?

Where do we choose to draw the line between two items, in order to separate/ name

them? In a rainbow where does yellow becomes red?
Why do we have this process of naming anyway?

Do we have names in order to be able to identify?
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What is the relationship between an identity and a name? 1.e. Is the identity
summarised in the name? Is "political art" political and "aesthetic art" not political?
Where do we draw the line between the two?

What is "political art"? Does it include the landscape painting on the wall?

How do we determine that a work of art is political, social, ethnic, classical,
contemporary, modern, folk, craft, outsider, visionary, etc...?

Is there art for art sake?

Is there such a thing as art purely for aesthetic value?

What is the purpose in expressing oneself?

What is the purpose in communicating to one another?

What are some of the reason for communication, i.e. physical need, emotional need,
exchange of information,...?

What is the reason for communication through the arts?

What is the intention for being exposed to the arts from different cultures? s it to
expand my understanding of that culture? Why? What do I hope to achieve/ gain with
this understanding? How could this exposure/ understanding help me as a unique
individual that I am (beyond my social, political and cultural form/ norm) towards my

own set of goals and destinations?

Is this understanding/exposure, perhaps to increase my "tolerance” of our differences?
Is it to practice an open mind? What is the view of my social/ political/ cultural/
educational systems on this matter?

Do we naturally tend to reject differences, or is it a learned/cultured process?

Is prejudism, racism, patriotism, etc.... nurtured or cultured?
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Am I indifference towards how others might talk, behave, dress, eat, etc....? Do [ want

to control others? Do I want to influence others? Do I want to teach others? How does

all this influence my artmaking? i.e. Do I want to control, influence, and/or teach

others through my artwork?

How does my art reflect my personal, social, political, and cultural background and

context?

How do we identify a cultural expression? Do we know all the complex intricacies
that make up a culture in order to be able to identify it's expression?

Why do we often simplify the complexity of a cultural expression into a superficial
stereotypical image of that culture? Is this an attitude that is nurtured in us, or is it the
bi-product of consumer mentality?

Given the current cultural context in the United States, with it's diverse socio-cultural
communities, how do we identify and exhibit a specific cultural expression?

As curators and/or educators, do we choose/ identify a cultural expression based on; -

the artist's place of birth -the (cultural) name of the artist, - the recognizable cultural

themes, forms and/or symbols, etc...?

Why do we need to designate a separate category for "others"?

How do we feel if an artist from culture (A) uses themes/ forms/ symbols, etc.... from
culture (B)? For example; how do we feel about an all white-American artist painting
African-American portrait in the style of self-taught folk artists? and vise versa,

meaning, how do we feel about an African-American artist painting portrait of all

white-American figures in the "Western" style?
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VL Questions from Dan Gretton (member of PLATFORM)

QUESTIONS ABOUT PLACE IN PUBLIC ART FOR CAMERON CARTIERE

Rather than write a series of abstracted questions, (which I found rather
daunting as I told you when we met the other week!) what follows here is a
series of reflections/ notes on various PLATFORM areas of enquiry over the

last 10 years or so of working in public spaces. Out of these come certain,

contextualised enquiries that I hope are useful.

1. The ‘Still Waters' project (on London's lost rivers) and several others have
been strongly focused on the need for us, and our "audience’ to Re-imagine the
Place that we, and they, are walking through. Walking down a rushing central
London street and showing people an image of the river that they are now

walking over, that has been (almost) lost to memory, concreted over.

= Butis it ever possible for the place that was there before to be completely

eradicated? (in an urban context)

* How is it possible for us to access the traces of past place without the dead

hand of nostalgia creeping in?

Perhaps if the work done is predicated not only on a re-imagining of this place

in the past but also an understanding of the Temporariness of the 'Permanent’

City? i.e. looking forward as much as backward.
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As Shelley put it much better...

I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert.... Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:

'My name is Oxymandias, king of kings,

Look on my works ye Mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

So for us, at the moment in our work with corporations in the financial district
of London, it is very important to emphasise that these vast office blocks and

marble lobbies are here only for a blip in ttme. That in a matter of only a few

generations grass and weeds will have reclaimed this marshy site.
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2. A whole other area of enquiry has related to how it is possible (or not) to
Imaginatively Connect people in an urban space like London with those in

other countries who are supplying, growing, manufacturing what Londoners

consume?

At the end of the 'Homeland' project, which attempted to de-construct the
process of light (in the forms of copper, light bulb and electricity) coming into

London, we asked Londoners:

What, if any, connection do you feel to the miners of Neves-Corvo
who mine the copper in the electric cables you use here? Or to the
Hungarians who manufacture many of the light bulbs you use? (of
course for the vast majority of people the answer was "none" - we are
(mostly) completely defeated by the complexity and enormity of

international trade to feel such connection)

But some years later we came across a remarkable project called 'Exchange
Values: Images of Invisible Lives' by the artist Shelley Sacks, and she
managed a stronger sense of linkage - tracing the exact origin of Bananas sold

in English supermarkets back to their growers 1n the windward Islands, And

she then did a whole series of interviews with these farmers. Fantastic project
all c. Place and how it might be possible to link

consumers and producers.
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3. The 'Homeland' project also was rich in terms of investigating very personal
explorations of place in terms of the concept of 'home'. These were some of

the questions we asked people (again working in the street space - but this

time in the back of a long lorry with a huge billboard on the side):

* Js there a place you love above any other? Is this your home?

*  When you think of 'home' what do you see, hear, taste or smell?

* How much is your home built of memories?

*  Where are you most at home? In your street? Your town? Your region?
Your country? Your continent?

* Where do you feel you stop belonging?
* How often do you think about the future of the place you call 'home'?

*  Where would you like to be buried or cremated? Is this your home?

Following these questions we took people on a whole journey that involved
drawing a representation of the time and/or place in their lives where they had

felt the strongest sense of belonging - the results were moving and often

extraordinary.

4. Finally, some more questions, both sets from PLATFORM postcards and
focused on place again. The first set are designed to be used with people who

work in the financial quarter of the City of London. On one side of the
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