
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Insite | Outsite
The perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks in museums
Scholte, T.I.

Publication date
2020
Document Version
Final published version
License
Other

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Scholte, T. I. (2020). Insite | Outsite: The perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks in
museums. [Thesis, externally prepared, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/insite--outsite(a78ed10e-a316-4739-b315-781fc0a609e0).html


 

 
 
 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

 

 
  
  

Insite  Outsite 

The Perpetuation of Site-Specific Installation Artworks  

in Museums 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 

 

 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 

op gezag van de Rector Magnificus 

prof. dr. Ir. K.I.J.Maex 

ten overstaan van een door College van Promoties ingestelde commissie, 

in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Aula der Universiteit 

op donderdag 13 februari 2020, te 15.00 uur 

 

 

door 

 

 

Tatjana Irene Scholte 

geboren te Amsterdam 

 



 

 
 

Promotiecommissie 

 
 
Promotor:   prof. dr. J.J. Noordegraaf   Universiteit van Amsterdam  
Copromotores:  prof. dr. D.A. Cherry          University of the Arts London  
   prof. dr. G. Wharton       University of California Los 
                  Angeles 
 
Overige leden:   prof. dr. M. Buskirk        Montserrat College of Art  
   prof. dr. P. Laurenson         Maastricht University 
                                 prof. dr. E. Hendriks                 Universiteit van Amsterdam 
   prof. dr. H.H.M. Hermens   Universiteit van Amsterdam 
                                   prof. dr. M. Schavemaker    Universiteit van Amsterdam 
 
 
Faculteit der Geesteswetenschappen 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

Het hier beschreven onderzoek voor dit 
proefschrift werd mede mogelijk gemaakt 
door genereuze steun van de Rijksdienst 
voor het Cultureel Erfgoed.  

 



 

 
 

Table of contents 

 
Abstract           1 
 
Acknowledgements          2 
 
1     The problem of the perpetuation of site-specific  

installation art        5        
         Introduction          5 
1.1   Research question         7 
1.2   Olafur Eliasson’s Notion Motion       12 
1.3   Biographical approach        15 
1.4   Typologies and site-specific installations as dynamic networks 16  
1.5   Outline of the research project       19 
 
2      Site-specific installation art from an historical perspective 23  
 
2.1   The rise of site-specific installation art: criticism towards the  
         established art world         23  
2.2   Unmoveable or movable? The case of Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc  29 
2.3   The extended life of Richard Serra’s Splashing    32 
2.4   Site-specificity and the viewer’s position in the gallery space  37 
2.5   Robert Morris’s Amsterdam Project       39 
2.6   The site of production and the site of reception    42 
2.7   Phil Collins’s they shoot horses        44 
2.8   Conclusion of the chapter        46 
 
3      A conceptual model for the analysis of site-specific  
 installations          49 
  
 Conceptual model Part 1:  
 Triadic model for analysing site-specificity 
 
3.1   Introducing Henri Lefebvre’s Theory on Space    49 
3.2   Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality applied to site-specific  
 installations         55 
3.3   Analysing cultural phenomena ‘as performance’     62 
  
 Conceptual model part 2:  
 Analysing successive iterations of site-specific installation artworks 
 
3.4   Looking through the lens of conservation: performativity   
 of site-specific installation artworks      63 
3.5   Site-specific installations as networks ‘in action’    69 
3.6   Using the script as an analytical tool       70 



 

 
 

3.7   A short analysis of two site-specific installations of Richard  
 Serra           75 
3.8   Conclusion of the chapter        79 
 
4      Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave: extending the lifespan of a  
 temporary, site-specific installation in a museum   81 
 
4.1   The spatial design and materiality of Célula Nave      85 
4.2   The functions of ‘social space’ and ‘representational space’   
         of Célula Nave         86 
4.3   The fabrication of Célula Nave and ‘spaces of production’  88 
4.4   Reinstallation of Célula Nave without the presence of the artist  90 
4.5   Shifts in the spatial network of Célula Nave and refinement of   
 the conceptual model         92 
4.6   We Fishing the Time: the relocation of a site-specific  
 Installation to the permanent collection of Tate Modern   99 
4.7   Option 1: restoration of the original artwork    102 
4.8   Option 2: remake by a textile factory in Brazil and the artist’s  
 studio          103  
4.9   Option 3: remake by another fabricator aiming at a more  
 Durable version         108 
4.10 Conclusion of the case study        110 
 
5      Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO: reactivating site-specificity and  
 the social space of perpetuation and care    113 
   
5.1   The spatial design of The Secret Life of the Onion    118 
5.2   Representational site-specificity of The Secret Life of the Onion 121 
5.3   Social production spaces of The Secret Life of the Onion   122 
5.4   Summarizing the spatial network of the first staging    124 
5.5   A curatorial intervention with SLOTO’s second staging   127 
5.6   Comparison with Jason Rhoades’s P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent)  132 
5.7   The spatial network ‘in flux’        134 
5.8   Conclusion of the case study       139 
 
6      Drifting Producers: the perpetuation of an installation artwork  
 emerging from a site-specific project      143 
 
6.1   The project and the installation of Drifting Producers    148 
6.2   The spatial network of the initial exhibition at  
  the Art Sonje Center        150 
6.3   Intercultural exchange in the production and reception of   
 Drifting Producers         152 
6.4   The trajectory of Drifting Producers through the international  
 art world           155 
6.5   Site-specificity of Drifting Producers in Van Abbemuseum  156 



 

 
 

6.6   The social production space of Drifting Producers    162 
6.7   Comparative case example: Constant’s New Babylon project  168 
6.8   Conclusion of the case study        173 
 
7      Conclusion           177 
 
7.1   General conclusion         177 
7.2   Site-specificity and the ongoing dialogue between artists and  
 custodians          179 
7.3   Outcomes of the case studies       182 
7.4   Museum practices and the extended performance analogy   185 
 
List of interviews conducted by the author     190 
 
Published interviews consulted for the case studies    191 
 
Bibliographical references        192 
 
Appendix  Robert Morris, The Amsterdam Project. Specification for a Piece 
with   Combustible Materials (wall text)      205 
 
Images (separate file) 
 
Photo credits          206 
 
Summary           209 
 
Samenvatting          217 
 
Diagram 1           54 
Diagram 2           54 
Diagram 3           61 
Diagram 4           67 
Diagram 5           75 
Diagram 6           93 
Diagram 7           94 
Diagram 8           94 
Diagram 9           97 
Diagram 10           98 
Diagram 11           125 
Diagram 12           151 
Diagram 13           166 
Diagram 14           171 
Diagram 15           189



 

0 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

1 
 

Abstract 

 
The notion of ‘site-specificity’ relates to artworks that are produced for 
specific locations and often for temporary exhibitions. As art history has 
shown, since the 1990s a trend emerges to collect site-specific installation 
artworks for museum collections, which means they are being preserved and 
relocated. The extended lifespan of site-specific installations raises profound 
questions regarding the intended spatial configuration and its transformation 
over time. Drawing on a theory of space by the social-geographer Henri 
Lefebvre (1991 [1974), my research project develops a conceptual model for 
the identification of various functions establishing the artwork’s site-specific 
network. This model applies to three spatial dimensions –physical, social and 
symbolic – and allows for a comparison between different manifestations of 
one and the same work of art. A second line of thought starts from the 
premise that site-specific installations are performative, since each 
manifestation establishes a new connection between the artwork and the site. 
Because of similarities with other kinds of contemporary art (time-based 
media installations, performance art) the model incorporates relevant 
notions derived from conservation and performance studies. In particular the 
proposition to follow the actors and their influence on the ‘performance’ of 
the artwork, and the notion of the script as a tool for deciphering underlying 
motives in decision-making, proved to be productive. The conceptual model 
has been tried out on a number of case studies of site-specific installations 
including, among others, works from Richard Serra, Ernesto Neto, Jason 
Rhoades and Flying City. The analyses of those case studies bring to light the 
dilemma’s museums are confronted with when the artwork’s site-specificity 
needs to be redefined, often without the presence of the artist. Furthermore, 
they show a significant impact of both ‘social production spaces’ and the 
museum’s ‘representational space’ on modifications of the physical 
configuration and the way in which site-specific art is experienced. The 
conceptual model and the outcomes of the case studies open up a toolbox for 
custodians and a theoretical framework on which ground decisions can be 
made and well-argued scenarios can be developed for staging site-specific 
installation artworks in the future. 
  



 

2 
 

Acknowledgments  

 
This research project is about site-specific installation artworks and 
museums, places and times. Over the past ten years my supervisors, 
colleagues and friends granted me ample opportunity to explore exciting 
spaces of academic research. I was fortunate to receive inspiration and 
enormous support over a long period of time, making this an encouraging and 
pleasant journey. 
 First of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my 
supervisors Julia Noordegraaf (University of Amsterdam), Deborah Cherry 
(University of the Arts London) and Glenn Wharton (University of California 
Los Angeles) for sharing their broad knowledge and supporting me with their 
advice, encouragement and belief in a happy ending. The long duration of this 
project had the advantage that we could share many stimulating 
conversations and pleasurable moments of friendship, which are inscribed 
into my own interior space of memory. I am also grateful to the esteemed 
members of the Committee of Defense, Martha Buskirk (Montserrat College of 
Art), Pip Laurenson (Maastricht University), Ella Hendriks (University of 
Amsterdam), Erma Hermens ((University of Amsterdam) and Margriet 
Schavemaker (University of Amsterdam), for accepting the invitation. 
 Furthermore, my sincere gratitude goes to the Cultural Heritage Agency 
(RCE) and the managers under whose direction I was allowed to spend 
considerable time on this project. I thank Bauke Zeilstra, and his predecessors 
Michaela Hanssen, Jan van ’t Hof en Janneke Ottens for their interest and 
generosity. And not least Henriette van der Linden, who put me on the trail of 
carrying out a PhD project. I am also grateful to my colleagues of the Cultural 
Heritage Agency who are great collaborators and supported me in this 
process, especially those colleagues who have read chapters of this 
dissertation in an early version, Bart Ankersmit and Klaas Jan van den Berg. 
In addition, I thank IJsbrand Hummelen for his stimulating influence and 
companionship in many projects in the field of contemporary art 
conservation and not to forget the many moments of good laughter we could 
share together.  
 Special thanks to the members of the research group New Strategies in 
the Conservation of Contemporary Art. Since 2009, under the leadership of 
Renée van de Vall, the New Strategies group has been a breeding ground for 
research projects in the conservation of contemporary art and the gatherings 
have always been memorisable. Thank you Renée, Vivian van Saaze, Sanneke 
Stigter, Annet Dekker, Angela Matyssek, Hanna Hölling, and IJsbrand for the 
thought provoking discussions and feedback sessions that were critical but 
always in a positive sense. The Foundation for the Conservation of 
Contemporary (SBMK) plays a prominent role in my professional life and the 
collaboration in, for example, INCCA, Inside Installations and The Artist 
Interview has contributed to developing the content of this research project.  
  



 

3 
 

My special thanks go to Paulien ‘t Hoen, Lydia Beerkens, Sannneke Stigter and 
Gaby Wijers. I would also like to thank members of the Steering Committee of 
SBMK, Saskia van Kampen, Susanne Kensche, Marije Verduijn, Beatrice von 
Bormann, as well as Nicole Delissen and Maarten van Bommel.  
 Without the cooperation of many museum professionals this 
dissertation would never have come about. I am deeply indebted to the 
following museums for the opportunity to conduct interviews and for 
allowing me access to the archives. A sincere thank you to the interviewees 
and others at Van Abbemuseum (Eindhoven), Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen (Rotterdam), Municipal Museum (The Hague), Tate (London), 
Museum of Modern Art (New York), Hamburger Bahnhof (Berlin) who 
supported this research project. Special thanks to conservator Carien van 
Aubel, for sharing her research results on Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave and the 
trip we could make to visit Tate Modern in London.  
 It has been an immense pleasure to conduct this research on inspiring 
artworks created by great minds. Although in most cases I could not speak 
with the artists themselves, a memorable exception was Jeon Yongseok, 
leading artist of the artists collective Flying City. I am deeply grateful for his 
openness and hospitality, when I had the privilege to meet him in his studio. 
 There are many friends and family members I would like to thank, but 
there are a few to whom I am specifically indebted. Sabastiaan, thank you for 
our frequent conversations about carrying out a PhD and for shedding a fresh 
light on the process. Maxim I would like to thank for his magic eye on the 
visuals. Paulien, Molly, Eelco, Dos, Karin, Hanneke, Farida, Liddie, Arjan – 
thank you for your friendship, patience and support. Gert and Ton, Lex and 
Bernadette, thank you for your hospitality the Greek way at the lovely island 
of Zakynthos and for hosting Nicolette and me for the annually working 
holidays. You brought Bach’s Double Concertos to my attention and I have 
played them at least 2000 times. Tennis girls Carla, Patroeska, Julia, Natascha, 
Margo and Sherida, thank you for the insight that winning or losing a game 
depends on the right mindset.  
 And most of all, my gratitude goes to Nicolette, who knows from the 
heart how to give meaning to life and who stayed with me despite all the 
space and time this journey took from our relationship. Nico, thank you for 
always keeping me on track. This book is for you, in anticipation of the new 
adventures we will share together in the years to come. 
  



 

4 
 

  



 

5 
 

Chapter 1: The problem of the perpetuation of 

site-specific installation art  

 
“If I feel that the space is tangible, if I feel there is time, a kind of dimension I 
could call time, I also feel that I can change the space.” Olafur Eliasson.1 
 

Introduction  
In the Summer of 1961, Alan Kaprow (1927-2006) installed dozens of used 
car tyres in the courtyard of the Martha Jackson Townhouse Gallery (New 
York). The artist had collected them from a nearby garage and invited his 
friends and colleague artists for the Happening called Yard. 2 There was no 
other audience but the participants who jumped over the heaps of tyres and 
moved them around. Photographs of Yard show Kaprow arranging the tyres 
within the small space of the courtyard, which officially was the sculpture 
garden of the gallery (Fig. 1.1). Apart from the photographs, accounts of the 
event are scarce and the press hardly paid any attention to it. And yet, Yard 
became one of Kaprow’s seminal Happenings which has been acquired for 
museum collections and has been re-executed at numerous occasions, by 
Kaprow himself and others, at different places and with different 
participants.   
 A few years earlier, Kaprow had coined the term Happening, which he 
described as an integration of “all the elements - people, space, the particular 
materials and character of the environment, time”.3 In accord with the 1960s 
dictum to merge art and life, he preferred the use of everyday materials and 
orchestrated the event in the here-and-now, employing the specifics of the 
space. 4 Or, as curator Paul Schimmel stated, with the invention of the 
Happening a new artform emerged that resembled many things at once - 

                                                           
1
 This quote comes from the TED Talk ‘Olafur Eliasson: Playing with space and light’, presented by 

Eliasson at an official TED conference, 7 August 2009. 
https://www.ted.com/talks/olafur_eliasson_playing_with_space_and_light?language=en (visited 
on 2 September, 2019) 
2
 Yard was part of the exhibition ‘Environments, Situations, Spaces’, taking place at the Martha 

Jackson Gallery from 25 May to 23 June, 1961. After his experiments with collages and 
environments, Kaprow coined the term Happening in 1959.  
3
 In Michael Huxley and Noel Witts, The Twentieth-Century Performance Reader (2

nd
 edition) (New 

York: Routledge, 2002), 264. 
4
 In fact, Kaprow orchestrated Happenings in detail and provided the participants with a set of 

instructions beforehand. See for an elaborate description of Kaprow’s working method: Paul 
Schimmel. “Leap into the Void: Performance and the Object.” In Out of Actions: between 
performance and the object, 1949–1979, exhibition catalogue (New York/London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1998), 61 f.  

https://www.ted.com/talks/olafur_eliasson_playing_with_space_and_light?language=en
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object art, installation art and performance.5  
 In the case of Yard, Kaprow responded to the situation in yet another 
way, as art historian Martha Buskirk observes. The Martha Jackson Gallery 
usually presented artworks that were created by modernist artists in the 
courtyard and, at the time, sculptures by Barbara Hepworth and Alberto 
Giacometti were on show. As Buskirk points out the photographs of the 
Happening reveal that Kaprow had wrapped those sculptures in tarpaper 
and tied them up like packages (Fig. 1.2). The artist had ‘blocked’ them 
from the audience’s perception as a statement and he “temporally 
swallowed up the more traditional modernist sculptures already on the 
site”, literally concealing the art of his predecessors.6 This contextual 
element was unique for the first iteration and tied the installation to the 
site of the performance. 

 In theory, Happenings have brief lives, because they are bound to 
specific sites and times. However, the many reiterations of Yard, varying 
from reinterpretations of the Happening (Fig. 1.3) to more sculptural site-
specific installations (Fig. 1.4), show something else. Martha Buskirk 
concludes: “Indeed, Yard is not simply a 1961 work, but an environment with 
a surprisingly extended history”. 7 In the course of time, Yard was not only 
reiterated by the artist himself or by curators who used documentation of 
earlier versions, but also by contemporary artists who were invited by his 
gallerist Hauser & Wirth in 2009, three years after the artist had passed 
away. Several ‘reinventions’ were created at different places, for instance 
by William Pope. L.8 The artist, who is best known for his performance 
artworks, created a new version at the original location in the Martha 
Jackson Gallery, bearing the title Yard (to Harrow) (Fig. 1.5). Since the 
courtyard had been roofed over in the meantime, the installation was 
relocated to the first floor of the gallery (covering more or less the same 
geographical coordinates).  

Like with the 1961 Happening, the audience could crawl and jump 

                                                           
5
 Paul Schimmel mentions the influence of John Cage and a New York-based group of artists (Jim 

Dine, Red Grooms, Claes Oldenburg, and Robert Whitman) as pioneers of the Happening. The 
influence of Jackson Pollock’s Action Paintings and John Cage’s affinity with random sound can also 
be traced in Kaprow’s preference for the use of everyday materials and non-professional 
participants. The citation comes from Paul Schimmel, Only memory can carry it into the future (Los 
Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2008), 14. 
6
 Martha Buskirk. Creative Enterprise. Contemporary Art Between Museum And Marketplace 

(International Texts in Critical Media Aesthetics. Volume 3) (New York: The Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 2012), 123. 
7
 Idem, 129. 

8
 In 1991, at the occasion of the overview exhibition ‘7 Environments’ at the Fondazione Mudima 

(Milan) Kaprow expressed his preference for the term ‘reinvention’ over ‘reconstruction’, because 
each new manifestation should differ from the original. Allan Kaprow, 7 Environments (Napels: 
Studio Morra, 1992), 23. The artists invited by Hauser & Wirth were William Pope L. Josiah 
McElheny and Sharon Hayes. https://www.hauserwirth.com/hauser-wirth-exhibitions/3277-allan-
kaprow-yard?modal=media-player&mediaType=artwork (accessed 4 October, 2019). 

https://www.hauserwirth.com/hauser-wirth-exhibitions/3277-allan-kaprow-yard?modal=media-player&mediaType=artwork
https://www.hauserwirth.com/hauser-wirth-exhibitions/3277-allan-kaprow-yard?modal=media-player&mediaType=artwork
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around, while sound and bright gallery spots were added as 
cinematographic elements. Several ‘body bags’ – like the ones wrapping the 
sculptures by Hepworth and Giacometti –were also added to the installation, 
honouring Kaprow’s statement of the original Happening.9 In the words of 
William Pope. L.: “Kaprow wanted to hide something – I wanted to show 
something.” With this gesture, the artist not only returned Yard to its place of 
origin but also reactivated a meaningful constituent of the first manifestation 
in a different socio-cultural environment.  
 Over the years, Yard turned into an iconic example of site-specificity, 
performativity and audience interaction. Although the original Happening 
was rooted in the art practice of the 1960s, its afterlife demonstrates a 
richness in approaches for reinvigorating site-specific installation artworks 
in different contexts and times.     
 

1.1 Research question 

 

At first glance, relocating site-specific installations and extending their lives 
within a museum context seems to be contradictory to the principles of site-
specificity. As the term ‘site-specific’ indicates, this kind of artworks is 
designed for a specific place and/or the surrounding context. 
Furthermore, the artworks are often intentionally temporary and 
performative, connecting the manifestation of the work not only to space 
but also to time. Hence, these artworks are spatiotemporally defined and 
would, theoretically, only exist as a singular manifestation for the 
duration of an exhibition. On the other hand, as the example of Yard has 
shown, artists, gallerists and curators have frequently engaged 
themselves with reiterations of site-specific installation artworks after the 
initial moment of creation.  

Yard raises a number of questions that are central to this dissertation. 
First of all, Happenings are often seen as forerunners of ‘performance art’, 
a term coined in the 1970s as an umbrella term for avant-gardist 
artworks with a focus on process and action in the present moment.10 
Likewise, site-specific installations engage the visitor in the here-and-now 
and could be compared with a temporary event or a ‘performance’. 
Furthermore, relevant to the current study is the problem of the 
acquisition of performative artworks by a gallery or a museum, because in 
their perpetuation an ontological gap is created between the initial 
‘performance’ of the artwork and its manifestations at later instances. As 
outlined above with the history of Yard, site-specific artworks have been 
collected by museums ever since their emergence in the 1960s and are 
                                                           
9
 William Pope. L calls them ‘body bags’ in an interview with Mary Barone, Art in America, 6 

October, 2009.  
10

 See for this comparison between Happenings and performance art: Richard Schechner, 
Performance Studies. An Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 39-40. 
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being presented in different contexts. How can we understand this 
inherent paradox of the perpetuation of these artworks? What happens to 
the identity of site-specific installations once they have been acquired for 
a museum collection and are being reinstalled time and again?  

 
Another key question is how site-specific installations survive in a 
museum context. Whereas Allan Kaprow preferred Yard to be ‘reinvented’ 
by himself or others, this is not a standard approach in the production and 
conservation of contemporary art. The conservation discipline is deeply 
concerned with matters of change and variability in contemporary art, 
which are no less applicable to site-specific installations than to other 
works of contemporary art. Within this paradigm, the connectivity to the 
surrounding context poses a problem, since site-specific installations are 
susceptible to changes beyond the configuration of the work itself, due to, 
for example, relocation of the installation to a different place, renovation 
of the exhibition space for which the work was intended, or changes in 
museum policies and the socio-cultural environment in which the 
museum operates. Seen from the perspective of their continuation, could 
we assume that site-specific installations have a transformative identity, 
including the ability to accommodate their site-specificity to new 
circumstances? Which approaches apply in museum practices and what are 
factors of influence that determine the reinvigoration of the artwork’s site-
specificity?  

 
The above leads to the two kernel questions of this dissertation. The first 
question addresses the connectivity between the artwork and the ‘site’ of its 
presentation: How can we describe this connection and what set of 
parameters can support a comparison between one iteration and another?  
How does this systematic comparison contribute to answering the 
ontological question whether a manifestation of a site-specific installation is 
still recognizable as the same artwork, despite modifications of the spatial 
design of the work and/or of the surrounding exhibition space, or changes in 
the socio-cultural context in which the artwork is presented?  
 The second question focuses on the strategies artists and custodians 
apply in respect of the activation of the network of site-specific functions and 
foregrounds the factors of influence regarding the presentation of site-
specific installations. In particular in this respect, ample attention is paid to 
museum practices and the underlying motives of the decision-makers. By 
including an analysis of the processes and  practices applying to staging site-
specific installation artworks, insight can be gained into the underlying 
motives of decision-makers and, by extension, into the problem of the 
perpetuation of site-specific artworks in museums.   
 In answer to these questions, my research offers a conceptual model for 
the analysis of site-specific installation artworks over time, enabling a 
systematic comparison of successive iterations and the factors that influence 
their presentation as a site-specific installation. The building blocks of this 
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conceptual model are derived from various academic disciplines  art history, 
conservation and socio-geography  that will be shaping the model step by 
step. When developing the conceptual model, I will discuss a variety of case 
studies and, conversely, the model will be tried out on a number of site-
specific installation artworks in museum collections in three ‘case study’ 
chapters.   
 
 
Defining site specific installation artworks and their perpetuation 
 
The generation of artists to which Kaprow belonged opposed the mechanisms 
of the art market and criticized the emerging consumer society of the 1960s. 
Life events, performances and site-specific installations were strategies to 
oppose the idea of ‘art as commodity’ and the circulation of art objects - not 
least because these artworks were supposed to be untradeable and could not 
easily be moved. Simultaneously with a refusal of participating in the official 
art circuit, artists looked for alternative exhibition places where they could 
experiment with new forms and production methods ‘in situ’. As a 
consequence, site-specific art was preferably created in factories, empty office 
buildings, or public space – places offering the artists ample opportunity for 
experiment. From the 1960s onward, Land Art projects showed an interest  in 
exploring the connectivity between art and the physical properties of a given 
‘site’. Apart from that, a wide array of materials, media, techniques and 
strategies were employed to explore the site’s conditions and incorporate 
them into the production of site-specific works of art. 
 Ideologies changed over the past 50 years and an ever-increasing 
number of site-specific installations is being produced by contemporary 
artists, often in cooperation with gallerists and museum curators. Today, 
artists are often invited to create ‘spectacular’ installations for specific 
locations in a commercial gallery or museum building. Indeed, it is now part 
of the art practice to work with the conditions of a particular site or  “a style 
of working”, as the curator Christian L. Frock observes.11 In concordance with 
these developments in the art practice, a broader notion of site-specificity 
came into vogue. As stated by Mary Tinti in the Oxford Dictionary of Art, site-
specificity “has evolved to encompass a broad range of philosophical and 
conceptual nuances. It continues to be the subject of much scholarly scrutiny, 
discussion and debate in the new millennium.”12 The current study aims to 
contribute to this discussion by examining the problem of the extended lives of 

                                                           
11

 Christian L. Frock, “Site-specific installation: some historic context,” in Unexpected Art. 
Serendipitous Installations, Site-Specific Works and Surprising Interventions, ed. Jenny Moussa 
Spring (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2015), 8. 
12

 Mary M. Tinti, “Site-specific”, Oxford Dictionary of Art, 
https://www.oxfordartonline.com/search?q=site-specific&searchBtn=Search&isQuickSearch=true 
(visited on 3 September, 2019)  

https://www.oxfordartonline.com/search?q=site-specific&searchBtn=Search&isQuickSearch=true
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artworks that were created for a specific place and were subsequently 
acquired for a collection.  
 Arguably, the subject has a large scope and it is important to provide a 
structure in order to get a grip on the kind of artworks under discussion and 
the problem of their perpetuation. Art historians and theorists have 
developed typologies for site-specific installations, mostly following the 
chronology of their creation process. Although I will make ample use of 
existing categorizations, for the current purpose it seemed more productive 
to develop a model that applies to the phenomenon of site-specificity 
independently from the historical context in which the artwork is created. A 
second element of the model focuses on the analysis of different 
manifestations of one and the same site-specific artwork. To enable an 
analysis of the factors of influence on successive iterations of the artwork, an 
analytical toolbox is proposed, by which means the impact of musealization, 
preservation and reinstallation can be scrutinized.  
 
In view of the above, a few words are needed regarding the terminology 
used. I have designated the term ‘perpetuation’ to the processes and 
practices of safeguarding site-specific installation artworks, because its 
meaning “to preserve something valued from oblivion or extinction” suggests 
an active approach that applies very well to the reinvigoration of site-specific 
artworks.13 The alternative term, ‘continuation’ (which is a more common 
term in conservation studies) would suggest that the artwork continues to 
exist in more or less the same format, which would be in contrast to the 
radical changes these artworks may undergo when exhibited in new contexts 
and/or times.  
 Furthermore, I will use the umbrella term ‘conservation’ for several 
activities in the conservation field that are usually subdivided into: 
‘preventive conservation’ (handling, transport, storage and display 
measurements), ‘conservation’ (action carried out with the aim of 
stabilizing condition and retarding further deterioration) and 
‘restoration’ (action carried out on damaged or deteriorated objects).14 
 In addition, the terms ‘installation art’ and ‘site-specific installation art’ 
need clarification, because they are partly overlapping. Art historians and 
scholars usually call spatial constructions which are composed of 
heterogeneous elements, ‘installation art’. This term emerged in the 1960s 
and has been ambiguous from the start. According to Claire Bishop, the term 
‘installation’ was used in art magazines in order to describe artworks “that 
used the whole space” of the gallery; in photo captions it indicated the overall 

                                                           
13

 See English Grammar https://www.englishgrammar.org/perpetrate-vs-perpetuate/ (visited on 6 
October 2019). 
14

 After E.C.C.O. Professional Guidelines, Promoted by the European Confederation of Conservator-
Restorers’ Organization, 2002. http://www.ecco-
eu.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ECCO_professional_guidelines_II.pdf (visited on 3 September, 2019) 

https://www.englishgrammar.org/perpetrate-vs-perpetuate/
http://www.ecco-eu.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ECCO_professional_guidelines_II.pdf
http://www.ecco-eu.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ECCO_professional_guidelines_II.pdf
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arrangement of an exhibition: the “installation shot”.15  Soon after, installation 
art became a general indicator of a wide array of artworks, varying “in 
appearance, content and scope”.16 In the same vein, art critic and curator 
Mark Rosenthal refers to installations as an “integrated, cohesive, carefully 
contrived whole”.17 He stresses the presence of the viewer, who often needs 
to enter the installation space physically in order to experience the artwork, 
as a precondition for rendering the meaning of the installation. Rosenthal 
calls this the “lifelike qualities” of installation art, grouping the works 
together around the parameters of space and time:  
 

The time and space of the viewer coincide with the art, with no 
separation or dichotomy between the perceiver and the object. In 
other words, life pervades this form of art.18  

 
‘Spatial configuration’ and ‘temporality’ are concepts that apply to installation 
art at large. However, in site-specific installations an extra layer of meaning is 
added to the configuration, namely: the artwork’s relationship to the site. This 
interconnectivity between the configuration of the installation itself and the 
surrounding context is by definition both spatially and temporally defined. 
Hence, strictly speaking, a site-specific installation would only exist as a 
singular manifestation, because the work cannot exist in the same form in 
another space and/or time. In reality, however, many artworks continue their 
existence in a museum context, which means that inevitably change or loss of 
site-specificity occurs, a crucial aspect that sets these artworks apart from the 
larger group of installations. 
 
The aspect of singularity is at the heart of the current research, especially in 
regard to the question whether, and if so, how site-specificity can be repeated, 
reactivated or re-established. Many artists, gallerists and museum 
practitioners have been involved in the relocation of site-specific installations 
to a museum and on a regular basis decisions are taken regarding the site-
specificity of the artwork: some elements may survive, while others have 
been adjusted or omitted from the installation, depending on the situation. In 
the current research I will closely examine such decisions and the underlying 
motives in concrete case examples, in order to develop the conceptual model 
in tandem with actual museum practices and the attempts to communicate 
site-specific art from the past to contemporary audiences. 
 In view of the above, I would like to make the additional remark that 
historical works have the advantage of a sequence of reiterations that can be 
studied, as demonstrated in the introductory example of Allan Kaprow’s Yard. 

                                                           
15

 Claire Bishop, Installation art. A Critical History, (London: Tate Publisher, 2005), 6. 
16

 Idem. 
17

 Mark Rosenthal, Understanding Installation Art. From Duchamp to Holzer (Munich: Prestel 
Verlag, 2003), 26. 
18

 Rosenthal, Installation Art, 27. 
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With site-specific installations from a more recent date, the approaches and 
strategies for their perpetuation are often not yet crystalized, which enables a 
researcher to experience the decision-making process from close by and to 
analyse the problems and solutions applied in current practice. In my 
research, I followed both directions by interlacing historic and contemporary 
examples, in order to get a better grip on the full range of site-specific 
installations in museums. In fact, a contemporary example, which I will briefly 
introduce below, triggered my interest in this research topic. The kind of 
questions arising from its acquisition are illustrative of the issues 
encountered with many other site-specific installation artworks as well.  
 
1.2 Olafur Eliasson’s Notion Motion 
 
In 2005, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (Rotterdam) commissioned the 
world-famous artist Olafur Eliasson to create a site-specific installation for 
the first floor of the Bodon Gallery. Taking advantage of the large dimensions 
of the exhibition space, Eliasson created three adjacent compartments, 
covering 1200 m2 in total. The installation largely consists of water containers 
that are covered with raised, wooden duckboards for visitors to walk on. The 
rooms are darkened, with the exception of a few spotlights illuminating 
particular sections, like on a film set. Visitors literally breathe life into the 
artwork by walking over the duckboards and causing ripples when the 
boards touch the water; with each movement the ripples are amplified by 
wave activators and, as a result, light waves are projected on the walls. Notion 
Motion is both spectacular and intimate, as it makes visitors aware of their 
own interaction and intensifies their perception when ripples in the water 
transform into patterns of light (Fig. 1.6).19   
 According to Eliasson, museums offer a unique platform for presenting 
artworks that raise people’s awareness of natural phenomena, of time and 
space:  
  

So here I am with a museum exhibition and I want the time to take the 
museum out of its stigma, of being timeless, and add the time to it as a 
dimension which is productive to the quality of the work. So it is not, 
again, about the museum but about the spectator … and the principle 
question about taking your time.20 

 
Notion Motion was created and acquired in 2005 and was rebuilt in the Bodon 
Gallery in 2010 and 2016. I visited Notion Motion twice and was touched by 

                                                           
19

 Claire Bishop describes the visitor’s encounter in the museum space with Eliasson’s Notion 
Motion as an experience of “returning to the subjective moment of perception”. Claire Bishop, 
Installation art. A Critical History (London: Tate Publisher, 2005), 76-80.  
20

 Olafur Eliasson made this statement in the documentary video ‘Take your Time’, published at the 
website of MoMA, https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2008/olafureliasson/#/video4/ 
(visited on 4 September, 2019). 

https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2008/olafureliasson/#/video4/
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the cheerful way people behaved when touching the duckboards, sometimes 
even dancing (Fig. 1.7). The installation was appreciated by both the public 
and the media. The commission is exemplary for the curatorial agenda of 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen: offering the public immersive experiences 
with contemporary art. On the reverse side are the high demands posed to 
the museum and its staff members in terms of reinstallation. Each time the 
installation is presented, interior walls have to be rebuilt in order to 
subdivide the Bodon Gallery into the necessary separate compartments; huge 
water basins are covered with foil in order to carry no less than 20,562 liters 
of water and each time the installation is exhibited 800 duckboards are being 
assembled and reinstalled.21 Apart from the spotlights and a few technical 
devices, no material substances are kept and for each new period of display 
the entire construction has to be reassembled. 
 Notion Motion is one of the prestigious acquisitions of Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen and raises profound issues for its perpetuation. The 
work could only be purchased with external financial support of a patron and 
the agreement indicates that the artwork should be on show every five years. 
22 Apart from the huge efforts to rebuild the construction, there is the issue of 
safety relating to the management of the water basins and the visitors 
walking over the duckboards in darkened spaces. Site-specific installations 
often entice the public to interact with them because of their exciting, spatial 
and sometimes interactive constructions, but they also may bring risks, as we 
shall see in a number of case studies in this dissertation – risk for the 
building, the collection and the public.  
 At the heart of this dissertation is Notion Motion’s site-specificity. Could 
the artwork be sent on loan to a different location? This problem was 
discussed during a European project, called ‘Inside Installations’, in which I 
was directly involved as the main coordinator.23 The international 
conservation community has a history of collaborative projects, in which 
conservators, curators and scholars participate in individual case studies and 
in which the artist is involved wherever possible and desired.24 Against this 

                                                           
21

 A description of the work is provided at https://www.boijmans.nl/en/exhibitions/olafur-eliasson-
notion-motion-2016 (visited on 4 September, 2019). 
22

 Notion Motion was acquired with financial support of the H + F Patronage (Han Nefkens).  
23

 The European project ‘Inside Installations’ ran from 2004-2007. On behalf of the Cultural Heritage 
Agency of The Netherlands, I was main coordinator of the project in which 25 European museums 
and institutions researched the problems of preservation and reinstallation and carried out an 
equal number of case studies on installation art. See: Scholte and Wharton 2011 for the results of 
the project. Part of the project consisted of a recording of the reinstallation process of Notion 
Motion in 2010, included in the film ‘Installation Art: Who Cares?’, published by the Foundation for 
the Conservation of Contemporary Art, The Netherlands. 
https://www.sbmk.nl/en/publications/filmInstallationArtWhoCares (visited on 26 June, 2019). 
24

 Examples of international collaboration projects in the conservation of contemporary are the 
symposium and publication ‘Modern Art: Who Cares?’ (1996/1999) and the International Network 
for the Conservation of Contemporary Art (INCCA) (1999-today). See IJsbrand Hummelen and 
Dionne Sillé eds. Modern Art: Who Cares? (London: Archetype Publications, 2006 [1999]); and 

https://www.boijmans.nl/en/exhibitions/olafur-eliasson-notion-motion-2016
https://www.boijmans.nl/en/exhibitions/olafur-eliasson-notion-motion-2016
https://www.sbmk.nl/en/publications/filmInstallationArtWhoCares
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background, ‘Inside Installations’ focused on a an interdisciplinary approach 
during the investigation, conservation and presentation of a large number of 
case studies on installation artworks in museums. Notion Motion was one of 
the more complex cases, because of the few physical remains and the scarce 
documentation that was available. When Eliasson was asked for his opinion 
on the matter of sending Notion Motion on loan, his answer was positive - on 
the condition that the spatial dimensions would differ no more than 10% 
from the original. The interview clarified that “[it] should be attempted to 
show the work with all parts if possible. A partial showing should mention 
that the work is only partially represented.” Only Olafur Eliasson or a 
representative of his estate could decide to do otherwise.25 This very precise 
specification would give the museum relative freedom for relocating the 
artwork to a different venue, which in fact never happened until the date of 
writing this dissertation.   
 Most of the issues discussed above were not foreseen at the moment of 
Notion Motion’s first display. Only with the passage of time, the problems of 
the artwork’s perpetuation became manifest and each new reiteration is 
challenging, especially with regard to a current development. In May 2019, 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen closed its doors for a major renovation of 
the entire museum. A new episode will start in 2021, with the building of 
public art depot next to the renovated museum building, which will serve as 
an additional exhibition space. It is not unthinkable that Notion Motion will be 
reinstalled at this new site and, even when executed at (almost) the same 
geographical coordinates, these contextual changes will have a considerable 
effect on the artwork’s manifestation.  
 The examples of Yard and Notion Motion indicate that site-specific 
installation artworks continue to give rise to new questions regarding the 
reinvigoration of their site-specific functions. As we shall see with quite a 
number of examples presented in this dissertation, it is no exception that site-
specific installations end up in a deadlock at some point of their career. This is 
not to say that site-specific installations cannot survive under changing 
circumstances and, due to their significance for the collection, custodians 
keep searching for solutions to the challenging questions those artworks 
pose, in order to keep them alive.   
 
Methodology  
 
The aim of my dissertation is to contribute to the decision-making processes 
from an academic point of view, without losing sight of the issues at stake in 

                                                                                                                                                   
IJsbrand Hummelen and Tatja Scholte, “Sharing Knowledge for the conservation of contemporary 
art: changing roles in a museum without walls?” In Modern Art, New Museums, eds Roy Ashok and 
Perry Smith (Bilbao: The International Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, 
2004), 208-210. 
25

 This citation is taken from an interview with Olafur Eliasson by Elbrig de Groot and Jaap 
Guldemond, archive Museum Boijmans van Beuningen. 
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museum practices. The cross-fertilization between practice and theory is a 
trademark of current research in the field of musealization, conservation and 
presentation of contemporary art.26 In accord with this trend, the core of my 
method consists of case study analyses, based on personal observation, 
documentation, literature reviews and interviews with a range of 
stakeholders. In addition, I will make use of my own ethnographic field work 
during previous projects, such as ‘Inside Installations’. A profound literature 
review of relevant academic writings in art history, socio-geography and 
conservation studies will be employed for developing the argument and the 
proposed conceptual model. Furthermore, two concepts are at the heart of 
my methodology, which are briefly introduced below. The first one is the 
proposition to study site-specific installation artworks from a ‘biographical’ 
perspective. The second one rests on the assumption that site-specific 
installations can be conceived as ‘dynamic relational networks’, which will be 
a guiding principle for structuring my model.  
 
1.3 Biographical approach  
 
The concept of the cultural biography of objects was introduced by the 
anthropologists Igor Kopytoff and Arjun Appadurai, and has gained currency 
in heritage studies, archeology and, more recently, in reflective writing on 
contemporary art conservation.27 Key to this notion is the idea that cultural 
objects have ‘social lives’ and that the relevance of the object – its material, 
symbolic, social, utilitarian and/or economic value – can be assessed at 
moments of transition, when the object moves from one cultural sphere to 
another.28 The authors state that the life of a cultural object can be studied by 
looking into the history of its making and by studying the shifts in meaning 
and changing ‘status’ of the object during its journey through different value 
systems. Igor Kopytoff:  
 

Biographies of things can make salient what might otherwise remain 
obscure. For example, in situations of culture contact, they can show 
what anthropologists have so often stressed: that what is significant 
about the adoption of alien objects – as of alien ideas – is not the fact 
that they are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined.29   

 

                                                           
26

 See, for example, the innovative European training network New Approaches in the Conservation 
of Contemporary Art (NACCA), coordinated by Maastricht University, 2017-2019. 
http://nacca.eu/about/ (visited on 5 September, 2019). 
27

 The concept of the biography of cultural objects was introduced in Arjun Appadurai, 
“Introduction: commodities and the politics of value,” in The Social Life of Things, ed. Arjun 
Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 3-63. And in Igor Kopytoff,  “The cultural 
biography of things: commoditization as process” in The Social Life of Things, ed. Arjun Appadurai 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 64-91.  
28

 Kopytoff, “Cultural Biography,” 66-67. 
29

 Idem, 67.  
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Within conservation of contemporary art research, the biographical approach 
has been embraced in order to study and compare various manifestations in 
the lives of works of art, considered as successive stages in which meaning is 
redefined.30 In the often complex trajectories of contemporary artworks, 
variation, change and transformation frequently occur and not always in 
concordance with the artwork’s linear chronology. The assumption is that, by 
means of distinguishing, describing and analyzing ‘biographical stages’, we 
might understand what elements of the artwork have changed or remained 
the same, and why this happened at ‘moments of transition’. Moreover, the 
approach brings into focus the processual character of contemporary art and 
the possibility that artworks can move into or out of a biographical stage: at 
some stages significant differences may occur, whereas other stages are more 
consistent with each other, and even similarities in biographical stages of 
different artworks may come to light. In this sense, conservation scholar 
Renée van de Vall suggests that the cultural biography enables us to follow 
individual trajectories that nevertheless may show similar phases and 
patterns of change.31 
 
In this dissertation I will look for patterns of similarity and change in the lives 
of site-specific installation artworks by describing and analyzing their 
biographical stages, especially with regard to elements that constitute the 
works’ site-specificity. That said, it should also be stressed that researchers 
who follow a biographical approach take part in the construction of the 
artwork´s biography and, inevitably, involve a certain degree of subjectivity. 
Like a biographer who is portraying a  person, my accounts will be 
constructions of the artworks´ biographies made in hindsight and from a 
certain perspective; in the case of this research, with a focus on the meaning 
production of the site-specific artwork in diverse circumstances and the 
museum’s strategies of perpetuation, display and care.  
 
1.4 Typologies and site-specific installations as dynamic 
networks  
 
The range of site-specific installations seems endless. To get a hold on this 
diversity, my first step is to turn to art history and make use of the typologies 
developed in this field. The best-known typology was offered by the art 
historian Miwon Kwon at the turn of this century, in two seminal publications 

                                                           
30 See for in-depth discussion of the biographical approach applied to the conservation of 
contemporary art Renée van de Vall, Hanna Hölling, Tatja Scholte, and Sanneke Stigter, “Reflections 
on a biographical approach,” Preprints  ICOM Conservation Community 16th Triennial Conference, 
(Lisbon, 19-23 September, 2011): 1-8. See also Deborah Cherry, “Altered States: the social 
biographies of works of art. She Loved to Breathe - Pure Silence (1987-2012) by Zarina Bhimji,” in 
Tra memoria e oblio: percorsi nella conservazione dell’arte contemporanea, ed. Paolo Martore 
(Rome: Castelvecchi, 2014), 210-228. 
31

 Van de Vall et al, “Biographical approach,” 6.  
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on site-specific art.32 Kwon takes artworks from the late 1960s and early 
1970s as a main point of reference and explains how the inextricable bond 
between the artwork and the site was interconnected with a critical stance 
taken by the artists towards the institutions and a wider socio-political 
context.33 When art galleries and museums started to collect site-specific 
artworks from the avant-garde two decades later, the meaning of this crucial 
relationship was lost and site-specific art was rendered harmless, according 
to the author. Noteworthy for this discussion is that simultaneously with rise 
of the museums’ interest in collecting site-specific artworks, artists started a 
second wave of site-specificity at the end of the 1980s, coinciding with the 
rise of globalization and communication technology. Kwon explains that, 
whereas in the previous decades site-specificity was understood as an 
integrated whole – physically tied to a particular location for both the artist 
and the viewer – the new tendency was to use the conditions of a given place 
in site-specific art projects and subsequently distribute the artworks around 
the globe – creating a distance in time and space between the production and 
reception of the work.34  
 This very brief summary does not do justice to Miwon Kwon’s 
conceptual framework regarding the genealogy of site-specific art and I will 
return to her view in more detail in Chapter 2. The reason to include it here is 
that her argument draws attention to an important shift – roughly speaking 
occurring between the 1960s/70s and the 1980s/90s – which represents two 
different viewpoints regarding the notion of site-specificity. Throughout my 
dissertation this distinction between two art historical periods is a recurring 
theme, because it elucidates shifts in the artists’ approaches towards site-
specificity, and marks the turning point of the 1990s when museums started 
to collect and re-exhibit site-specific installations.  
 Under the influence of globalization, the 1990s introduced broader 
notions of site-specificity in the art practice and discourse. In this respect, art 
historian James Meyer signals a trend of “nomadic working” artists who seek 
inspiration in the historical or socio-political meaning of a given site and start 
working with local communities in site-specific projects.35 Both Miwon Kwon 
and James Meyer specify this new form of connectivity as the capacity to 
establish a dynamic movement between sites. In this new paradigm, site-
specificity is conceived of as a function of the site that could be translated to 

                                                           
32

 Kwon, Miwon, One Place After Another. Site-Specific Art and Locational identity (Cambridge MA 
and London: The MIT Press, 2002, 1-31 and 33-55. And Miwon Kwon, “One place after another: 
Notes on site-specificity,” in Space, Site, Intervention. Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderburg 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 38-63.  
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 Kwon, “Notes on site-specificity”, 38-43. 
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 Kwon,  One Place After Another, 1-4. 
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 James Meyer, “The Functional Site or The Transformation of Site Specificity,” in Space, Site, 
Intervention. Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderburg (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000), 32. 
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various contexts.36 In the same vein, the art historian Anne Ring Petersen 
introduces the notion of networked site-specificity, understood as a metaphor 
“to describe the complex processes, relationships, materialities and 
intersection points”.37 Petersen brings a processual approach into the 
discussion by focussing on the chain of actions that produce site-specificity at 
specific moments in time and crystalize into a (temporary) meaning. Her view 
echoes what Doreen Massey stated in the early 1990s in A global sense of 
place, namely that “specificity” of a place is  
 
 … constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, 
 meeting and weaving together at a particular locus... Instead then, 
 of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can be 
 imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations 
 and understandings.38 
 
In the slipstream of the new art practices and global trends, contemporary art 
museums reconsidered their institutional role: on the one hand, this new 
interest in the ‘site’ made the institutions receptive to site-specific installation 
artworks from previous periods and, on the other hand, collaboration with 
artists more and more became part of institutional policies. Increasingly, 
artists were invited to create site-specific installations for museum galleries, 
as still happens today. 
  
The starting point for the conceptual framework I am proposing is that site-
specific installation artworks can best be understood as dynamic relational 
networks. Therewith, I am following the notion of ‘networked site-specificity’ 
from the art historical discourse. First of all, this notion is beneficial to a 
conceptual model that applies to a wide range of site-specific installation 
artworks, as I will argue in this dissertation. Furthermore, the ‘network’ is a 
familiar concept within various cultural discourses in order to describe art as 
a dynamic system, consisting of functions that operate in mutual relationship 
with one another. The idea that site-specificity is produced as a network of 
functions – which are activated at specific sites and moments in time – 
enables an analysis of the constitutive elements of the network and their 
changes over time. The museum site is regarded as a dynamic part of this 
system, or, to quote James Meyer: “The functional work explores an 
‘expanded’ site. The ‘art world’, in this activity has become a site within a 
network of sites, an institution among institutions”.39 
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 James Meyer was the first art historian who described this new form of site-specificity as the 
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1.5 Outline of the research project 
 
After this introduction, I will continue in Chapter Two with an art historical 
overview of the main concepts art historians and critics have attributed to 
site-specific art. Various typologies and terminologies developed in the 
discourse will be presented in order to gain a deeper insight into the 
phenomenon of site-specificity in the art practice and into the relationship 
between artists and museums. Complemented with case examples and 
statements made by the artists themselves, I will make a first step to 
developing a vocabulary for site-specific installations and the proposed 
conceptual model regarding their perpetuation.   
 In Chapter Three, this model is developed further by introducing the 
notion of site-specificity as a triadic network of spatial functions. This view 
forms the backbone of my argument and is derived from a theory on space 
developed by social-geographer Henri Lefebvre. His publication The 
Production of Space (first published in 1974) was deeply embedded in a more 
general interest in space and spatiality of the 1968-generation city planners 
and sociologists. His views have been highly influential on the thinking about 
space in planning, architecture, design and contemporary art to this very day. 
Following Lefebvre’s theory, the network of site-specificity is proposed as a 
conglomerate of three basic functions: the physical relationship between the 
artwork and its surrounding (in concept and realization), the social spaces in 
which the artwork is produced and experienced, and the symbolic 
(representational) context in which the artwork is presented.  
 In the second part of the chapter, the focus shifts towards a current 
strand in the conservation discourse in which installation artworks are 
compared with a ‘performance’ or ‘live event’. The rationale for 
understanding site-specific installations in terms of their performative quality 
is that the meaning of these artworks is only produced when the work is 
installed  or ‘staged’  at a particular place and moment in time. It also 
brings into focus that the staging of a site-specific installation is the result of a 
decision-making process, which can be analysed with a similar set of terms as 
applied in the performance arts: ‘script’ and ‘actor’.  I incorporate this view 
into my conceptual model by developing a ‘toolbox’ – based on the notions of 
‘script’ and ‘actor’ – which enables the analysis of decision-making and of the 
factors of influence on successive iterations. Lefebvre’s theory of the triadic 
network of spatial functions and the performance analogy are complementary 
to one another, like two segments of a walnut. Together they constitute my 
proposition of a conceptual model for the perpetuation of site-specific 
installation artworks in museum context.  
 
In Chapters 1, 2 and 3, several historical examples are included in order to 
develop the argument and the conceptual model. In the case study chapters 
(4-6), most examples are from a more recent date. The main case studies in 
these chapters were created in the first decade of this century and, due to 
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their relatively young existence, they pose challenges and dilemma’s to 
museums which have not always been solved as yet. The examples were 
selected on the basis of specific questions the artworks raise in view of their 
perpetuation. 
 Throughout this dissertation, I switch between theories, conceptual 
ideas and case studies that allow me to undertake detailed examination of the 
artworks and related documentation. Methods of collecting source material 
for the case studies consist of archival research (consultation of floor plans, 
condition reports, artists’ statements, conservation and curatorial reports, 
guidelines for reinstallation etc.); the examination of relevant literature (e.g. 
published statements, exhibition reviews, published interviews etc.). 
Furthermore, I conducted ethnographic research, primarily in the form of 
interviews with artists, conservators, curators of collections, exhibition 
makers and other stakeholders. Sometimes I was a participant in the 
research, as in the case study of Notion Motion and Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave 
(Chapter 4).  The approach of working with, as well as in, museums, was 
decisive for the selection of the main case examples, which are all hosted by 
museums in The Netherlands.  
 Museum practices take a central role in this research. Testing the model 
against ‘real life’ examples in museums proved crucial and brought about 
some refinements of the proposed model (see, for example, Chapter 4). 
Furthermore, each of the main case studies is accompanied with at least one 
comparative case, which has a longer history of musealization. This 
comparison sheds a fresh light on the dilemmas and options for the artwork’s 
perpetuation. The ultimate goal of proposing the conceptual model and the 
analysis of examples is not only to contribute to the academic field, but also to 
contribute to the work of museum professionals when facing challenging 
situations in the perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks in their 
collections.  
  
Three main case studies  
 
The case study of Chapter 4 – Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave. It happens in the 
body where truth dances (2004) – is a room-filling installation designed for 
and realized within the Bodon Gallery of Museum Boijmans van Beuningen. 
Célula Nave is a huge structure, resembling a ‘tent’, for which the artist used 
different kinds of knitted polyamide in various shades of turquoise. The 
stretchable material gives in when visitors entering the ‘nave’ press the fabric 
to the floor and touch the membrane with their hands. It is an example of 
Neto’s hallmark to reconsider architectural spaces through the tactility of 
sensual materials, a haptic sensation that is crucial in experiencing his art. 
However, in the case under consideration, the interaction proved to be 
extremely harmful to the physical condition of the work.  
 After two terms of display, Célula Nave can no longer be installed and is 
considered a ‘total loss’. Initially the installation was not intended to survive 
after its first display period, Célula Nave was acquired nonetheless. Hence, the 
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main issue in this case is the dilemma of extending the lifespan of a 
temporary, site-specific installation and, in addition, the question how the 
work’s physical integrity relates to the interactive use and intended site-
specificity. Furthermore, the places of production play an important role in 
this case study, since they are significant parameters for the meaning of the 
work. With an eye on the current state of ‘total loss’, the conceptual model is 
employed for an exploration of possible scenarios for future iterations, taking 
into account the intended site-specific experience and the production sites 
(restoration, remake under supervision of the artist, remake by another 
fabricator). 
 Chapter 5 Jason Rhoades’ SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion (2002), 
examines a room-filling installation by Jason Rhoades in the collection of Van 
Abbemuseum (Eindhoven). The installation was created for the opening 
exhibition of the new museum (2003), as a site-specific installation for the 
museum’s ‘project space’ in the basement. The  chapter focuses on the 
perpetuation of a site-specific installation that results from a co-production 
between the artist and the museum. Jason Rhoades involved museum staff 
members in the preparations, e.g. by collecting numerous objects of which the 
installation is composed (most of which refer to cultivation processes in 
agriculture) and engaged them in ‘uncommon’ activities for a museum 
context  such as slicing onion rings and cooking them in the museum 
canteen before adding them to the installation. The case study looks into 
various modes of site-specificity: the physical location, the production 
process in the museum, and symbolic references to the museum space, for 
example in thumbnails of the museum’s collection added by Rhoades to the 
installation. When SLOTO was reinstalled in 2011, two major challenges had 
to be faced: in 2006, the artist had suddenly passed away and the original 
location was no longer available as a gallery space. With this second iteration, 
the curators decided to relocate SLOTO to another gallery and accommodated 
its site-specific functions this new location. The conceptual model is 
employed for the analysis of the shifts in the artwork’s site-specificity and for 
understanding the underlying motives of the curatorial decision-making 
process during the second iteration.  

Chapter 6 is dedicated to the installation artwork Drifting Producers 
(2003) by the South-Korean artists’ group Flying City, in the collection of Van 
Abbemuseum. This installation is intertwined with a socio-geographical art 
project carried out by Flying City over a period of several years (2001-2009). 
Apart from being artists, the collective took on the role of urban researchers 
in Seoul and integrated this research into their installation. The case study 
examines the transition from a socio-geographical, site-specific project into 
an installation artwork and analyses its perpetuation in a museum context 
with the following questions in mind: To what extent and how does the on-
going project conducted at a different socio-geographical location still 
resonate in the materialized installation artwork? What happened to the site-
specific functions of the installation after the work entered the museum 
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collection? What is the impact of conservation and curatorial adjustments of 
the artwork to fit the museum context?  
Chapter 7 presents the main outcomes of the research and reflects on the 
applicability of the proposed conceptual model to museum practices. The 
analyses of the case studies show that the functions of the site-specific 
network are continuously redefined, often with the help of the artist, but 
certainly not always. Sometimes custodians need to reinvigorate the 
functions of ‘site-specificity’ in a way that could not be foreseen at the 
moment of creation. Hence, one of the main conclusions is that a curatorial 
strategy for staging site-specific installations is often based on an 
interpretation of the functions of the spatial network, informed by the artist’s 
intentions and, just as well, based on current museum policies and curatorial 
strategies. The inherent paradox of extending the lives of spatiotemporal 
installations implies a reactivation of site-specificity under different 
circumstances, which may lead to radical changes in the artwork’s 
manifestation. Yet, if such a reinvigoration does not take place there is a 
chance that site-specific installations would lose their site-specific meaning 
all together and turn into site-generic works of art.  
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Chapter 2: Site-specific installation art in 

historical perspective  

 
“Here, in fact, site-specificity arises precisely in uncertainties over the borders 
and limits of works and site.” Nick Kaye.40 
 
In this chapter, the argument develops from the art historical discourse on 
site-specific installation art. Artists as well as critics have explored various 
notions of site-specificity, usually in concordance with successive art 
historical periods: the first ‘wave’ of site-specific installations created during 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, and a second period, from the 1980s and 
early 1990s until today. The chapter elucidates several art historical 
perspectives on both periods and the shifts occurring in the relationship 
between artists and museum institutions, between the artwork and the site. 
Furthermore, it is important to realise that site-specific installation artworks 
are highly diverse in form, content, and meaning. For the current purpose of 
developing a model with an eye on the artworks’ perpetuation, a 
chronological approach is only partly effective. A further abstraction in 
categorisation is needed, focussing on the network of site-specific functions 
and their changes over time. To this end, this chapter presents a selection of 
relevant notions elucidating the extended lives of site-specific installations, 
which I derive from case examples and observations made by artists and art 
historians in this respect. The discussion is a prelude to Chapter 3, in which I 
take the vocabulary for site-specific installation artworks one step further by 
employing a triadic set of spatial functions, derived from Henri Lefebvre’s 
theory on space.   
 
2.1 The rise of site-specific installation art: criticism towards 
the established art world 
 
There is no particular art movement or art form called ‘site-specific 
installation art’. Nevertheless, site-specificity has dominated the art discourse 
since decades. In particular Miwon Kwon built a theoretical framework for 
site-specific installation art by analysing the development of site-specific 
installation art from the 1960s onwards in her seminal publications One Place 
after Another.41 Historically, the interest in ‘site-specificity’ came to the fore in 
the 1960s, together with major art movements: Conceptual Art, Minimal Art, 
Art in Public Space, Happenings and Performances. Kwon focuses on the 
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influences of minimalism for identifying the first category of her typology, 
called ‘phenomenological’ site-specificity:     
 
 Emerging out of the lessons of minimalism, site-specific art was 
 initially based in a phenomenological or experiential understanding of 
 the site, defined primarily as an agglomeration of the actual ‘physical’ 
 attributes of a particular location (the size, scale, texture, and 
 dimension of walls, ceilings, rooms; existing lighting conditions, 
 topographical features, traffic patterns, seasonal characteristics of 
 climate, etc.), with architecture serving as a foil for the art work in 
 many instances.42 
 
However, at the core of her critical theory is a second group of works, 
indicated as ‘social-institutional’, in which artists worked with “the actuality 
of a location (as site) and the social conditions of the institutional frame (as 
site)”.43 It was a vital element in the art practice of the 1960s and 70s to 
investigate institutional critique and reconfigure the site as 
  
 … a relay or network of interrelated spaces and economies (studio, 
 gallery, museum, art market, art criticism), which together frame and 
 sustain art’s ideological system. Works by artists such as Michael 
 Asher, Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, and Mierle Laderman Ukeles are 
 seen as challenging the hermeticism of this system, complicating the 
 site of art as not only a physical arena but one constituted through 
 social, economic, and political processes.44  
 
Kwon’s incentive to develop a theoretical framework originated for a large 
part from institutional practices of a later date, the 1990s, when site-specific 
works from previous decades were collected and re-exhibited by commercial 
galleries and museums . Kwon points to the paradox that site-specific 
artworks resulting from critical strategies of the avantgarde, were being 
incorporated into the very same system the artists once opposed.45 I will 
return to Kwon’s viewpoint in this matter later on in this chapter.  
 
In general, trends of the 1960s and 70s gave primacy to notions of place and 
time, as well as to ‘process’ and ‘presence’. In The Fall of the Studio. Artists at 
Work, art historians Wouter Davidts and Kim Paice describe how artists 
abandoned the studio “as the unique and artisanal space of production.”46 

Space and place were among the most favoured means to reach beyond the 
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established art system. Art ‘in situ’ was created in all kind of public spaces, 
empty factories, office buildings and alternative exhibition places, often run 
by the artists themselves.  

A link with Art in Public Space and Land Art is a recurring theme 
when explaining the rise of site-specific installations during the late 1960s. 
Well-known examples are, among others, Daniel Buren’s painted stripes on 
buildings and street furniture, Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s textile wrappings 
of buildings and bridges, and earthworks created by Robert Smithson or 
Walter de Maria. Like Miwon Kwon, Davidts and Paice refer to artistic 
statements that establish a connection between the physical location and a 
critical take on the economic power of the art market. Since they were 
physically ‘rooted’ in the site, these artworks were thought to resist 
commodification and distribution, an effective strategy to circumvent the 
market.47 Like no other artistic approach, works created ‘on site’ 
(synonymous with the better-known term ‘in situ’) provoked a critical stance 
towards the underlying mechanisms of the art system. The authors illustrate 
this view in the following statement on Daniel Buren’s coloured stripes 
applied to urban buildings:   
 

Through their specific application on a given site or support, the 
stripes aim to elucidate the material conditions of the work of art and 
its various modes of production, presentation, and reception. This 
undertaking, according to Buren, continues to oblige him to work ‘on 
site’.48 

 
This thought is followed by one of Buren’s own statements about the 
inseparability of his works and the sites for which they are produced:  
 

‘[I]n situ’ means, at least in my understanding of it, that there is a 
voluntary bond between the site of reception and the ‘work’ that is 
produced, presented and exhibited there.49  

 
By working directly with the conditions of the site, artists gave expression to 
their aversion of the ideology of the White Cube, a term coined by artist and 
theorist Brian O’Doherty, in 1976.50 The White Cube was the prevailing 
paradigm of modernist art  “a place deprived of location”  representing the 
claim of a universal form of art “with a direct line to the timeless, a set of 
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conditions, an attitude.”51 In contrast to the supposed ‘neutrality’ of the 
exhibition space, artists employed the possibilities of the space itself as 
constituent for the artwork’s meaning and emphasized their own presence 
and ‘gestures’ in space. This view corresponds to the category of 
phenomenological site-specificity, indicated by Miwon Kown.  
 The interconnectivity with the actual location encouraged visitors to 
explore the space of the installed artwork and its immediate surrounding; 
their own bodily movements being an intrinsic part of the experience. Instead 
of looking at the art object, art critics observe, viewers of site-specific 
installations are surrounded by its composition in space, redirecting the focus 
from the creator and the autonomous art object to the position of the 
visitor.52 The visitor, in turn, undergoes a heightened perception of the here-
and-now and of the ‘hidden’ ideologies of the place when experiencing site-
specific installations. As James Meyer states:  
 

The body of site-specificity was a physicalised body, aware of its 
surroundings, a body of heightened critical acuity. Thus, the premise 
of site specificity to locate the work in a single place, and only there, 
bespoke the 1960s’ call for Presence, the demand for the experience of 
“being there.”53 

 
Summarizing the above, site-specific installation artworks of the 1960s and 
70s were imbued with a critical stance towards the institutions, which art 
historians explain in two different ways: the artworks represented a breach 
with the established art system of trade and modernist ‘neutrality’ of the 
exhibition space; and secondly, they brought into focus the experience of art 
in ‘real life’, represented by the inseparable bond between the artwork and 
the physical site. That said, the terms of phenomenological and institutional 
site-specificity do not necessarily apply to all site-specific installation 
artworks created in the 1960s and 70s. Moreover Miwon Kwon acknowledges 
that, although her typology is presented in chronological order (as we shall 
also see below), these are “not stages in a linear trajectory of historical 
development.”54 In fact, in cultural practices of today similar approaches of 
phenomenological site-specificity and institutional criticism still exist.  
 
The institutional perspective 
 
Despite the critical attitude, it was common practice for vanguard artists to 
collaborate with progressive curators and sometimes they created site-
specific installations in commercial galleries and museum spaces. Land Art 
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projects, in addition, could find their ways into the distribution system of 
museums and commercial galleries in the form of documentary material 
relating to the project, such as sketches, photographs and films. These 
derivatives were, in the words of Lucy Lippard, “consumed” by gallery 
visitors, who were unable to experience the art itself at the location.55 An 
overtly more critical stance was taken by Brian O’Doherty in his comment 
that the avant-garde of the 1960s and 70s “never attacked the idea of a 
gallery, except briefly to promote the move to the land which was then 
photographed and brought back to the gallery to be sold”.56  

That said, it is beyond dispute that the site of the gallery had turned 
into a place of questioning the art system, as curator Christian Rattemeyer 
also highlights in his reflection on site-specific art of the avant-garde. He 
observes that ‘in-situ’ working artists  

 
[…] transformed the nature of art and its materials, questioning how 
and by whom art can be made, where a work of art can exist and even 
whether it needs to exist as a physical object at all.57  

 
One of the most famous, progressive gallerists at the time was Leo Castelli 
(1907-1999), who invited young artists to respond in their own ways to the 
conceptual and literal space of art. In 1968, he asked Robert Morris to curate 
an exhibition of conceptual and processual art for the Castelli Warehouse. 
Nine artists participated in the exhibition – called ‘9 at Castelli’  most of 
whom became famous artists later on. Quite a number of site-specific 
artworks were presented at this show, but most of them were destroyed 
afterwards.58  
 Other curators followed soon after and within the timeframe of one 
year - 1969 - several major exhibitions featured site-specific installations in 
prominent museums worldwide: ‘Op losse schroeven’ in Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, ‘When Attitudes Become Form’ in Kunsthalle Bern and ‘Spaces’ 
in MoMA New York.59 Most site-specific installations were made with 
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ephemeral and temporary materials, signaling the influences of Conceptual 
Art and Process Art. Their site-specificity and ephemerality challenged 
common curatorial practices, as the art historian Julie Reiss notes in From 
Margin to Center. The Spaces of Installation Art:  
 
 Conceptual, Process, and installation works usually could not be seen 
 by curators before they were installed, but were created by the artist, 
 in situ, shortly before the exhibitions opened to the public.60  
 
The exhibition ‘Spaces’ was a typical example of this changed practice. Reiss 
explains that the usual processes of selection and valuation did not take place 
beforehand, meaning the curator could not be ensured of the quality of the 
works. Besides, immense pressure was put on the technical staff and the 
conservators, who had to accommodate gallery spaces to the requirements of 
spacious works of art, while the artists brought materials into the building 
that might pose a risk to the collection – such as mist or live spruce trees.61 
These are usually severe enemies of the museum environment and staff 
members had to take the necessary measures in order to protect the 
collection, the building and the public.62  
 
In conclusion, site-specific installation artworks dating from the 1960s and 
70s intentionally challenged the institutional policies and practices. Gallery 
spaces could ‘simply’ be transformed to a ‘laboratory’ for artistic experiment 
or become a temporary ‘construction site’.63 At the same time, new forms of 
cooperation and negotiation between artists and curators arose, establishing 
networks of collaboration which could last a lifetime.64 In that respect, a 
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relevant comment has been made by Brandon Labelle and Ken Ehrlich in 
Surface Tension. Problematics of Site. The authors state that alongside the 
production of site-specific art, the institutional context and artistic practices 
became more and more intertwined:  
 

In this sense, ‘site’ might function as an operational term through 
which to gauge practice – it is both the physical location of 
presentation and the intrinsic negotiations site-specificity entails.65  

 
Hereafter and in continuation of the discussion of the notions of social-
institutional and phenomenological site-specificity, different perspectives on 
the extended lives of site-specific installation artworks will be elaborated. 
Two examples of artworks created by Richard Serra will illuminate the 
artist’s view regarding the spatial design of the artworks, their social-
institutional context and the position of the viewer. The first one is Serra’s 
seminal installation in public space Tilted Arc (1981); the other example is 
Serra’s performance-based installation Splashing (1968).  
 
2.2 Unmoveable or movable? The case of Richard Serra’s 
Tilted Arc  

 
One of the most controversial examples of site-specific art is Richard Serra’s 
Tilted Arc (1981), created in commission of the Federal Government for the 
Federal Plaza in New York (Fig. 2.1, 2.2) The work consists of a large ‘wall’ 
made of Corten-steel, measuring no less than 37 x 3.70 m2, which divides a 
large section of the square into two parts. A few years after the work was 
completed, neighbours and people working in the surrounding offices 
complained that since the ‘wall’ was placed in the center of the square, the 
former social function of the plaza had been lost.66 The General Services 
Administration proposed to relocate Tilted Arc from the plaza to a scenic 
environment in the countryside where it would be “appropriately sited” and 
better appreciated by the public.67 Together with fellow-artists, curators and 
friends, Richard Serra started a law suit resulting in a famous public hearing 
in 1985. At this occasion Serra declared:  
 

Tilted Arc was conceived from the start as a site-specific sculpture and 
was not meant to be ‘site-adjusted’ or ‘relocated’. Site-specific works 
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deal with the environmental components of given places. The scale, 
size, and location of site-specific works are determined by the 
topography of the site, whether it be urban or landscape or 
architectural enclosure. The works become part of the site and 
restructure both conceptually and perceptually the organization of the 
site.68   

 
In the public hearing of March 1985 the issues of site-specificity were 
addressed in an unprecedented way. On the one hand, Serra pointed out to 
his opponents the inseparability between the artwork and the site, in terms of 
their physical and optical dimensions. On the other hand, he objected to the 
fact that the government did not “respect the implications of the concept of 
site-specificity”, as it had been implied in the spatial design of the artwork 
that local pedestrians would need to adjust their route when traversing the 
square, therewith interfering with the square’s former social function and the 
natural flow of the people.69  
 After a fierce debate between supporters and opponents, in 1989 it was 
decided that Tilted Arc would be removed and destroyed, in accordance with 
Serra’s refusal te relocate the work (Fig. 2.3).70 His statement that site-specific 
art “cannot be moved without being destroyed” was effectuated by the 
Corten-steel plates being carted-off to a scrap metal yard, which the artist 
regarded an “accomplishment” of the process.71 Because of its destruction on 
15 March 1989, Tilted Arc no longer exists as a physical work of art, but it is 
omnipresent in debates on site-specific art and the problem of relocating the 
artworks to a different site.  
 
Art historian Douglas Crimp, who argued in support of Titled Arc at the 
lawsuit, notes that the case of Tilted Arc reveals “the radical aesthetics of site-
specific sculpture”, which is always politically charged.72 In his opinion the 
crisis shows that the general public nor the government comprehended the 
implications of this radical and historical moment in art practice:  
 
 The work was conceived for the site, built on the site, had become an 
 integral part of the site, altered the very nature of the site. Remove it 
 and the work would simply cease to exist.73  
 
Miwon Kwon takes a similar stance in One Place After Another  reminding us 
of an earlier statement, made by the installation artist Robert Barry, that site-
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specific art cannot be moved without being destroyed.74 (Barry made this 
statement in 1969, referring to his fragile room-filling installations made of 
nylon and iron-wire.) Kwon points to the critical function of site-specific art of 
working against the physical and socio-political conditions of the site [and] 
simultaneously address the site as another medium, or another “language”. 
Put a little differently, working against the site coincides with working against 
the modernist illusion of artistic autonomy.75  
 
Relying on Barry’s dictum and the controversy over Serra’s Tilted Arc, Kwon 
develops a vital argument for the discourse on site-specific installation art, 
namely that this critical function is lost when the artwork is relocated. She 
extrapolates this view to an entire group of site-specific installation artworks 
from the 1960s and 70s, which had the function to “undercut the fallacy of the 
‘autonomy’ of art and its institutions.”76 Site-specificity of this period is 
indeed seen as a new language or medium to question the conditions and 
hidden structures of the site.  
 Kwon’s argument is key to the topic of the perpetuation of site-specific 
installation artworks. The author takes her stance in reaction to an emerging 
trend of the late 1980s, when museums in Paris, New York, Los Angeles and 
elsewhere started to re-exhibit, collect and refabricate site-specific 
installations from previous decades.77 It is not by coincidence that fertile soil 
was found for opposing this practice, because, as Kwon indicates, it is 
precisely the mobilization of site-specific works that deprives them of their 
critical potential and sets a new norm in which the connection between 
artwork and site is rendered irrelevant. On the one hand, the author agrees 
that the re-execution of ‘unrepeatable’ works offers an opportunity to 
reconsider their historical significance. On the other hand, she points to what 
is lost: 
 
 But the very process of institutionalization and the attendant  
 commercialization of site-specific art also overturn the principle of 
 place-boundedness through which such works developed their 
 critique of the ahistorical autonomy of the art object.78 
  
Seen from this perspective, there is a problem with the continued existence of 
site-specific installation artworks in a museum context, because of the 
disruption of the historical ties to the location. Although accountability is 
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mainly attributed to the art market and the institutions who aspire to extend 
the lives of site-specific installations, most of the times the artists themselves 
cooperated with galleries and museums for a remake and/or acquisition.79 
Interestingly, one prominent example in this respect is Richard Serra’s  
performance artwork Splashing, created for the Leo Castello Warehouse 
Gallery in 1968. After the initial iteration, Serra re-executed Splashing 
numerous times at different locations.  
 
2.3 The extended life of Richard Serra’s Splashing  
 
Richard Serra created his first performance, Splashing (1968), by throwing 
molten lead in one of the corners of the Leo Castelli Warehouse in New York 
(Fig. 2.4, 2.5). The lead hardened at the juncture between the wall and the 
floor, demarcating the dimensions of the space. Douglas Crimp describes the 
initial iteration of Splashing as follows:  
 
 There it was, attached to the structure of that old warehouse on the 
 Upper West Side, condemned to be abandoned there or scraped off 
 and be destroyed.80  
 
The result of Serra’s performance was a site-specific installation that was on 
show during the exhibition ‘9 at Castelli’, curated for the warehouse by the 
artist Robert Morris.81 Most of the artworks were process related and site-
specific, and most of them have not been remade. Splashing, on the other 
hand, became a famous example of site-specific art, precisely because Serra 
reperformed the work many times, resulting in site-specific installations at 
different locations (Fig. 2.6). In this case, Richard Serra considered the site-
specificity of Splashing no impediment to remake ‘splash pieces’ at other 
locations. Performances were executed at various venues, by the artist 
himself, and in later years with the help of assistants (Fig. 2.7).82 For each 
exhibition, the performance was adjusted to the conditions of the new 
location, resulting in a redefinition of the spatial parameters of the site-
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specific work. In hindsight, Serra emphasizes the repeatability of his Splash 
Pieces, making no distinction between temporary or permanent iterations: 
 
 I did one at the Castelli Warehouse, just a very straight line. And then 
 subsequently, I think about four months later, I did one in the Whitney 
 Museum. And over the last twenty or twenty-five years I have been 
 doing them every three or four years as the occasion allows, or as a 
 museum calls for one or as an exhibition comes up. The museum in 
 Tilburg (De Pont, 1992, TS) asked me to build a permanent one. The 
 one in SFMOMA (1995, TS) is the second permanent one, and I think 
 probably within this next six months I am going to build one in 
 Hamburg (Kunsthalle Hamburg, 1996, TS).83  
 
Serra’s statements can be read as a notion that site is a highly variable 
location, as something that occurs with the occasion and is not per definition 
tied to a particular physical site. In his reflection on the splash pieces, the 
artist takes a different stance than with Tilted Arc, in which case he 
considered the permanency of the physical site a prerequisite for the future 
existence of the artwork. Can we therefore assume that Serra regarded a 
museum gallery, for which a splash piece was created, fundamentally 
different from a site-specific location in public space? That he considered the 
former more aligned with the White Cube ideology of a ‘neutral’ exhibition 
space instead of the social space he wished to give shape to with Tilted Arc? 
Although this fundamental question reaches beyond the scope of the current 
study, it is worth looking at the following statement by Richard Serra, made 
during an interview with Craig Owens in 2016: 
 

I think I am a transitional figure. If anything, I would call myself a  post-
structuralist, not a postmodernist. I’m involved with the  evolution of 
form, the connection where space and matter meet. One  of the things that 
form constantly has to do is reach a point where it  pushes back against 
content. … Form is something that metamorphoses into other forms. It 
has its own internal logic that can be dispelled and migrate into other 
forms.84  

 
Coming back to Miwon Kwon’s typology of phenomenological and social-
institutional site-specificity, I am inclined to believe that in this case the 
emphasis is put on the first category, whereas Kwon, on the other hand, 
stresses the latter when discussing the refabrication of Serra’s Splashing. 85 In 
reference to this artwork, among others, she states: 
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 With the cooperation of the artists in many cases, art audiences are 
 now offered the ‘real’ aesthetic experiences of site-specific copies… As 
 Susan Hapgood has observed, ‘the once-popular term 'site-specific,' 
 has come to mean 'movable under the right circumstances,'  shattering 
 the dictum that ‘to remove the work is to destroy the work’.86  
 
It can be concluded, according to Miwon Kwon’s views, that the memory of 
the historical piece would have prevailed over the mechanisms of 
musealization, while Serra’s engagement with new sites and publics signals 
the negation of the critical stance avant-garde artists once took regarding the 
institutional policies. Memories of site-specific installations are usually based 
on photographic documentation, and sometimes on narratives and 
discourses, as in the case of Tilted Arc. This point leads us back to the role of 
photographs in the extended lives of site-specific installation artworks, which 
Martha Buskirk already observed in the case of Allan Kaprow’s Yard (see 
Chapter 1). Buskirk indicates the importance of photography for reiterations 
of ephemeral works of art as follows: 
 
 Thus the photograph is part of a process that is both fixed and fluid, 
 allowing comparison of the far-flung examples of a work that cannot 
 be understood as singular, even as the work has, after each isturbance, 
 largely settled back into its identity with photographs [from the 
 past].87 
 
Buskirk takes a ‘pragmatic’ stance when it comes to reiterations of site-
specific installation artworks. Re-contextualisation, she states, is often a 
“technique that artists … choose to employ as a key element of the artistic 
process”.88 Buskirk observes that artists often collaborate with institutions “in 
the process of organizing, staging, and documenting their site-dependent or 
event-based projects”.89 In other words, an ongoing dialogue between artists 
and institutions takes place in the process of musealization, and 
contemporary art museums have the ability “to absorb, even foster, what 
once appeared to be critical discourse”.90 Apart from that, in recent times 
museums preserve the art of the past as much as they actively help to 
produce the art of the present.91 Buskirk’s viewpoints will recur in the 
discussion of the case studies, but for now it is sufficient to note that one and 
the same artist (in this case Richard Serra) may hold different views and that 
different trajectories can be traced, depending on the artist and the identity of 
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the work. Some artworks are more strictly spatiotemporally defined, while 
others are more suitable for reiteration.  
 
Site-specificity as an artistic strategy  
 
The point I want to add to the above is that various strategies may come into 
play where the perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks is 
concerned. The artist’s intent is without doubt a primary incentive, but 
personal networks, collaboration with museums, the know-how of assistants 
and professional staff, technical means such as photographs, and theoretical 
discourses can all play a part in extending the lives of site-specific 
installations.  
 The conservation scholar Tina Fiske scrutinizes Andy Goldsworthy’s 
White Walls (2007) from a processual point of view. The installation consists 
of wet porcelain clay, rolled in slabs which are applied to the four walls of a 
gallery space. The idea is that the clay dries and delaminates to the floor, a 
process that is utterly unpredictable and intrusive, because through the 
bonding of the clay and the substrate, layers of wall paint are taken off, 
“revealing the physical substance of the walls and the traces of previous 
interventions by other artists”. In the end, the artwork is a “material 
embodiment” of a “destructive” process that involves many participants, 
including the work of artists previous on show in the gallery.92  Fiske takes 
this example as her starting point for a reflection on the “iterability” of site-
specific installation artworks that have the potential of  being repeated.93 
Most of the times, she argues, a site-specific installation loses the “physical 
bond to its originating event or context of inscription” after the exhibition 
period.94 A period of “absence” starts when the artwork is disassembled, 
some parts may be put in storage and temporary materials will be thrown 
away. Key to Fiske’s argument is that after such intermission and dormant 
state of the artwork, a radical understanding is required in order to reinstall 
the work. The author compares this process to a strategy of “translation”.95 
Professionals need to fully understand the artwork’s origin and need the 
know-how to reactivate the artwork’s site-specificity in new contexts, 
accepting its “iterability” as “a particular mode of repetition that mobilizes 
notions of breach, absence and difference.”96  
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Fiske’s notion of iterability is also at the heart of my current study given the 
pivotal question of the artwork’s perpetuation. From her discussion of White 
Walls I gained the insight that site-specificity is often a strategy to set a 
process in motion that can be repeated at different locations; another 
convincing argument is that sometimes radical solutions need to be taken in 
order to translate the artwork from one context to another.  
  
An explicit call to conceive site-specificity as a ‘modus operandi’ has been 
made by artist and philosopher Kevin Melchionne. Rejecting Crimp’s belief in 
“the singularity of place” in site-specific art (as demonstrated with the case of 
Tilted Arc), Melchionne states that site-specificity “denotes an increasingly 
complex set of practices.”97 The relocation and/or reiteration of a site-specific 
installation does not necessarily mean the work has lost its intended 
meaning:   

 
[…] the possibility of relocating site-specific works depends on an 
alternative conception of the relation between the ontology of space and 
the meaning of the work. Typically, in discussions of site-specificity, it is 
assumed that the meaning of the work relies on qualities that define a 
particular place as unique. [But] singularity is not their only quality. 
Those aspects of the place which constitute its singularity may not be the 
most relevant for a work of art made for the place.98  
 

Instead of adhering too much to the artwork’s physical rootedness, 
Melchionne suggests an approach of differentiating between different modes 
of site-specificity. Scholars and curators, he states, should determine what the 
artist aims to achieve with a strategy of working site-specific. To this end he 
offers a list of possibilities: engagement with the formal structures of the site, 
interaction with the art system (institutional criticism) and/or with the 
viewer (in experiencing the installed work), incentives provided by a contest 
or a commission for a site-specific work (in galleries or public space ), 
engagement with the historical and/or socio-political meaning of a place, and 
so forth.99 Following Melchionne’s multi-layered perspective on site-
specificity, I argue that a research into the perpetuation of site-specific 
installations can be guided by the analysis of the site-specific strategies 
applied by the artists and the ways in which these are activated or 
disregarded in future iterations.  
 Firstly, however, I will continue my search for notions that can help 
identifying the strategies and site-specific functions applied by the artist. 
Whereas so far the primary focus has been on the relationship between the 
artist and the museum institution, it is now time to include the visitor, in a 
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triangular relationship between the work, the surrounding space and the 
spectator. As said before, various art historical movements have influenced 
the rise of site-specific installation art and frequently references are made to 
Minimal Art  ̶  in particular when addressing the perception of the work and 
the position of the visitor in the exhibition space.100 This is a further 
elaboration on the type Miwon Kwon identified as phenomenological site-
specific installation art (introduced earlier in this chapter).  
 
2.4 Site-specificity and the viewer’s position in the gallery 
space 
 
During the 1960s, Minimal Art dominated the art world with abstract images 
that are defined by their spatial dimensions, colour, surface, and the 
surrounding space. The visitor’s own position in the exhibition space 
contributes to the perception of the work – accentuating the awareness of the 
visitor’s presence in the here-and-now. With Minimalism, the spatial 
arrangement became part of the meaning of the artwork, redirecting the 
attention from the artwork (and its creator) to the visitor, as Douglas Crimp 
observes: 
 

During the 1960s, minimal sculpture launched an attack on the 
prestige of both artist and artwork, granting that prestige instead to 
the situated spectator, whose self-conscious perception of the 
minimal object in relation to the site of its installation produced the 
work’s meaning.101 
  

Crimp continues by stating that the viewer becomes “the subject of the work” 
in minimal paintings and sculptures. These artworks are only completed 
when the viewer is present and, moreover, they incite a sense of introspection 
and self-awareness through the reciprocal relationship between the artwork, 
the viewer and “the place inhabited by both”.102   
 
There are differences in opinion apropos of the comparison between Minimal 
Art and site-specific installations. Art historian Mark Rosenthal observes that 
Minimal Art is indeed influenced by the spatial coordinates, light conditions 
and the visitors’ trajectories through space. Installations of Minimal Art are 
“in tandem with and even embrace literal space, if only in a generic sense – 
wall, floor, ceiling, corner.” The author continues by stating that the artworks 
on display are seldom site-specific in a strict sense because they are, in fact, 
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quite moveable.103 On the other hand, in reaction to the “regularity and [the] 
structures and grids” of Minimalism, site-specific working artists such as 
Richard Serra went a step further, because they truly intervened with the 
physical conditions of the space, engaging visitors in such a way that it might 
feel “uncomfortable”.104  

Site-specific interventions have their “own internal logic and formal 
integrity” which, as Rosenthal states, could be reinvigorated when the 
artwork is relocated to a different location provided that a new connection 
with the site is established: “Again, the viewer has a real time and space 
experience of that location in particular.”105 Rosenthal shows that with such 
radical gestures and interventions – worded by Serra as “attacking and 
restructuring” a given space – the integrity of the artwork would not 
necessarily be lost when the work is relocated and distributed to different 
places.106 These observations bring into focus the conception of the spatial 
design of the artwork as a site-specific function that can be repeated or re-
performed at different locations. In that sense, the perpetuation of Serra’s 
Splashing could be explained as a succession of reiterations and reactivations 
of the function of the spatial design, characterizing Serra’s approach for this 
particular work of art.  
 
The performativity of site-specificity 
 
Like the authors mentioned above, performance scholar Nick Kaye draws a 
comparison with Minimal Art in his book Site Specific Art: Performance, Place, 
and Documentation. Looking at site-specific installations as radical 
interventions “into the gallery, the city, and other ‘found’ sites”, he suggests to 
focus on what those artworks do:  
 
 […] Although operating through a variety of disciplines and means, each 
 [of these works] take their effect in performance.107 
 
Site-specificity is brought to life in interaction with the surrounding context 
and, as Kaye states, provokes uncertainties about the distinctions “under 
which a work’s integrity and place are fixed”.108  
 What makes Kaye’s argument relevant to the current research is that he 
points to the performativity of site-specific installations in the sense that 
these artworks activate the connection between the work and conditions of 
the (museum) site. When he states that site-specific works “trouble the 
oppositions between the site and the work”, I interpret this as a deliberate 
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effect of site-specific installations: to address the gallery space as an 
‘activated site’ where the usual procedures and practices of the museum 
regime are being challenged.109 In a sense, his argument does not seem to 
diverge from the notion of institutional criticism made by Miwon Kwon and 
others, but Kaye underscores the iterability of this function, as a continuous 
potential for questioning the gallery space and the museum’s organizational 
structure: by “conceiving the museum as a conceptual framework rather than 
a built form,” the work is not only defined by the site but, conversely, site-
specific installations define the site just as well.110  
 
In the above paragraphs two concepts were elaborated upon regarding the 
artists’ strategies of creating site-specific installations: from Minimal Art I 
derived the notion that site-specificity heightens the visitor’s perception in 
the here-and-now. Nick Kaye called attention to the ‘performativity’ of site-
specific installations that establish a reciprocal relationship between the 
work and the site, challenging the usual procedures of the museum 
institution. Later on, in Chapter 3, I will return to his statements when 
discussing the notion of performativity from the perspective of conservation 
theory and practice, as well as the processes of ‘staging’ site-specific 
installation artworks in a museum context. As an illustration of his views, I 
will briefly introduce an example of a site-specific installation that interfered 
with the usual practices of museum professionals at several occasions, not 
least because the installation included a performance in which museum staff 
members were actively involved.  
 
2.5 Robert Morris’s Amsterdam Project  
 
Robert Morris’ Amsterdam Project. Specification for a Piece with Combustible 
Materials was first realized as a site-specific installation in 1969, at the 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (Fig. 2.8). The installation was repeated at the 
same location in 2011.  
 Robert Morris used to work in the tradition of Minimal Art and 
Conceptual Art with a variety of art forms, including performance and 
installation art.111 In his writings, the artist familiarizes us with the idea that 
site-specific installations evoke a “present tense of space” due to the fact that 
they are “temporary and situational, made for a time and place and later 
dismantled”.112 The first installation that made Robert Morris famous was 
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Continuous Project Altered Daily (1969), executed at the Castelli Warehouse in 
New York. Over a period of several months, Morris took up residence in the 
warehouse and brought ‘raw’ materials to the site, such as clay, water, cotton 
sheets, asbestos, felt and wood. He used the place as a ‘construction site,’ 
continuously changing the spatial arrangement of the materials into new 
configurations, while people could watch him at work.113 Of this project 
nothing has remained, except for photographic documentation and written 
reports.  

 In the same year, Morris participated in the earlier mentioned 
exhibition ‘Op losse schroeven’ in the Stedelijk Museum, one of the first 
overviews of Conceptual Art and Process Art featuring a considerable number 
of site-specific installations.114 Morris’s project consisted of a collection of 
inflammable materials, such as turf, branches, grass and coal, that were 
arranged in a specific order on the gallery floor. Toward the end of the show, 
the artist handed over a set of instructions to the museum for the completion 
of the Amsterdam Project (see Appendix B). He requested that museum 
professionals carry out a performance by setting the combustibles on fire in 
front of the museum building. And so it happened in April 1969. The 
materials were brought to the frontof the museum and were set on fire by the 
staff members, marking the end of this initial iteration of The Amsterdam 
Project. In accordance with the ideas of Conceptual Art, Morris allowed the 
Stedelijk Museum to restage the installation based on his instructions and to 
carry out the performance in a similar way.115  
 More than four decades later, in 2011, the Stedelijk Museum took up 
the challenge and re-executed The Amsterdam Project once more at the 
original location (Fig. 2.9). At that time, the museum was right in the middle 
of a major reconstruction, including renovation of the old building and the 
addition of a new wing. Before the Stedelijk would entirely be closed for a 
long time, it featured the series ‘Recollections,’ restaging a number of 
artworks from ‘Op losse schroeven’.116 Morris’s Amsterdam Project was 
included and a similar set of materials was collected by the museum staff. 117 
The instructions were used to install the heaps of raw materials in the same 
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room and with the exact same spatial arrangement as in 1969. In addition, 
like before, the show ended with a performance executed by the custodians, 
who set fire to the combustibles in front of the museum building. And, in 
order to convey the historical significance of the exhibition, visitors with a 
smartphone could take a virtual guided tour and experience ‘Op Losse 
Schroeven’ in the gallery spaces where the artworks had originally been 
displayed in 1969. In those cases where the original artworks could not be 
recreated, visual documentation and spoken word gave an impression of 
what the installation had been like at the time.  
 According to the museum’s press release, ‘Recollections’ restaged “one 
of the most innovative surveys” of the 1960s and Morris’s project emphasized 
the role of the museum as a memory institution:  

 
‘Combustible’ can be read as a criticism of the art world that places too 
much weight on technical virtuosity and the primacy of the object. 
Morris’s critique is equally pertinent today and highlights a paradox of the 
current exhibition: in attempting to offer insights on a historical 
exhibition intended to subvert both the traditional art object and the 
traditional role of the museum, it must rely on objects from its own 
collection.118  

 
The reinstallation of the Amsterdam Project puts dilemmas to the fore of re-
executing a site-specific installation in the absence of the artist, even if it is 
intended this way in the concept of the work. With the original iteration, the 
artist made a powerful statement by bringing in combustible materials and 
letting them be burned by museum professionals, literally ‘troubling’ the 
oppositions between the work and the site. Morris turned the museum 
regime upside down and yet he intended that his was work being collected 
and re-executed. In the self-reflective statement cited above, the museum 
acknowledges that the reiteration of the installation and the performance in 
2011 were not ‘subversive’ acts in themselves, but ways to keep the memory 
of the original project alive. One could argue that this reactivation was in 
agreement with the artist’s intention regarding the artwork’s site-specificity 
and his intent to interfere with museum practices. The exhibition space was 
still the same and the entire process was repeated, carefully following the 
artist’s instructions in regard of the work’s spatial arrangement and 
orchestration of the performance in front of the museum building.  
 That said, the impact of the restaged Amsterdam Project was completely 
different from its original iteration, not least because the socio-cultural 
context had radically changed in 40 years. Although the display setting was 
still anchored in the original location, the experience needed an explanation. 
To this end, much effort was put into communicating the historical context of 
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‘Op losse schroeven’ to the public by means of a virtual tour, elucidating the 
initial site-specificity of the works. After this final iteration the building was 
renovated and with the disappearance of the original site a reconstruction 
like this could never be realized again.  
 
2.6 The site of production and the site of perception 
 
In the above review of the literature and discussion of case studies, the focus 
has been on artworks dating from the historical period of the 1960s and 70s. 
In the following paragraphs I will shift the attention toward the 1990s, when 
a renewed interest in site-specificity emerged, both in the artists’ production 
practices and the museums’ collecting policies and exhibition programmes.  

Influenced by the possibilities of traveling, globalization and 
technological developments, artists of the 1990s started to work all around 
the globe, with well-known examples as Thomas Hirschhorn, Francis Alÿs, 
Mark Dion and Renée Green. According to James Meyer, a large group of 
artists started to explore “a mobile notion of site and a nomadic 
subjectivity.”119 Meyer describes this new form of site-specificity in terms of 
the “functional site”, moving it away from physically rootedness and 
institutional critique to a broader cultural sphere of investigation and 
communication.120  

 
The functional work explores an ‘expanded’ site: the ‘art world’, in this 

 activity has become a site within a network of sites, an institution 
 among institutions. To be sure, previous institutional critique 
 demonstrated the financial and ideological ties of the gallery to greater 
 economic and political structures. … Today, much practice explores an 
 expanded site, enlarging its scope of inquiry into contingent spheres of 
 interest, contingent locations [and this practice] may engage several 
 sites, institutions, and collaborations at once.121  
 
The expanded notion of site-specificity primarily applies to geographical site-
specific projects. Quite often, site-specific working artists engaged with the 
history or geography of a particular place, and they often involved local 
communities in the production of their art. As Miwon Kwon too observes, in 
theory any place, community or social issue could prompt a site-specific 
work. The communication with ‘an audience,’ as was common in the 1990s, 
had largely replaced the fascination for site-specificity of previous periods.122  
 Many geographical site-specific projects have resulted in a film, a series 
of photographs, or an archive, and these art objects might easily find their 
way into a commercial gallery or museum. To some extent, the circulation of 
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derivatives of Land Art projects of the 1960s and 70s are comparable, taking 
into account that earthworks can still exist in the actual, physical 
environment, whereas these newer art productions were conceived as the 
main result of the project and circulated as ‘independent’ artworks. The gap 
between the production site and the site of perception is denoted by Meyer as 
a “discursive” relationship and a juxtaposition of different “realities of site.”123 
Miwon Kwon therefore adds to her typology a third category, namely that of 
discursive site-specific works:  

 
This is not to say that the parameters of a particular place or 
institution no longer matter, because site-oriented art today still 
cannot be thought or executed without the contingencies of locational 
and institutional circumstances. But the primary site addressed by 
current manifestations of site-specificity is not necessarily bound to, 
or determined by, these contingencies in the long run. Consequently, 
although the site of action or intervention (physical) and the site of 
effects/reception (discursive) are conceived to be continuous, they 
are nonetheless pulled apart.124  

        
Also according to James Meyer, the expanded notion of site does not 
necessarily imply that the spatiotemporal characteristics of the artwork are 
disregarded; they are just raised to another level, allowing for a potential 
coexistence of multiple site-specificities, both real and virtual. Moving away 
from “the premise of site-specificity to locate the work in a single place, and 
only there” (original emphasis), those strategies are primarily related to social 
and artistic practices.125 Hence, if we conceive site-specificity this way, we 
could further explore its function as “an operation occurring between sites, a 
mapping of institutional and discursive filiations and the bodies that move 
between them (the artist’s above all).”126  

It follows that in conservation and presentation strategies applied 
during successive biographical stages of the artwork, all kind of mediation 
processes come into play. When fluid notions of a ‘discursive’ and ‘mobile’ 
site enter the art production as well as the discourse, the role of a ‘mediator’ 
who presents these artworks to the public comes to the fore. Roles are 
shifting and the person who takes on the function of mediator could either be 
the artist, the gallerist or the museum curator, or a combination. In this 
respect, some critics emphasize that site-specificity (and contemporary art in 
a broad sense) has primarily become a strategy of mediation; of connecting 
places and sites, of art producers and art receivers. Martha Buskirk, for 
example, argues in The Contingent Object that contemporary art opens up 
“temporal gaps … at the level of production” and requires an act of mediation 
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and interpretation: 
 

 This rift may appear in the very places where spatial and temporal 
 experiences are the most important, as objects that depend on an 
 unmarked uniformity are marked with the signs of age, as 
 performances are known through partial documents or accounts,   and 
 as works initially installed or arranged with the artist's direct 
 participation are increasingly interpreted by others.127 
  
Following the idea that site-specificity is not ‘fixed’, but gradually unfolds as a 
network of relationships between the artwork and multiple sites, it 
sometimes happens that museums play an active role in the mediation of the 
work as ‘site-specific installation’, bridging the gap between the site of 
production and the site of perception. This ‘mobility’ of site-specificity is 
illustrated with the following case example of Phil Collins’s geographical site-
specific project and video installation they shoot horses (2004).  
 
2.7 Phil Collins’s they shoot horses 
 
Phil Collins’s installation they shoot horses, in the collection of Tate, consists of 
a two-channel video installation with sound (Fig. 2.10), which is projected in 
a darkened space. When Collins started the preceding geographical site-
specific project in 2004, he lived and worked in Israel. Nine young volunteers 
from Ramallah were asked to perform a dance marathon of two days and 
record the dancing themselves.128 They were provided with a non-
professional camera and filmed each other mainly in close-up. Collins 
involved this local group of volunteers in creating the ‘raw material’ for the 
installation in the same way as he used footages of Reality TV for other art 
productions.  

The meaning of they shoot horses is interlaced with the geography and 
socio-political situation in Ramallah, signifying not only the work’s content, 
but also the spatiotemporal conditions during the recording: the length of the 
performance and the location of the marathon were similar to dance events 
usually held in Ramallah and the screening of the artwork thus seems to 
represent the local situation. Claire Bishop describes this as follows:  

 
It goes without saying that they shoot horses is a perverse 
representation of the ‘site’ that the artist was invited to respond to: 
The occupied territories are never shown explicitly but are ever-
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present as a frame. … By using pop music as familiar to Palestinian as 
to Western teens, Collins also provides a commentary on globalization 
that is considerably more nuanced than most activist-oriented 
political art.129  

 
What the public may not have realized, is that the artwork had to be 
accommodated to the museum conditions in order to be experienced at all. A 
second layer of site-specificity was added to they shoot horses when the 
artwork was acquired and entered a stage of post-production at Tate: the raw 
footage was brought into the museum’s technical department and, with the 
help of the artist, a team of technicians, conservators and curators, 
accommodated to a suitable work of art. 
 A case study carried out by Pip Laurenson during the ‘Inside 
Installations’ project, demonstrated that Collins’s preference for using a non-
professional camera posed a challenge to the artwork’s musealization since 
the original footage was of insufficient quality for a museum screening and, 
moreover, the technicians expected a rapid degradation of the material.130 
Hence, the conservator and technicians of Tate decided to transfer the footage 
to a more sustainable carrier and figure out an appropriate display. During 
this process, profound questions were posed in relation to the editing of the 
footage: What approach should be followed with regard to gaps in the footage 
resulting from technical failures during the dance marathon? How to treat the 
intervals when the calls for prayer from a nearby mosque interfered with the 
music? Should those calls be included or left out? And last but not least: one 
hour of footage had been lost when the material was confiscated at one of the 
Israeli checkpoints. How should this gap in the material be treated? 

 After discussions with the artist, it was decided to use a film editing 
package and to cut the footage to a duration matching the opening hours of 
Tate Modern, meaning 6 hours and 40 minutes of dancing. The timeslot was 
applied to both channels that were presented in the gallery in order to 
complete the installation. In other words, the real time recording of they shoot 
horses was reconstructed to fit a site-specific installation, adjusted to the time-
space coordinates of the gallery and the presentation standards of the 
museum environment. Mediation, in this example, took place during the post-
production of the artwork with the support of advanced technology and was 
highly influenced by custodianship.  

they shoot horses can be considered an illustration of what James 
Meyer and Miwon Kwon indicate as a discursive or mobile site, emerging in 
the movements and relationships between one site and the other. During the 
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production and post-production of they shoot horses, several stages of ‘site-
specificity’ can be identified: firstly, the original socio-geographical location 
where the volunteers performed and filmed their dancing in Ramallah; 
secondly, the travelling and the problems of smuggling the footage out of the 
country (and one part of it being confiscated); and thirdly, the postproduction 
in the technical department of Tate and the presentation of the artwork in the 
gallery. One question is not addressed in this context, i.e. what would happen 
if they shoot horses would be sent on loan. Would new adjustments regarding 
the duration of the screening have to be made in order to accommodate the 
work to another gallery space with different opening hours?   
 
2.8 Conclusion of the chapter  
 
Summarizing the discussion above, there is a number of notions supporting 
the analysis of the perpetuation of site-specific installations. The typology 
developed by Miwon Kwon set the terms for understanding site-specificity as 
a multi-layered phenomenon, which she takes apart in a genealogy of 
phenomenological, social-institutional and discursive types of site-specificity. 
The dividing line between the 1960s/70s and the 1980s/90s distinguishes 
the first two types from the third one, although Kwon acknowledges that 
these are overlapping categories in artistic practices. Based on James Meyer’s 
discursive or mobile site I elaborated on the functional mode of site-
specificity, situating the gallery or a museum as a ‘site’ between other sites, 
e.g. the site of the art project, the site of production, various sites of reception, 
the site of musealization, and so forth. The function of presenting a site-
specific installation could this be to bridge the gap between one and the other 
function of the ‘site’. In respect of the museum presentations, Nick Kaye 
pointed to the ‘performativity’ of site-specific installations as an artistic 
strategy to activate the connection between the artwork and conditions of the 
site, posing challenges to the institutions when preserving and presenting the 
work of art. 
 In Chapter 1, I made the assumption that site-specific installation 
artworks are relational networks. In this chapter, following Kevin Melchionne 
and Nick Kaye, I added the notion that site-specificity can best be understood 
as an artistic strategy. In that respect, I consider it a useful approach to 
regroup the types proposed by Miwon Kwon and other art historians, into a 
set of site-specific functions that can be applied to site-specific installations in 
a generic sense. Based on my examination of the art historical discourse, I 
therefore propose to make a differentiation of site-specific functions of the 
artwork that can be activated when the installation is exhibited and may 
serve my analysis of successive iterations. First, the artwork’s spatial design 
and its connection to the physical surrounding; secondly, the way in which a 
site-specific work activates the visitor’s experience in the here-and-now and 
raises awareness of the socio-cultural context; and thirdly, the discursive 
dimension of site-specificity, bridging the gap between the site of production 
and the site(s) of reception; the latter may reach beyond the installed artwork 
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and take a variety of forms and mediation practices of the artworks on 
display (including documentation).  
 Various case examples presented in this chapter show how diverse 
strategies are being employed in reinvigorating site-specificity in different 
contexts and times; by artists, conservators, curators and art historians alike. 
Whereas the term site-specific suggests that these works are singular 
manifestations – spatiotemporally defined like Serra’s Tilted Arc –, various 
authors took the position that these works can be reiterated, as the practices 
of museums and commercial galleries from the 1990s onward demonstrate. 
Mark Rosenthal, for example, takes the stance that reactivation of the work’s 
site-specificity can give the viewer a ‘real time and space’ experience, despite 
the fact that the work is executed at different locations in different times (like, 
for example, Richard Serra’s Splashing). And looking through the lens of the 
custodian, Tina Fiske proposes a strategy of ‘translation’, ensuring that 
reinstallations of site-specific installation artworks are repetitions of a 
process of interaction between the work and the site, which may lead to 
radical solutions in the exhibition strategies.  
 Now that an overview has been provided of the history of site-specific 
installation art and an inventory has been made of the various typologies and 
notions of site-specificity, it is time to elaborate the conceptual model I am 
proposing for the analysis of site-specific installations artworks over time. In 
Chapter 3, I will turn to Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space, in order to 
provide a descriptive set of site-specific functions, and I will take a close look 
at contemporary art conservation, in order to develop an analytical toolbox 
for tracing the factors of influence on successive iterations of site-specific 
installation artworks.  
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Chapter 3: A conceptual model for the analysis of 

site-specific installations  

 
“The past leaves its traces; time has its own script. Yet this space is always, 
now and formerly, a present space.” Henry Lefebvre.131 
 
In the previous chapter, I argued for a broader notion of site-specificity than 
the connectivity between the artwork and the physical location of display. 
The institutional and socio-cultural contexts of production and reception 
were also identified as important parameters for a site-specific installation. 
Thus we can speak of a ‘network’ of site-specific functions.  
 The current chapter aims to develop a conceptual model for the 
analysis of site-specific installation artworks, in order to understand how this 
network is formed and transforms over time. The model basically consists of 
two parts, one focussing on a categorization of various modes of site-
specificity; the other one being a proposal for a methodology to compare 
successive iterations of the artwork and to analyse which ‘factors of influence’ 
cause changes at a particular biographical stage.  
 The theoretical backbone for the first part is the theory on space 
offered by social geographer Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991), who published his 
famous theory on space, The Production of Space, in 1974. Lefebvre takes the 
stance that spaces are no ‘empty voids’, that exist independently from the 
actions taking place. In real life situations people inhabit spaces and employ 
activities in relation to the space. In any production practice, he argues, there 
is a reciprocity between the physical space, the activities of people, and the 
symbolic or representational function of the space (like a museum has a 
different symbolic function than a factory or a living room). Lefebvre 
envisions the production of space as the activation of a triadic network of 
spatial functions, which he specifies in his Triad of Spatiality as the physical, 
social and symbolic. After an in-depth examination of Lefebvre’s theory, I 
propose to incorporate his views into the conceptual model for the analysis of 
site-specific installations by making a similar triadic distinction: the physical 
relationship between the artwork and its surrounding (in concept and 
realization), the social spaces in which the artwork is produced and 
experienced, and the symbolic (representational) context in which the 
artwork is presented.  
 However, to understand the influences of time and the actions applied 
to the artworks in museum practices, an additional approach is necessary. 
Hence, in the second part of the chapter I propose to include this temporal 
aspect by examining the factors of influence on the artworks’ transformation 
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over time. Insights are derived from the current conservation discourse in 
which installation artworks are compared to a performance or ‘live event’. 
This analogy offers notions which are beneficial to understand the time-based 
ontology of contemporary artworks and to examine the causes of change in 
successive iterations. For the model I am developing, the notion of ‘script’ is 
adopted as an instrument to compare different manifestations and 
understand underlying motives. Furthermore, I translate the approach 
suggested by the discourse to ‘follow the actors’ to this study with the 
proposition to examine site-specific installation artworks ‘in action’.  
 Both parts of my conceptual model will be applied in the examination of 
case examples, one directed towards a description of the network of spatial 
functions at distinct biographical stages (derived from Lefebvre); the other 
one offering the analytical tools of ‘script’ and ‘actor’ in order to examine the 
causes of change (derived from the conservation discourse). I will argue that 
those two parts, fitting like two segments of a walnut, belong together and are 
necessary to be able to understand the perpetuation of site-specific 
installations in a museum context. The model not only offers insight into the 
paradoxes and dilemma’s, but also helps to reconsider the challenges and 
possibilities when re-exhibiting site-specific installations in different contexts 
and times.    
 
The conceptual model part 1: Triadic model for analysing site-
specificity 
 
3.1 Introducing Henri Lefebvre’s Theory on Space 
 
Henri Lefebvre132 (1901-1991) is a French philosopher, sociologist and 
political activist, who has theorized on a diversity of subjects and is best 
known for his engagement with social praxis and everyday life. Born and 
raised in Hagetmau (a rural village near the French Pyrenees), Lefebvre 
moved to Paris in 1919, where he studied philosophy.133 He became famous 
for his critical publications about societal problems, grouped together under 
the title The Critique of Every Day Life.134  From 1928 to 1957, Lefebvre joined 
the French Marxist Party. He is still considered as one the most prominent 
Marxist intellectuals of France, although he distanced himself from the Party 
in later years.135 In his extensive oeuvre, Lefebvre synthesizes different 
disciplines and approaches of prominent thinkers of the 20th Century,  
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looking for subjects that were disregarded in the discourse at the time.136 As 
his biographer Stuart Eldin states, Lefebvre was primarily interested in “the 
everyday, the urban, difference, social space.”137  

Space became Lefebvre’s favourite subject during the 1960s and 70s, 
a period in which he experienced and criticized the influence of modern city 
planning; in particular in Paris where he was involved in the 1968-protests. 
As he writes in the introduction to The Production of Space: 

 
 We are forever hearing about the space of this and/or the space of 
 that: about literary space, ideological spaces, the space of the dream, 
 psychoanalytic topologies, and so on and so forth, but this thinking 
 is never put in connection with the “actually lived space”.138  

 
Lefebvre’s goal was to bridge this gap between theory and praxis, between 
the spatial and social fields of interaction. His publication was highly 
influential for the discourse on urban planning and social geography at the 
end of the 20th Century; and it is still acknowledged for the way it raises 
awareness of “the interwoven complexity of the social, the historical, and the 
spatial”.139 In developing his theory, Lefebvre drew on various disciplines, 
including philosophy, sociology and human geography, and interlarded 
theoretical statements with numerous case studies. As his follower Edward 
Soja states: notwithstanding a “meandering and idiosyncratic style of 
writing,” Lefebvre’s ideas are still appealing to scholars, urban developers, 
architects and art designers.140 
 Being a social geographer himself, Edward Soja explains Lefebvre’s 
theory as a critique on the traditional perspectives on space which are based 
on a dual mode of thinking: one mode addressing “the concrete materiality of 
spatial forms, on things that can be empirically mapped”; the other one 
concerning “re-presentations of human spatiality in mental or cognitive 
forms”.141 Instead of adhering to such a binary opposition, Lefebvre 
envisioned a model that “draws upon the material and mental spaces of the 
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traditional dualism but extends well beyond them in scope, substance, and 
meaning”.142   
 
The production of space in everyday practice  
 
A source of inspiration for Lefebvre’s theory was Foucault’s hermeneutic 
notion of ‘other spaces’, or, Heterotopias as he called them.143 Heterotopias 
are encountered in the cultural domain, such as a cinema or a museum, a 
church or a Turkish bath. According to Foucault, the spaces of Heterotopia 
can only be fully understood if we recognize the connectivity of the actual 
space (the lived world) with the virtual space of the dream and the 
imagination (Utopia). The function of Heterotopias is that they overcome this 
dichotomy and establish a relationship between actually lived spaces and 
imaginary worlds, surpassing even the distance of different moments in time. 
According to Foucault, typical examples of Heterotopias “proper to western 
culture of the nineteenth century” are museums and libraries, because those 
spaces have the capacity to enclose “in one place all times, all epochs, all 
forms, all tastes.”144  
 Although Lefebvre borrows Foucault’s concept of Heterotopia when 
developing his theory, he complains that Foucault never really explains what 
space is.145 Quintessential to his own stance is that, whereas a comparable 
connectivity between real and imaginary spaces is envisioned, the focus is on 
the use of space or the production of space in everyday practice. To 
understand the production of space, Lefebvre proposes to employ a model for 
the analysis that envisions space as a network of productive forces – physical, 
mental and social. It is up to the social geographer – or other social scientists 
– to unravel this network in concrete practices.146  
 Let me illustrate the above argument by citing one of Lefebvre’s own 
examples: a common door and its spatial functions in everyday practice. 
Doors can be described in a formal language – the geometrical dimensions of 
height, width and depth – or in optical terms, but either way the description 
would be insufficient to understand the network of spatial and social 
functions. Doors connect spaces and allow passage when human beings step 
over the threshold, implying that doors only become meaningful entities in 
relation to human action. Moreover, every door has once been made and 
traces of this production process may still be present when the door is ‘in 
use’. Finally, the door’s threshold may serve a symbolic meaning, like 
“crossing a threshold as analogous to passing through a lock”, as Lefebvre 
states:  
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 Its surrounding makes a door into an object. In conjunction with their 
 frames, doors attain the status of works, works of a kind not far 
 removed from pictures and mirrors. Transitional, symbolic and 
 functional, the object 'door' serves to bring a space, the space of a 
 'room', say, or that of the street, to an end; and it heralds the reception 
 to be expected in the neighbouring room, or in the house or interior 
 that awaits.147     
 
The tripartite dialectic suggested by Lefebvre for the analysis of space is thus 
geared to actual circumstances: to the practices in social life, to the sensory 
perception of space and to the symbolic meanings attributed by a society to 
specific spaces. If a space has a symbolic or ideological meaning, this is not 
because an ideology is projected onto a neutral space, but because ideologies 
are shaped by the space in which it is “practiced”:  
 
 Ideologies dictate the locations of particular activities, determining 
 that such and such a place should be sacred, for example, while some 
 other should not, or that a temple, a palace or a church must be here, 
 and not there. But ideologies do not produce space: rather, they are 
 in space, and of it.148  
 
Transposed to the current study on site-specific installation art in a museum 
context, the symbolic significance of a museum would thus not be projected 
onto the architecture of the building, but it would be shaped by it, in a 
reciprocal interaction between the architecture, the institutional policies, the 
visitors’ ‘use’ of the space, and the wider socio-cultural context in which the 
museum is located. This relational ‘spatial network’ is subjected to 
continuous change and in that sense any given space can be considered the 
product of a transformation process within the context of the social and 
material world. Hence, ‘the production of spaces’ should be studied in relation 
to their respective times and contexts.149 
 Lefebvre’s theory lays the foundation for my conceptual model for site-
specific installation artworks and enables me to envision the staging or 
‘production’ of a site-specific installation as an activation of three modalities 
of space, attributed by Lefebvre to the physical, social and mental (see 
Diagram 1).  
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3.2 Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality applied to site-specific 

installations  

 
Lefebvre elaborated his thoughts on the network of spatial functions in a 
Triad of Spatiality, composed of the following three modes: physical or 
‘conceived’ space, social or ‘perceived’ space, and symbolic or ‘lived’ space 
(see Diagram 2).150 The first mode (conceived space) is considered the 
dominant and most familiar spatial function in urban planning, architecture 
and other forms of design, engineering and social geography: in practice, we 
encounter this function in the spatial design or in abstract representations of 
space, as Lefebvre states – in architectural drawings, schemata of urban 
planning, maps and other codes or signs. In the arts, for instance, spatial 
designs are expressed in sketches, technical drawings, floor plans, 
calculations, visualizations or other representations of space on the basis of 
which works of (applied) art can be realized.  
 Transposed to site-specific installation art, the function of spatial 
design can be present in all of the above forms and is referential for the 
artist’s intentions regarding the spatial arrangement of the installed work in a 
specific context. In the design process of, for example, Land Art projects, the 
configuration is conceptualized by means of sketches, technical drawings and 
models, engineering calculations and so forth, which serve as indicators for 
the realization of the actual work.  
 The application of representations of space to reality establishes, as 
Lefebvre notes, a dialectical relationship between the formal codes and signs, 
and the subjects who interpret and apply them to practice.151 During this 
process some degree of subjectivity and contingency is unavoidable:  

 
Representations of space are certainly abstract but they also play a part in 
social and political practice: established relations between objects and 
people in represented space are subordinate to a logic which will sooner 
or later break them up because of their lack of consistency.152 

 
According to Lefebvre, representations of space are “relative and in the 
process of change”.153 This implies that representations of a spatial design 
cannot be separated from the other modes of space: the social (or ‘perceived’) 
and the symbolic (or ‘lived’) space.  
 This is an important note in regard of the conceptual model for site-
specific installations as it underscores the fact that the intended spatial design 
cannot be juxtaposed to the execution of the artwork in all circumstances. As 
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Lefebvre elucidates, actual manifestations will always diverge from the plan 
to a certain extent. Sometimes it is impossible to execute the spatial 
arrangement (entirely) in concord with the coded representations, due to 
influences of the social and symbolic modes of space. In the course of time, 
tensions between the three spatial modes might easily occur, sometimes with 
far-reaching effects on the transformation of site-specific installation 
artworks.  
 An additional remark is that not all site-specific working artists adhere 
to a practice of creating coded representations previous to the work’s 
realization. In the art historical discussion of site-specific installation art in 
Chapter 2, I mentioned Robert Morris and Richard Serra as two artists who 
preferred to improvise during their performances and their realizations of 
site-specific installations. They discovered their working space 
‘spontaneously’ through bodily movements and actions, and they defined the 
spatial configuration of their installations ‘on the spot’. Serra, for example, 
realized his Splash Pieces from memory and embodied his know-how of the 
materials’ behaviour into his actions of splashing the lead. Hence, with each 
new performance, a site-specific relationship was established between the 
materials and their physical form, the spatial qualities of the room, and the 
artist’s own body. Geared to the specifics of the site, different manifestations 
‘crystalized’ out of one and the same artwork, as Serra states: “Even if you try 
to do it [in the same way], you invariably make something else.”154 (See 
Chapter 2 and Fig. 2.4 and 2.5) 
 The second mode distinguished by Lefebvre, is the ‘perceived space’ or 
social space. This function is interrelated with the practices employed in a 
given space, either by individuals or by a social group. In this context the 
indicator ‘perceived’ refers to the conscious and unconscious ways in which 
spaces are being ‘used’ or ‘inhabited’ and thereby influence the production 
process. This function directly relates to everyday spaces where human 
labour, individual perception and collective practices are taking place. For 
example, the spaces of factories, offices, schools, public transport, or 
museums are perceived in very different ways, because people feel and 
behave differently in the respective places and employ different practices in 
them. Lefebvre emphasizes the sensorial perception of space and the use of 
the body in spatial practices:  

 
 Spatial practices presuppose the use of the body, … the use of the 

 hands, members and  sensory organs, and the gestures of work [and] 
 activity unrelated to work. This is the realm of the perceived (the 
 practical basis of the perception of the outside world, to put  it in 
 psychology's terms).155  
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Another feature of perceived space is that a group of individuals may take 
part in the same practice, which ensures “continuity and some degree of 
cohesion”, because the members of the group are familiar with the social 
patterns of that particular space and know what to do:  

 
In terms of social space, and of each member of a given society's 
relationship to that space, this cohesion implies a guaranteed level of 
competence and a specific level of performance [original emphasis].156   
 

For example, the surgeons and assisting staff members in an operating room 
know exactly how to act and perceive the room in concord with the actions 
usually performed. Likewise, the conservation studio or technical department 
of a museum may have its own ‘social space’ and each space will be perceived 
in concord with the actions usually employed in that space. Lefebvre notes 
that the ‘employees’ or ‘users’ of a space preferably have a shared know-how 
of the expected behavior and competences, although this cannot always be 
structured in words or prescribed instructions. Lefebvre: 
 
 Social space thus remains the space of society, of social life. Man does 
 not live by words alone; all 'subjects' are situated in a space in which 
 they must either recognize themselves or lose themselves, a space 
 which they may both enjoy and modify.157  
 
In this respect it is important to note that Lefebvre developed his theory from 
a post-Marxist point of view. The patterns of perception and behavior he 
distinguishes in the ‘perceived space’ are understood as collective production 
practices (of material objects) or other activities of social groups in urban 
society. Transposed to contemporary art, it may seem inappropriate to speak 
of a ‘shared practice’ or ‘cohesion’, because each artwork needs a particular 
approach and standard procedures seldom apply. Yet, I would argue that the 
notion of the ‘perceived’ or ‘social space’ does apply to the museum practice, 
because it is an indication of the various functions and disciplines, of skills 
and routines, which are performed in the various departments of the 
organization; backstage as well as frontstage. For instance, conservation 
ethics is an intrinsic part of daily practices and a set of shared codes are 
applicable to the diverse practices of staff members in storage rooms, 
technical departments, administration, galleries, visitor spaces and so forth.  
 
An illustration of the above is the earlier discussed site-specific project and 
video-installation they shoot horses by Phil Collins (see Chapter 2 and Fig. 
2.10). Various moments of spatial practices can be identified in the biography 
of this work. For example, during the original film shooting in the dance hall 
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of Ramallah, there was a shared spatial practice among the volunteers; as a 
collective, they created a social space of dancing and stopped their 
movements during the calls for prayer. Later on, when the artwork entered 
the museum collection, the original footage was adjusted to the spatial and 
temporal conditions of Tate Modern. The know-how and daily routines of 
staff members in the museum’s technical department guaranteed the 
necessary adjustments of the raw footage to museum standards, in order to 
accommodate the installation to a gallery space and the opening hours of the 
museum. Last but not least, when visitors came to experience the installation, 
a spatial trajectory for they shoot horses was designed by the exhibition 
makers, who created a ‘social space’ for the perception of the artwork. 
Underneath those spatial practices there was – at least to some degree – a 
consensus about what usually happens in the respective spaces of production, 
post-production and reception of the artwork.  
 As we have seen above, Lefebvre assumes that individuals and social 
groups have the potential to modify social space. Hence, individual perception 
is not disregarded all together, despite Lefebvre’s emphasis on social space. 
Likewise, when I use the terms ‘spatial practice’ or ‘social space’ in the 
context of  the conceptual model, I mean to say that throughout successive 
biographical stages of the artwork, certain spaces may provoke certain 
activities while, conversely, certain actions can only take place in particular 
spaces; in this case referring to the modification of the footage in the technical 
studio, the dancing in the dance hall, or people visiting the installed artwork 
in the museum’s gallery space. 
 
The third mode introduced by Lefebvre is the ‘lived space’ or representational 
space (not to be confused with ‘representation of space’). Every space, he 
states, carries a symbolic or cultural meaning for its ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, 
and represents a specific set of socio-cultural values. Lefebvre: 
 

Representational space is alive: it speaks. It has an affective kernel or 
centre: Ego, bed, bedroom, dwelling, house; or: square, church, graveyard. 
It embraces the loci of passion, of action and of lived situations, and thus 
immediately implies time. Consequently it may be qualified in various 
ways: it may be directional, situational or relational, because it is 
essentially qualitative, fluid and dynamic.158  

 
The lived space is variable, because ideologies and value system change over 
time. As mentioned in my introduction to Lefebvre’s theory, ideologies and 
value system may leave their imprint on any kind of spatial configuration, but 
they are also shaped by them: the symbolic meaning of a burrier ritual, for 
example, is shaped by a pattern of gravestones, pathways and trees in a 
graveyard; likewise, the symbolic value of a museum visit is shaped by the 
architectural structure of the exhibition rooms, education spaces, museum 

                                                           
158

 Idem, 42. 



 

59 
 

entrance, cafeteria, and so forth, as much as by the collection of artworks on 
display. All such spaces carry their own symbolic meaning of pleasure, 
reflection, education, socializing, et cetera. Lived spaces are thus a 
combination of actual and symbolic (representational) space, both abstract 
and concrete and, as Lefebvre states, “need obey no rules of consistency or 
cohesiveness”.159  
 In his discussion, Lefebvre refers to “the clandestine or underground 
side of social life, as also to art”.160 Although the juxtaposition of the 
“underground side of social life” and “art” may give rise to different 
interpretations, in this context Lefebvre means to say that within these 
domains the imagination is still ‘free to play’ with the spatial codes, making 
symbolic use of them and at the same time changing them.161   
 Lefebvre’s specification of representational space can be attributed to 
museum spaces as a set of values, represented by the museum building as 
well as by the institutional philosophy and organizational principles. Bearing 
in mind Miwon Kwon’s typology for site-specific installations, I argue that the 
notion of representational space is reminiscent of the function Miwon Kwon 
attributes to site-specific artworks, which is their potential to scrutinize the 
institutions of the artworld. Recent years have shown remarkable shifts in the 
representational spaces of museums,when numerous renovations were 
executed and spectacular museum buildings and annexes were designed. The 
intense building activity was juxtaposed by a new take on exhibition 
narratives and demonstrated a renewed ambition of museums to play an 
active societal role. The architectural structure gives expression to new ideals 
by giving more room to social spaces, such as public entrances, café’s, 
education rooms, and museum shops. The curatorial interest of inviting 
artists to create site-specific installation artworks for museum spaces, can be 
understood in the same light: a current emphasis on representational space.  
 During the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a similar focus on 
representational space, when artists of the avantgarde effectuated a change in 
the administration of contemporary art museums. As described in Chapter 2, 
the representational function of the White Cube gallery was rejected at first, 
since it represented the commodification and ‘depersonalization’ of art. 
Gradually, however, the same artists created site-specific installations for 
museum galleries and agreed to the acquisition and re-exhibition of their 
work. This shift in practice can be explained as a transition of the museum’s 
representational space (partly incited by the artists themselves), changing the 
practice and codes of the gallery space. From a ‘neutral space’ galleries 
transformed into a ‘lived environment’, where the artists became the ‘new 
inhabitants’ of spaces that had formerly been the domain of museum 
directors, curators and managerial staff. 
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The influence of time and the Triad of Spatiality 
 
To summarize the above, the three modes of space could be reformulated for 
the description of site-specific installation artworks as follows: the designed 
space of the artwork in connection to the spatial surrounding (coded and 
concrete), the social spaces of production (processes and action), and the 
representational space of the exhibition context (symbolic and ‘lived’) (see 
Diagram 3). Based on these ‘building blocks’, the model takes shape with a 
first set of parameters which enable the conceptualization of site-specificity 
and the description of the artwork’s spatial functions across biographical 
stages.  
 At the heart of Lefebvre’s model is the idea that space and time are 
inseparable. He argues that the production of space is anchored in a specific 
moment and, at the same time, interlaced with historical traces which are left 
behind – or, to put it in his words, traces “inscribed” into the space:  
  

The past leaves its traces; time has its own script. Yet this space is 
always, now and formerly, a present space, given as an immediate 
whole, complete with its associations and connections in their 
actuality.162   

 
Elaborating on Lefebvre’s statement, the idea took root that a work’s site-
specificity is produced in the actualization of the network of spatial functions 
(physical, social and mental). In accord with the “associations and 
connections” of the actual site, certain spatial functions may be reinvigorated, 
while others may be disregarded or may have been lost altogether over time.  
 Furthermore, Lefebvre’s collocation of past and present, supports the 
notion that whereas each iteration of a site-specific installation is rooted in 
the actuality, the work’s display can bear material or immaterial traces of 
previous manifestations. In other words, space and time are inseparable in 
this model. I therefore argue that careful attention is needed for the 
interrelated stages of the artwork taking into account that each iteration is a 
unique manifestation.  
 
The above insights about space and time, derived from Henri Lefebvre, are 
beneficial to the understanding of the ontology and transformative nature of 
site-specific installation artworks. However, they do not explain how the 
series of actions applied to the artwork throughout its biography influence 
the shifts of functions within the spatial network. In the actual practices of 
conservation and curation, the artwork’s site-specificity in a museum context 
is redefined over and over again. Hence, in order to truly understand the 
challenges and possibilities these artworks pose to the institutions, an 
additional element of the model is needed – offering an analytical toolbox for 
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identifying the ‘actors’ involved in the strategies and practices of the museum 
profession, and for tracing the ‘scripts’ steering their decisions.  
 As a first step, an analogy is drawn between the staging of a (site-
specific) installation artwork and the execution of a musical performance or 
theatre play. Such a comparison between two different art forms is not 
uncommon in the field of the humanities in general and contemporary art 
conservation in particular. I will start my argumentation with a general 
introduction on the analogy and then zoom in on the notion of 
‘performativity’ in conservation studies.  
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   3.3 Analysing cultural phenomena ‘as performance’  

 
The idea that cultural phenomena can be analysed as if they are a 
performance originates from the so-called Performative Turn in the mid-20th 
century.. In 1955, the British philosopher of language J.L. Austin (1911-1960) 
coined the term ‘performativity’ (1955) for speech acts.163 Austin took a 
stance against the prevailed, positivist claim in linguistics that utterances 
declare something as either true or false. He contended that certain 
utterances are not referential or descriptive but an act in themselves, like 
with a wedding ceremony. When a person says “I take this woman as my 
lawful wedded wife”, there is no reference made to a past or future action; it 
is an act in the here-and-now, changing reality at the very moment of 
speaking.164 Austin attributed the notion of speech act only to language in real 
life situations, but his ideas have been widely adopted in the social sciences 
and from the 1990s onward, his views became influential in the study of 
human culture in the humanities. 
 Based on Austin’s notion of performativity, performance scholar 
Richard Schechner (2013) states that any cultural manifestation can be 
studied in analogy with the performance arts. In classic theatre, the stage 
‘frames’ the action and draws a dividing line between the performance and 
the audience, between the ‘make-believe world’ of the performance and 
everyday reality.165 However, with the 1960scredo to fuse art with life, such 
traditional boundaries faded away and the ‘performative’ has permeated 
contemporary cultural practice ever since. Schechner suggests that even 
works that are not performances in the classical sense, can be analysed ‘as if’ 
they were a performance, provided that the manifestation is framed by the 
coordinates of space and time.166 Schechner deems visual arts and 
architecture suitable phenomena for this approach since he does not consider 
them as “things” or “objects” in themselves, “but as players in ongoing 
relationships, that is ‘as’ performances.”167 In the analysis, the focus is on a 
mutual comparison of manifestations that belong to the same category of 
work, which means he studies them “in process, and as they change over 
time”.168  
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 Schechner’s viewpoints are relevant to the current research, because 
they emphasize the possibility of comparing and analysing site-specific 
installation artworks as a succession of iterations. By examining their 
‘performance’ in concrete circumstances, it may become feasible to discern 
patterns in their biographies and the causes of continuation and change, 
which relate to the questions posed in the first chapter of this dissertation. 
First and foremost, however, for a systematic comparison a consistent set of 
analytical tools is needed. To this end, it is beneficial that the conservation 
discipline has developed a thorough theoretical framework over the past 
years, based on the analogy between contemporary art and performance arts. 
In the following paragraphs, I will focus my attention on the achievements in 
this field and I will use some of its key notions for my own research.   
 
The conceptual model part 2: Analysing successive iterations 
of site-specific installation artworks 
 
3.4 Looking through the lens of conservation: performativity 
of site-specific installation artworks  
 
In reaction to the many challenges posed by new artforms such as media art 
and installation art, conservators and curators developed an entirely new set 
of theories and practices over the past two decades. Pivotal insights are the 
notion that theory develops alongside practice, and that communication with 
the artists, as well as a (self-)reflective attitude, are essential strategies for 
museum practices. ‘Managing change’ is an epithet that binds many 
contemporary artworks, as they are often intentionally made of temporary or 
ephemeral materials, and pose rigorous questions in respect to their 
reinstallation.169 In the early 2000s, the focus shifted from safeguarding the 
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artwork’s physical constituents to the question what a transient artwork 
should do – or how the artwork is supposed to behave – given the volatile 
nature of its material composition.  
 This notion was first developed by the Variable Media Initiative, with 
their statement  that artworks can be defined independently from the 
material composition or media of which they are composed.170 The Variable 
Media Initiative put the primary focus on the installation or ‘performance’ of 
the artwork, in which it reveals its actual ‘behavior’. A qualification for an 
appropriate reinstallation is whether or not the conservator is able to identify 
the intended behavior of the artwork, which is often indicated as the ‘ideal 
state’. Crucial information about what the artwork should do can be obtained 
by consulting the artist or others who are knowledgeable about the 
composition and meaning of the work.171   

Time-based media art conservator and scholar Pip Laurenson 
elaborates this view in her seminal article Authenticity, Change and Loss in the 
Conservation of Time-Based Media Installations.172 Focusing on time-based 
(media) artworks, Laurenson suggests comparing an installation with the 
performance of a piece of music or theatre. Time-based (media) artworks, she 
argues, can be positioned “on the ontological continuum somewhere between 
performance and sculpture,” and can therefore be considered as “installed 
events” rather than as art objects that derive their meaning from material 
authenticity.173 Arguably, the object-centered paradigm usually applied to the 
conservation of ‘traditional’ art, has its pitfalls in view of performative 
artworks that rely on installation strategies and a thorough understanding of 
the intended behavior of the work.  

Scrutinizing the ontology of these kind of works, Laurenson compares 
their creation and realization with the two-staged process of a music 
performance; the first stage being the work of the composer, who records the 
musical composition in a score; the second stage beginning when musicians 
perform the notation of the score and start to play.174 Transposed to time-

                                                           
170

 The Variable Media Approach was initiated and developed by the Daniel Llanglois Foundation 
and Guggenheim Museum in 2003. The approach consists of a classification based on eight 
medium-independent behaviours of the artwork, which are summarized as: contained, installed, 
performed, interactive, reproduced, duplicated, encoded, and networked. The corresponding 
conservation strategy includes storage, reinstallation, migration, emulation and reinterpretation. 
See Jon Ippolito, “Accommodating the Unpredictable: The Variable Media Questionnaire,” in 
Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media Approach, ed. Alain Depocas (New York and 
Montreal: Solomon Guggenheim Museum and Daniel Langlois Foundation, 2003), 47-53. 
171

 Idem, 50-51. 
172

 At the time of this publication, Pip Laurenson was Head of Conservation of Tate’s Time-based 
Media Art Collection.  
173

 Laurenson, “Authenticity,” 4. Due to the rapid obsolescence of media art technology, physical 
components of media art installations change rapidly and artists themselves may conceive their 
work to exist in multiple forms. 
174

 Pip Laurenson borrows the partition into two stages from Nelson Goodman, a philosopher of art 

who distinguishes autographic art from allographic artforms.  In general, the notion of autographic 



 

65 
 

based (media) installations, the concept of the work could be defined by a 
score or script, while its performance is in the actual realization of the 
work.175 Like in music, a gap between the score and the execution defines the 
ontology of time-based artworks, which implies that, in principle, different 
iterations can be considered genuine performances. As Laurenson explains:  

 
Performances can occur in different times and different places with 
different performers and still be authentic instances of that 
performance. In the performance of a musical work it is recognised 
that there is a gap between a work as represented as a score and its 
performance. This allows us to speak of good and bad performances 
while still being able to say that a work is the same work even if badly 
performed.176 

 
It is part of the profession of a conservator to be knowledgeable about the 
determinative properties of the artwork and to perform its reinstallation 
accordingly. However, unlike the paradigm of Western music on which the 
analogy is based, there is no conventional notational system for this purpose. 
Laurenson suggests that an equivalent can be found in the ‘instructions’ 
guiding the installation process, taking into account that these instructions 
may be very different for individual works in form and content, and are 
variable in the degree of prescription. Since “two-staged” artworks depend on 
interpretation, it is important to know what degree of interpretation is 
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allowed by using the indicator of “thickly” or “thinly” defined works of art.177 
If the specifications are thinly described by the artist, Laurenson observes, 
“the work's determinative properties are comparatively few in number and 
most of the qualities of a performance are aspects of the performer's 
interpretation”. Thickly specified works, on the other hand, are “works where 
the artist has specified the qualities of the work and its presentation as 
precisely as possible”. 178 Those specifications have a more prescriptive 
character for the execution, allowing for a lesser degree of interpretation. 
Looking at the daily practice in museums, conservators and curators often 
determine in consultation with the artist what are ‘fixed’ elements for the 
work’s meaning and to what extent variation and interpretation are 
permitted or even desired.  
 
The above viewpoints, first stipulated by Laurenson and followed by others in 
the conservation field, are incentives to regard site-specific installations as a 
two-staged process as well. Although it might be confusing regarding another 
use of the term ‘stage’, employed in this study in reference to the artwork’s 
biographical stages, this distinction seems appropriate. The first stage could 
be attributed to the spatial design and the artist’s specification of the spatial 
arrangement in relation to the surrounding site. Floor plans, sketches, 
photographs, films of the installed work, records of the sensorial 
requirements, as well as guidelines for reinstallation and material-technical 
information, could qualify as a ‘set of instructions’ defined during the first 
stage. Or, in Lefebvrian terminology: the conceptual mode of the artwork’s 
site-specificity. The second stage begins when the artwork ‘performs’ in the 
gallery space and is perceived by the audience.  
 More than with installation art at large, with site-specific installations 
(changes in) the physical surrounding and the representational space of the 
museum determine the form and content of the artwork’s meaning and social 
space of the visitor’s experience. These functions – identified by Lefebvre as 
social space and representational space – are susceptible to the contingency 
of the site, which may or may not be fully incorporated into the artwork’s 
spatial design from the beginning. The time gap between iterations – when 
the artwork is dormant and museum buildings may be renovated, policies 
may develop, and audiences may change – is highly influential for differences 
between the ‘conceptual’ stage and the ‘performance’ stage. Most of the 
contingencies and changes cannot be foreseen at the moment the artist 
conceptualizes the work or the moment the museum acquires it. In this 
respect, a ‘set of instructions’ may be steering future performances, but in 
order to reactivate the work in different circumstances an interpretative 
voice regarding the entire network of spatial functions may be necessary.  
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 As for the conceptual model, the above discussion illuminates the 
relatedness between the functions of site-specificity (derived from Lefebvre’s 
Triad of Spatiality) and the factor ‘time’, which is highly influential on the 
shifts in the artwork’s spatial network. Drawing on the conservation 
discourse, I argue that this relationship can be studied as a succession of 
iterations (see Diagram 4). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are a few additional comments I would like to make. The first 
concerns the term ‘performance’, as applied to the conservation 
discourse in relation to the interpretative authority of the custodians. 
Assuming that site-specific installations come into being through 
‘interaction’ with the gallery space and other contextual elements (such 
as the connection with the building, the collection, and the socio-cultural 
context at large), it is evident that custodians have at least some 
interpretative authority. Social and representational functions of the 
museum largely belong to the domain of curators and other museum 
professionals. Although this is not the place to peruse the question to 
what degree the interpretation of a site-specific installation artwork can 
and should be interpreted, I would like to emphasize that somewhere 
during the perpetuation processes  a ‘reflective space’ is needed, in 
which custodians consider how the artwork should be staged from the 
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perspective of an adaptation of its spatial functions to the actual 
situation and the contingencies of the museum site.  
The second comment is a refinement in terminology, as suggested by curator 
and conservation scholar Tiziana Caianiello, that helps paving the way to the 
next step of the model. Caianiello makes a distinction between “performance” 
and “staging”, the latter term referring to “the process of planning [...], testing, 
and determining strategies” – that is: to decision-making and the processes 
and practices of the artwork’s perpetuation. “Performance”, on the other 
hand, is the term assigned to the outcome of this process “that occurs only 
when an installation has already been staged and is taking effect on (at least) 
one viewer”.179 Caianiello argues for leaving aside the terms re-staging and re-
performance, because with each instantiation a new staging and a new 
performance takes place. Throughout this dissertation I will employ the terms 
staging and performance in the same manner.180   
 The third comment concerns the different ways in which requirements 
for a reinstallation can be captured in a notational system, including the 
visualizations of an installation with photographs and videos. Images are 
strong markers for the performance of a work, as Martha Buskirk observes 
(see the introductory case of Allan Kaprow’s Yard in Chapter 1). She 
acknowledges the benefits of visualisation, but is also cautious about it, since 
iconic photographs of the first iteration frequently serve as a reference for the 
“identity” of a site-specific installation and may easily turn into a guidance for 
future iterations. Visual material or otherwise recorded evidence may give an 
impression of how visitors interact with the work, but, as Buskirk contends, 
documentation not only registers but also isolates a historical moment that 
can never be retrieved.181 It may pose the risk that a site-specific installation 
is ‘fixed’ in its (initial) historical state, while ‘live elements’ such as contextual 
relationships with the representational gallery space and the wider socio-
cultural context, including the interaction with the audience, are disregarded. 
This way the installation might lose its structural capacity to connect with the 
new site, while only a relic of the spatial arrangement is maintained.  
 Taking note of these additional comments, it is now time for a closer 
examination of the instruments developed in the conservation discipline for 
studying the staging and performance of installation artworks, and to see how 
these can be integrated into the model for the analysis of successive 
iterations.   
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3.5 Site-specific installations as networks ‘in action’ 

 
The idea that contemporary artworks can be understood as heterogeneously 
composed networks was first introduced by conservation scholar Vivian van 
Saaze. In Installation Art and the Museum. Presentation and Conservation of 
Changing Artworks, Van Saaze makes the proposition to study contemporary 
art conservation by “following the actors” of the network during practices 
applied to the conservation and presentation of the artwork.182 Against the 
background of science-and-technology studies – in particular the Actor-
Network-Theory (ANT) developed by Bruno Latour and others in the 1980s – 

Van Saaze puts into focus the social environment of museum practices and 
the “productive activity” of conservation and presentation. 183 Contemporary 
art conservation is “done” in practice, as her credo reads. By scrutinizing the 
network of human and non-human actors, insight is gained into the meaning 
production of the artwork and the processes of decision-making.184 Van 
Saaze:  
 

It helps to analyze ‘art in action,’ and draws attention to changes, 
transformations, and places of friction. Such an approach allows a 
consideration of the constituting role of the museum and a 
recognition of the distinction among actors which is usually 
overlooked.185   
 

One of the cornerstones of the actor-network approach is that both human 
beings and non-humans can have agency. According to Latour’s own 
observation: “An actant can literally be anything provided it is granted to be 
the source of an action”.186  Although ANT does not say that things have the 
capacity to act in the same way as human beings, it suggests that things and 
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human beings are equally important ‘participants’ of a productive network – 
of science, art, or the social world. By examining these networks as “a 
continuously altering association of humans and nonhumans,” the causes of 
action and processes of production can be analysed.187 A point raised by 
Latour as well as by Van Saaze, is that such an actor-network analysis is not 
something one does from an objective distance. Latour:  

 
The key point is that every entity, including the self, society, nature, 
every relation, every action, can be understood as “choices” or 
“selection” of finer and finer embranchments going from abstract 
structure – actants – to concrete ones – actors.188 

 
Being aware that the researcher him- or herself becomes an actor when 
studying the artwork ‘in action’, I see benefits in this approach for the analysis 
of the processes of staging and actual manifestation of site-specific 
installation artworks.189 It helps to understand the complex relationships 
between people and things, ideas and intentions, spatial conditions and 
visitors’ behaviour, instructions, agreements, decision-making processes, and 
so forth, at specific places and moments in time.  
 
In addition to Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, the actor-network approach 
paves the way to developing an analytical toolbox for a systematic analysis of 
successive iterations. The assumption is that site-specific installations move 
from one stage to another as the result of a series of decisions and activities. 
The second premise is that in the reactivation of the artwork’s site-specificity, 
both human and non-human actors can fulfil an active role. The added value 
of the method I derived from Van Saaze is that describing the artwork ‘in 
action’ helps to identify what factors are of influence on the shifts in spatial 
functions. Furthermore, by mapping the network of actors with the time-
space coordinates of the iteration, discrepancies and contradictions can be 
traced that might easily be overlooked otherwise. Key to this approach is that 
the script is regarded a useful instrument in the analysis of reactivation 
processes, as suggested before, in the discussion of contemporary art 
conservation. In the following paragraphs the notion of the script will be 
elaborated further, starting with the viewpoint taken by Bruno Latour and 
Madeleine Akrich.  
 
3.6 Using script as an analytical tool 
 
Looking through the lens of ANT, Akrich and Latour elaborate the notion of 
‘script’ for technological objects. In developing a vocabulary for describing the 
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association of human and non-human actants, their concept embraces the 
idea that technologies contain a “program of action” and that “things-in-use” 
can prescribe a specific form of action.190 For example, the heavy weight 
attached to a hotel key has the ‘prescription’ that the guest will return the key 
to the front desk before leaving the hotel. Or, as philosopher of technique 
Peter-Paul Verbeek observes: 
 
 A plastic coffee cup, for instance, has the script “throw me away after 
 use”; the cameras along many roads in the Netherlands have the script 
 “don’t drive faster than 50 km/h.” Artefacts are not passive and inert 
 entities. They actively co-shape what actors do.191 
 
Madeleine Akrich employs the script as an analytical tool for explaining why 
the designer’s intentions regarding the use and form of an object may turn 
out differently when the object is put into use. Designers, she states, 
anticipate how future users will employ the object according to a “script” or 
“scenario”, which may include user’s guidelines as well as the functionality 
and competences “inscribed” into the object by the designer.192 The projected 
user, however, may be quite different from the real user who acts in another 
context and time. To understand this diversity, Akrich points to the 
effectuation of the script in terms of a performance, defined by the 
coordinates of space and time: 
 
 Thus, like a film script, technical objects define a frame of action 
 together with the actors and the space in which they are supposed to 
 act.193  
 
As Akrich elucidates, there is uncertainty about the user’s behaviour and 
sometimes “devices go wrong”, not in the least due to differences in cultural 
contexts.194 Hence, the script can be best applied to a comparison between the 
intended design and the actual performance of the object in more or less 
comparable contexts. Or, to put it in her own words,  
 
 [the script leads us] back and forth continually between the designer’s 
 projected user and the real user  (…) and provides a “key” that can be 
 used to interpret all subsequent events (… ) Nevertheless, although 
 users add their own interpretations, so long as the circumstances in 
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 which the device is used do not diverge too radically from those 
 predicted by the designer, it is likely that the script will become a 
 major element for interpreting interaction between the object and its 
 users.195  
 
According to ANT, such an analysis is ‘done’ in writing, because language 
provides applicable means to describe the actual form and ‘use’ of the object, 
and to reveal the designer’s intentions or possible deviations from the script. 
Hence, as Akrich proposes, the process of de-scripting may start from 
observations in the here-and-now and then, by moving backwards and 
putting into words the interaction between the object, human beings and past 
contexts, we return to “the world in-scribed in the object.”196  

Although the notion of the script, defined by Latour and Akrich for 
technological objects, cannot be directly applied to contemporary artworks 
(given fundamental differences in the nature and function of both object 
categories), it seems to offer a productive approach for the analysis of 
different iterations of site-specific installation artworks in a museum context. 
Nevertheless, it remains an important question whether we can speak of a 
‘similar context’ when the artwork is relocated. I will return to this point in 
my case studies. 

 
The method of de-scripting  
 
Within the conservation field, the method of de-scripting has gained currency, 
as put forward in, for example, a study of art historian Ariane Noel de Tilly.197 
Noel de Tilly applies the approach to installation artworks that appear in 
multiple forms while still being considered the same work of art. She refers to 
Akrich’s method of de-scripting as  
 
 [going] back and forth between the artist's concept and the persons 
 interpreting the work (curators, conservators, technicians, registrars, 
 visitors, etc.). De-scribing here would mean identifying and analyzing 
 the interactions taking place between the artistic creation (or art 
 object), its creator, and other mediators interacting with it. In  the 
end, the purpose of description is to put on paper the text of what  the various 
actors in the settings are doing to one another.198 
 
Noel de Tilly suggests to make a clear distinction between on the one hand 
the script (or score) defined as a set of inscriptions and on the other hand the 
method of descripting as proposed by ANT: whereas the first notion is a 
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steering factor in the decision-making processes on which basis the 
performance of the work is executed, the latter method of “de-scripting” can 
be considered a tool for observation and analysis of the similarities and 
deviations between various iterations.199  
 
The “art of de-scripting” is also a methodological instrument for a scholar in 
the field of art and architecture, Albena Yaneva. Similar to Noel de Tilly, the 
author borrows viewpoints from Latour and Akrich regarding a method for 
analyzing the trajectories of contemporary installation artworks or 
architectural buildings.200 In Mapping Controversies in Architecture, Yaneva 
examines the underlying ‘scripts’ of a building at moments when 
controversies arise, for example when a historic building gets a modern 
extension or is renovated. By comparing successive architectural stages of the 
building, not only the controversy could be explained from the standpoints 
and desires of the various parties involved, but also “the turmoil it triggers” 
demonstrated the building’s “particular abilities to act”.201 The causes of 
“turmoil” can be understood by descripting all actors, which in architecture 
are associated with the spatial design of the building and the materials 
applied to the structure at various historical stages, as well as other 
influential forces and events: “the discordant voices of its makers; of qualities 
and substances; of passers-by’s noises; and of accidents.”202  
 This proposed method of de-scripting all the actors involved in a 
“turmoil”, opens up an interesting vista for the analytical toolbox, because 
Yaneva takes into account the entire set of relationships activated at the 
moment of controversy. In the case of site-specific installation artworks this 
can be interpreted as a ‘turmoil’ arising when the connectivity between the 
artwork and the site is being redefined. Or, to reuse the words of Nick Kaye, 
when uncertainties arise about the ‘fixation’ of a site-specific installation 
artwork in a given biographical stage (see Chapter 2). Consequently, the 
method of describing the set of actors, and therewith tracing the scripts for 
reinvigoration the artwork’s site-specificity, would include the exhibition 
space as influential factor, in addition to the artwork itself; as well as the set 
of actors who ‘follow’ a script for reinvigorating the artwork’s site-specificity, 
such as the artist, technicians, conservators, exhibition curators, the public, 
and so forth.  
 Looking at exhibition design and curatorship, others before me have 
argued that the script is a useful tool for analysing exhibitions as a network of 
relationships. For example, cultural studies scholar Julia Noordegraaf 
introduces in her methodological study of museum exhibitions the notion of 
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the script in order “to analyse the complex relations between such diverse 
components as people's ideas and intentions, material objects, buildings and 
visitor behaviour”.203 In a similar way as suggested by Akrich, Noordegraaf 
moves back and forth between the intentions of the exhibition makers, the 
objects themselves and the ‘imagined’ users of the exhibition, the visitors. 
Noordegraaf:  
 

In the case of museums, the 'object' is the presentation itself, which 
(…) comprises the location, the architecture and layout of the building, 
the organisation and design of the displays and the means of visitor 
guidance. An analysis of the script of museum presentation can bring 
to the fore the set of instructions that defines the relationship 
between the museum and its audience.204  

 
In the analysis of site-specific installation artworks, the script could thus be a 
tool for moving back and forth between the intentions of the artist and the 
motives of the curator and other custodians to safeguard the artwork and 
reinvigorate its site-specific functions, including the conditions of the space, 
the routes the visitors take, safety measures, et cetera.  If we focused only on 
the installation artwork itself, we might run the risk of overlooking how 
influential some of those seemingly insignificant actors are.  However – just as 
this model proposes –, all actors should be taken into account when analysing 
the scripts of successive staging processes and the actual performance of the 
work (see Diagram 5).   
 
Inevitably, this ‘holistic’ approach entails a degree of subjectivity, if only in 
the selection of actors and influential factors that are considered relevant for 
the analysis and the interpretation of what is considered ‘a script’. Earlier in 
this chapter, I suggested to derive from the conservation discourse the notion 
of considering the script a definition of the artwork in the ontological sense 
and as a set of instructions for the artwork’s manifestation. Thereafter, I 
argued that the script could also be seen as a notion applying to the analysis 
of a wider spectrum of actors and factors of influence. I believe that both 
viewpoints are beneficial to the kind of works under discussion, taking into 
account that site-specific installation artworks put the assumption that the 
artwork can be defined through a set of instructions under pressure. Too 
many uncertainties arise in the redefinition of the relationship between the 
work and site. In terms of Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, it could be argued 
that the turmoil especially occurs in the functions of social and 
representational space, as these are particularly time-dependent. To some 
extent, the perpetuation of the spatial design could be based on a script 
defined by the artist, provided that the surrounding space has not change. 

                                                           
203

 Julia Noordegraaf, Strategies of Display. Museum Presentation in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-
Century Visual Culture (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2004), 14. 
204

 Idem, 15. 



 

75 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the other spatial functions, the staging depends on many different factors 
and contingencies, which cannot be foreseen at the moment of creation and 
which reveal themselves only during the processes and practices of keeping 
these artworks alive in diverse circumstances.  
Let me illustrate the above outline of the conceptual model with a taste of 
what will follow in the case study chapters. I will briefly examine two case 
examples of Richard Serra with the triadic set of spatial functions at hand and 
the analytical toolbox of script and actor. Tilted Arc (1981), already discussed 
in the previous chapter, will be revisited from the current perspective. The 
other example is Waxing Arcs (1980)¸created by Serra as a site-specific 
installation artwork for Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen.   
 
3.7 A short analysis of two site-specific installations by 
Richard Serra 

   
Tilted Arc revisited 
 
The introduction to Tilted Arc (1981, Fig. 2.1 and 2.2) in the previous chapter, 
showed that Richard Serra conceived the artwork as physically and 
conceptually rooted in the Federal Plaza. The curved Corten-steel plates 
cutting the square in half were destined to be there forever.  

 



 

76 
 

The spatial design (the conceived mode of the Triad of Spatiality) defined the 
dimensions and exact curves of the arc, the Corten-steel material and its 
finish, and the trajectory taken by commuters in order to traverse the square. 
Directly connected to its material form, was the social experience and ‘use’ of 
the work (the perceived or social space in terms of the model). As Serra 
argued, it was the “explicit intention of site-specific works to alter their 
contexts”.205 The artist anticipated how citizens would cross the square and 
navigate along the ‘wall’. This function can be seen as the intended outcome of 
a script elaborated in the functional design – the spatial arrangement and 
materialization of the arc.  
 Furthermore, the Federal Plaza is a location with a special 
representational function (the lived space in terms of the model), because it 
hosts the offices of the Federal Government, which also commissioned the 
project, and is usually a crowded space.  
 The turmoil arising when the government proposed to relocate Tilted 
Arc to a scenic environment outside the city, can be analysed as a conflict 
between various scripts and actors. The artist and his protagonists claimed 
that the contract between Serra and the government was breached and that a 
proposition for relocation was an “assault on freedom of artistic 
expression”.206 According to the opponents, Serra had not taken into account 
the social function of the plaza and citizens reclaimed the right to use the 
square like before, as a social space meant for local inhabitants and 
employees. In this respect the role of the Federal Government is interesting, 
because the government had installed a jury (representing the public), which 
had initially applauded the proposal, but turned against it during the 
lawsuit.207 This radical turn was unforeseen at the moment the artist 
developed his design. At that stage the focus was on the spatial design and 
Serra’s artistic views on site-specificity. During the actual ‘performance’ of 
Tilted Arc, however, the citizens and government put the representational 
function and social space of the plaza to the fore. The artwork itself was 
‘sacrificed’ to this process.  
 In conclusion, three stages of Tilted Arc can be recognized: the first 
stage of its conception as a site-specific installation, the agreement with the 
government and its realization; the second stage of the performance of the 
artwork in public space; the third stage in which the lawsuit, and eventual 
destruction, marked the end of the project. Perhaps, especially in the case of 
Titled Arc, an additional fourth stage could be recognized in the ongoing 
interest in this case example, as the discussions never came to an end 
although all that remained were descriptions and a few photographs..  
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The extended life of Waxing Arcs  
 
Richard Serra‘s site-specific installation Waxing Arcs (1980, Fig. 3.1) in 
museum Boijmans Van Beuningen followed a completely different trajectory. 
208 The artwork still exists, but the surroundings have changed several times 
and the current version is a remake of the original.  Waxing Arcs consists of 
two huge, curved plates made of Corten-steel. At the moment Serra created 
the artwork in commission of the then museum director Wim Beeren, it was a 
site-specific installation for the museum’s entrance hall. In the course of time, 
however, the architectural surrounding and the function of the exhibition 
space changed over and over again: at a certain moment the arcs marked the 
museum’s cloakrooms, later on they gave access to the ticket office and later 
still the museum’s café was placed opposite the arcs. Today, Waxing Arcs is 
exhibited in a separate space at the museum’s ground floor of the Bodon 
Gallery, the so-called Serra Room.  
  A crucial moment in the biography of Waxing Arcs is 1999, when Serra 
agreed to its re-fabrication in order to accommodate the artwork to the 
reconstruction of the museum building. The entrance of the building was 
relocated and equipped with a façade of concrete, steel and glass – affecting 
the dimensions of the space surrounding Waxing Arcs. Two new Corten-steel 
plates were manufactured, with a slightly different curve and measuring one 
meter higher; the plates were half a centimeter thicker than the originals. In 
addition, the suspended ceiling of the exhibition space was removed in order 
to create a more industrial look.  
 In terms of the Triad of Spatiality, the successive biographical stages 
show a strong mutual relationship between the spatial design of Waxing Arcs 
and the representational functions of its surrounding space. One can even 
observe a dominance of the representational space at the expense of the 
spatial design as originally intended by the artist. Furthermore, together with 
the series of new functions, the social use of the space surrounding Waxing 
Arcs varied, and the public’s perception was influenced by those changes, not 
least because their trajectories along the arcs altered with each modification.  
 When examining the actors involved and the underlying scripts of the 
decision-making processes, we see a conglomerate of directors and architects 
who developed their own ‘script’ for the building. Serra himself agreed to the 
adjustments, but in 2003, when the Serra Room was created, he stipulated 
that no other artworks could be exhibited next to Waxing Arcs. The only 
exception to this script were light works made by the minimalist artist Dan 
Flavin, who’s artworks Serra was familiar with and which were often site-
specific as well. As it turned out, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen could not 
comply with this request. The Serra Room has large dimensions and 
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frequently the space is needed for other exhibition purposes, meaning other 
artworks are shown in close vicinity to the arcs.209  
 In 2013, the museum’s curator of contemporary art, Saskia Van 
Kampen, acknowledged that incongruences had taken place vis-à-vis the 
intended site-specificity and the current performance of Waxing Arcs. Many 
shifts in the spatial network had occurred over time, as she states: 
“Sometimes, the arcs only serve as some sort of ‘obstacle’ in the room”. Van 
Kampen initiated a project to rehabilitate the work and provide insight into 
the rich biography of the artwork, the actors who had been involved, and the 
‘scripts’ of their decision-making.210 
 Focusing on the site-specificity of Waxing Arcs, Van Kampen carried out 
an in-depth research and gave commission to the multimedia company 
IJsfontein to draw a script for a guided tour – or ‘performance’ –  in the Serra 
Room, called In Constant Motion: Richard Serra’s ‘Waxing Arcs’ (Fig. 3.2).  
During the five-minute performance the room was darkened and film 
fragments, photographs and other documentary material illuminated the 
respective biographical stages. A voice-over explained the many twists and 
turns the artwork and the building had undergone. After each performance 
the lights were turned off and the audience could experience the installation 
in daylight, just as intended by the artist in 2003.211 The guided tour was on 
show in the museum for one year.212 
 What fascinates me about this performance is that the curator made the 
history of Waxing Arcs accessible in two different ways: the virtual tour gave 
access to the complex network of spatial functions and its shifts over a long 
period of time, while at the end of the show the artist’s script was followed –  
illuminating the ‘ideal’ biographical stage in which the relationship between 
the arcs’ spatial design and the gallery space was established in a room that 
was only separated from public space by means of the glass façade. I would 
like to conclude that this staging of Waxing Arcs shows a variation in 
possibilities to keep site-specific installation artworks alive, especially by 
employing virtual means of communication. Some of the options may have a 
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documentary character, shedding light on the spatial network and 
biographical stages of the artwork, while others may reinvigorate one spatial 
function of the network and establish a renewed, spatiotemporally defined, 
connectivity with the exhibition site.  
 
3.8 Conclusion of the chapter 

 
This chapter was dedicated to developing a conceptual model for the analysis 
of site-specific installation artworks (see Diagrams 1-5). The model combines 
two approaches, one derived from Henri Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, the 
other based on current notions and approaches in contemporary art 
conservation. The connection between the two elements of the model was 
established in the first place by the argument that site-specific installation 
artworks move from one biographical stage to another as a result of a series 
of activities. Secondly by the idea that, because of their performative 
ontology, these artworks can be analysed ‘as if’ they are a performance. 
 The benefit of the performance analogy is that it paves the way to a 
method for comparing different iterations in a systematic way. Using the 
triadic model of spatial design, social space and representational space, for 
each manifestation of the work the site-specific network can be described. 
When the artwork moves from one stage to another, it will be subjected to 
shifts in the spatial network, due to a renewed connection of  the artwork to 
the physical surrounding, institutional conventions, professional practices, 
variations in the wider socio-cultural context, changed audiences, and so 
forth. Identifying these changes with the help of the three spatial functions 
sheds light on the extent and nature of the artwork’s adaptability to new 
circumstances.  
 From the conservation discourse I adopted the idea to study the 
artwork ‘in action’, translated into the model as an analytical search for 
factors that are of influence on the perpetuation of site-specific installations. 
Borrowing the notions of ‘script’ and ‘actor’ from conservation scholars and 
the Actor-Network Theory, a ‘toolbox’ for the model was proposed, enabling 
the analysis of actions and decision-making processes leading to the 
reinvigoration of spatial functions, or disregarding them, in a given context 
and time.  
 The combination of the descriptive part of the model –  making use of 
the triad of spatial functions –  and the analytical part – making use of the 
toolbox of script and actor – should be sufficient to understand how and why 
site-specific installation artworks transform over time and how their 
perpetuation is shaped within a museum context. 
 
In the following three case studies of this dissertation, the conceptual model 
will be applied to a range of site-specific installation artworks in museum 
collections, varying in content, form and spatial functions. Each of these case 
studies will emphasize a particular set of spatial functions and discuss the 
problem of their perpetuation.  
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In Chapter 4, the focus is on the functions of spatial design and social space in 
the site-specific installation artworks of Ernesto Neto. The example of Neto’s 
Célula Nave. It happens in the body of time, where truth dances, highlights the 
problem of the transition of a site-specific, temporary and interactive 
installation into an artwork of a permanent collection.  
 In Chapter 5, the focus is on the functions of social space and 
representational space in Jason Rhoades's SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion, 
highlighting the problem of a commissioned site-specific installation artwork 
that can no longer be installed at its original location. One of the main 
questions in this chapter is which curatorial strategies were applied after the 
artist suddenly passed away.  
 In Chapter 6, the focus is on the functions of spatial design and 
representational space of the installation Drifting Producers, created by the 
artists’ group Flying City, as part of a socio-geographical project. The main 
question is if and how the museum, being the host of the only existing 
materialized product of this project, can reinvigorate the various dimensions 
of its site-specificity in a museum context.  
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Chapter 4: Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave: extending 

the lifespan of a temporary, site-specific 

installation in a museum  

 
“I think architectonically in a biological way”. Ernesto Neto.213 
 
Célula Nave. It happens in the body of time, where truth dances (2004) by the 
Brazilian artist Ernesto Neto is an interactive installation artwork, created in 
commission of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam. The artwork 
consists of a spacious construction of turquoise coloured fabric – the ‘nave’ – 
hanging on a series of aluminium poles. Visitors are allowed to enter the nave 
and touch the fabric with their hands and feet. The spatial design of Célula 
Nave is intertwined with the museum’s Bodon Gallery, for which the artwork 
was created. The size of the installation has been adapted to its large-scale 
dimensions; the turquoise colour of the fabric matches the greenish floor of 
the gallery and the daylight falling into the room enhances the fabric’s 
translucency.  
 Célula Nave was intended as a singular manifestation, meant to resist 
interactive use during a display period of three months. However, Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen purchased Célula Nave after the show and put the 
installation on display again in 2009. As Tina Fiske observes for a larger 
group of spatiotemporally defined artworks, such unforeseen prolongation of 
an installation implies that the institution “might accession a work that may 
not be fully or 'finally' determined in terms of their re-installation.”214 This 
appeared to be true for Célula Nave and its transition of a temporary, 
interactive installation into an artwork of a permanent collection is the main 
focus of the case study.  
 By applying Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, the chapter discusses various 
modes of Célula Nave’s site-specificity, focusing primarily on its function as an 
interactive, site-specific installation and its fabrication process at various 
geographical locations. The institutional policies of commissioning and 
collecting site-specific installations will bring to the fore the function of 
‘representational space’, in relation to the Bodon Gallery. Also, Lefebvre’s 
notion of ‘social space’ will be discussed in two different ways: first, in regard 
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 Statement by Ernesto Neto during an interview with Nathan Gulick at the occasion of the 
installation of Animal Architecture, January 2007. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0MSbpiXs1w-  (accessed 13 August 2019). 
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 Fiske refers to We Fishing the Time (densidades e buracos de minhoca (2001) in the collection of 
Tate. Tina Fiske, “Accessioning Ernesto Neto: Some Recent Installations and Acquisitions 
Considered,” in Contemporary Art: Creation, Curation, Collection and Conservation (Dublin : Irish 
Museum of Modern Art, 21-22 September, 2001), 24. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0MSbpiXs1w-


 

82 
 

to the visitors’ interaction with the artwork – interpreted here as a definition 
of the relationship between the artwork and its surrounding context. As a 
result of the interactive use, the artwork is currently in poor condition and 
cannot be exhibited again. Hence, the case study not only examines 
biographical stages of the past, but also explores scenarios for extending the 
lifespan of Célula Nave. The second function of ‘social space’ concerns the 
spaces of fabrication and the social networks involved with the production of 
Célula Nave. Because the artist considers this social production practice a 
meaningful constituent of the artwork, the question arises where a 
refabrication would be executed, and by whom, and how this would affect the 
spatial functions of the work (if a remake was considered).  
 Many different actors play a role in this case study, varying from the 
artist and his co-workers / co-fabricators to the interactive audiences and 
custodians involved with the acquisition and perpetuation of the work. In the 
analysis of the causes of damage and the performance of the work various 
dimensions of the notion of script will be applied. Following the proposition 
made by Latour and Akrich, I will suggest that the interaction with the visitor 
was “inscribed” by the artist into the materiality and spatial design of Célula 
Nave, which is also the reason the artwork suffered during display. 
Furthermore, by “de-scripting” the artist’s statements and the museum’s 
acquisition and display policies, light is shed on the contradictions and 
dilemmas of extending the lifespan of a temporarily intended site-specific 
installation. 
 
This chapter begins with a brief introduction of the artist Ernesto Neto and 
his site-specific installations; followed by a description of the first and second 
staging of Célula Nave, including the shifts of site-specific functions leading to 
the current deadlock of the artwork. Furthermore, by examining the spatial 
functions and tracing the underlying scripts, suggestions are made for future 
scenarios. To this end, I will draw on a number of additional information 
sources. Firstly, a study into Célula Nave’s material composition, executed by 
conservator Carien van Aubel. Her research helps understanding the reasons 
of damage and provides options for a restoration or a remake of Célula Nave 
in the future. Secondly, this case study draws on observations made by 
conservators, technicians and exhibition makers in relation to a number of 
comparable cases: two site-specific installations created by Ernesto Neto (in 
the collections of Tate and MoMA) and one site-specific installation created by 
Pippilotti Rist (in the collection of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen).   
 
Ernesto Neto as a site-specific working artist 
 
Ernesto Neto (Rio de Janeiro, 1964) became world-famous for his spatial 
constructions made of stretchable fabrics (lycra) that provoke a 
multisensorial experience of vision, touch, smell, movement and, sometimes, 
sound. It is often said that two Brazilian artists of a previous generation have 
influenced him to focus his attention on the position of the body in the 
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experience of his art. Lygia Clark, whose series of ‘wearable objects’ – 
consisting of hoods, suits or gloves – invited visitors to physically interact 
with the art objects she created. Hélio Oiticica, who is famous for his 
Tropicália environments, included biological elements into his works, such as 
parrots and plants, and radically rethought the process of art making.215 Neto, 
however, does not share the political ideologies of his Brazilian predecessors 
of the 1960-70s. On the contrary: he embraces today’s communication and 
‘spectacle’ society.216  In form and content, the specifics of the site are always 
part and parcel of his installations: they make the viewer aware of the actual 
space of the artwork and its surrounding, while simultaneously raising 
consciousness of the recipient’s ‘inner space’. The excitement – and also the 
conservation challenge – of Neto’s spatial constructions lies in the fact that 
these artworks involve delicate, textile materials and are often interactive.  
 At the Venice Biennial of 2017, Neto created a Shamanic Pavilion – in 
reaction to curator Christine Macel’s call to celebrate art as “the favourite 
realm for dreams and utopias”.217 Neto’s colourful, site-specific installation 
consisted of a huge structure suspended from the beams of the ceiling of the 
Arsenale. The pavilion was made of manually crocheted, polyamide fabric and 
visitors could gather inside for a ‘ritual’ and play the drums or relax on the 
cushions placed along the sides (fig. 4.1).  
 In a much older installation, Leviathan Thot (2006), Neto transformed 
the austere space of the Panthéon in Paris into a sensual, organic architecture 
of draped nets and pods suspended from the ceiling. Similarly, the extra-large 
exhibition space of the New York Armory Show (2009) was covered with a 
‘membrane’; pods attached to its ceiling and spices adding an extra flavour to 
the experience.218 The artwork literally became a stage for a site-specific 
performance when the Shen Wei Dance Company combined a performance of 
professional dancers with members of the public moving and running around 
the installation’s interior.  
 Key to understanding Neto’s work is (to paraphrase the artist) his 
search for a symbiosis between the “spirit” of a place and the “texture” of the 
work. He seldom works from a pre-defined script for the artwork’s 
materialization, but as he states: “I am really developing the piece when I am 
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 See for example Lisette Lagnado, “Longing for the body: yesterday and today,” in Brazil: Body 
Nostalgia (Tokyo: National Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 164-169. 
216

 Interview with Ernesto Neto by Luiz Camillo Osario. In “Madness is part of life” (Tokyo: Espace 
Louis Vuitton, 29 September 2012 – 6 January 2013), 9-11. 
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 Introduction by Christine Macel to “Viva Arte Viva’” the 57
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 edition of the Venice Biennial. 
https://universes.art/en/venice-biennale/2017/viva-arte-viva/christine-macel-statement/ 
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 In an interview with Jess Wilcox, Neto describes the installation as “a center of energy for the 

people who move around it.”  Jess Wilcox, “Anthropodino: A Conversation with Ernesto Neto,” Art 
in America (26 May, 2009, online version). https://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-
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doing it.”219 Most of his installations are commissioned by galleries, museums 
and other venues and are intended as temporary works of art. Such was also 
the case with Célula Nave, one of his earliest large-scale, site-specific 
installation artworks.  
 
The first display of Célula Nave  
 
Participating in the group exhibition ‘Perception of Space’ (2004) in Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen, Neto created Célula Nave for the central room of the 
Bodon Gallery (Fig. 4.2). 220 In technical terms, the shape of the installation 
resembles a ‘tent’, because it is suspended on 12 aluminium poles and can be 
mounted as a single entity in space. The large construction of the nave, 
composed of various shades of turquoise polyamide fabric, is 
counterweighted by a number of bigger and smaller bags placed on the 
ground and filled with river sand. Visitors can enter the nave – or ‘spaceship’ 
as Neto occasionally calls it – after which they have to push the fabric to the 
ground with their feet in order to move around, meanwhile seeking balance 
by touching the membrane at the sides(Fig. 4.3).221   
 The artwork has a sensual appearance, due to the softness and colour of 
the fabric; it is a multi-sensorial experience to enter the nave and touch it. 
When visitors stroll around the interior spaces of the nave, they can literally 
reshape its form. According to Neto, this physical contact with the artwork 
offers “a state of sensuality [that] will give you the idea of a risk, an idea of 
how delicate things can be.”222 From this statement it can be deduced that the 
artist considered bodily interaction and the visitors’ movements essential for 
the meaning of Célula Nave and secondly, that the material of which it was 
made contributed to this sensation.  
 After the show, the installation was accessioned, followed by a second 
term of display in 2009. This time, the physical interaction appeared to be 
disastrous for the fragile material and spatial design of the artwork. 223 Later 
on in this chapter I will elaborate on this problem, but let us first take a closer 
look at the spatial design and materiality of Célula Nave, in relation to the 
surrounding space and the values attributed by the museum to visitors’ 
interaction.  
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 See footnote 1 of this chapter.   
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 The exhibition ‘Perception of Space’ run from May 20 – August 1, 2004, featuring (next to Célula 
Nave) works from Mark Bain, Massimo Bartolini and Ann Veronica Janssens.  
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 Statement by Ernesto Neto during a skype interview with Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 
incorporated in the film by Alexander Goekjian, “Megastructures: Building ‘Célula Nave’.” Arttube, 
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 Idem. 
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 Condition Report by Saskia Rijsdijk and Report by Jaqueline Rapmund and Marjolijn de Bakker, 
March 2011. Archive Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. 

https://vimeo.com/124817865


 

85 
 

4.1 The spatial design and materiality of Célula Nave 

 
Célula Nave is composed of hundreds of meters of turquoise polyamide fabric, 
an elastic material normally used for the fabrication of stockings. The 
measurements of the construction (20 x 24 x 4.75 meters) surpass the usual 
size of an artwork, even compared to other large-scale installations. The 
spatial design is attuned to the surrounding architecture of the middle room 
of the Bodon Gallery – built by Alexander Bodon in 1972, as an annex to the 
original museum building.224 The first floor consists of three spacious and 
flexible galleries, which can be reconfigured depending on the needs of the 
exhibition. Neto geared the floor plan of Célula Nave to those dimensions and 
used the height of the room for the suspension construction of the nave.  

The entire nave is supported by 12 aluminium poles. Their mutual 
distances determine the stretch on the fabric when the poles are put upright. 
The tension increases when visitors are strolling around the nave’s interior 
and press the fabric to the floor. Bags made of the same fabric and filled with 
river sand serve as counterweights placed around the poles: several clusters 
of small bags are connected to the nave’s ceiling by means of strips folded 
over the top of the poles; in addition, an inner series of counterweights keep 
the nave’s floor in balance. This delicate construction, the colour and 
translucency of the stretched polyamide give the impression the nave is 
‘floating’ in the air. Daylight falling into the room through a series of skylights 
and windows of the façade of the Bodon Gallery grants the top layer and sides 
of the membrane a vibrant translucency, which is even further emphasized by 
the greenish colour of the gallery floor.  
 
Neto often gives biomorphic titles to his work and he did so too with the 
above mentioned constituents: the counterweights attached to the inner nave 
are called ‘feet’, the clusters of counterweights around the poles are ‘fingers’, 
and the strips of fabric connecting them with the ceiling are ‘arms’.  
 The museum archive holds a floor plan indicating two openings in the 
membrane, through which visitors can enter and leave the nave (Fig. 4.4). 
Inside the nave, a rhythmic structure of vertical tubes (indicated with 
numbers in the drawing) alternates with a number of empty spaces. In terms 
of Lefbevre’s Triad of Spatiality, the drawing can be considered a 
representation of the spatial design, but is it not a very detailed description. 
Photographs give an impression of the installed artwork, although these 
convey little about the forces put on the fabric when the artwork is installed 
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  The three upper rooms of the Bodon Gallery are located at the first  floor and measure appr. 
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description of the history of the museum building Noordegraaf, Strategies of Display, 150-157. 
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and actually ‘in use’. Other files include a remark that three voids, called 
‘bubbles’, are not accessible to the public. One large open space has a round 
circle in the middle, representing a pink mattress placed directly on the floor. 
This is the largest void and a ‘playground’ for visitors, who can relax on the 
mattress and watch a turquoise pod hanging from the ceiling, or they can 
bounce on the mattress, reinforcing their experience through physical 
interaction.  
 According to visitors’ accounts, Célula Nave is “a sensory installation 
that allows visitors to immerse themselves into a fluid and cellular symbiosis 
after they have taken off their shoes.”225 Or, as someone else observes:  
  
 In this work, the visitor enters, lies down, lets himself go, goes through 
 an experience of abandonment and displacement in an almost organic 
 structure that rocks him and  detaches him from the outward life to 
 reconcile him with the inner one.226  
 
The public loved the artwork, as some museum staff members confirmed 
during the interviews I conducted for this case study.227 It was considered a 
highly experiential and playful work, with a touch of entertainment. Looking 
upon site-specific installations as performances, I would deem the visitors, in 
this case, both spectators and actors: interacting with the artwork, they can 
watch each other ‘play’, both from the inside and from the outside of the nave.  
 
4.2 The functions of ‘social space’ and ‘representational 
space’ of Célula Nave  
 
According to Sjarel Ex, director of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, the 
aesthetics of Célula Nave and the interactive experience were reasons to 
acquire the installation. Ex describes his enthusiasm for the playful aspects as 
follows: 

 
At the opening night people were excited, waiting in the line to get in. 
They had to take of their shoes and then they could enter the nave. I 
saw people diving into the pink mattress. (…) You really jump into it. 
Just like that, flat on your stomach. It’s great. It’s life. Célulife.228 

 
In terms of the triadic model for site-specificity, the director’s statement can 
be read as a reference to Célula Nave’s social space which, according to 
Lefebvre, is intertwined with perception and spatial practice. As explained in 
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 designboom magazine, Instagram Post, 25 October, 2016, at 11.07 UTC. 
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the previous chapter, Lefebvre suggests that spatial practices presuppose the 
use of the body and the senses for spatial orientation. Social space is an active 
and real space – corresponding to the activities, routines and practices of the 
‘inhabitants’ of a space, employed at a particular moment in time. Applied to 
Célula Nave, the production of social space starts when visitors stroll around 
or jump on the mattress. By using their own bodies and senses, they are 
coproducers of the social space and bring variation into the spatial design of 
the artwork.  
 Furthermore, the Bodon Room is an important parameter for Célula 
Nave’s physical site-specificity, offering the conditions in dimensions and 
aesthetics for the above described experience. Moreover, at a conceptual level 
– and in accord with the proposed model – a juxtaposition can be observed 
between this actual, physical site-specificity and the ‘representational space’ 
of the gallery. The museum has a long history of granting commissions to 
artists, who create their work specifically for the Bodon Galleries; 
commissions are often followed by an acquisition.  
 As Julia Noordegraaf elucidates in Strategies of Display. Museum 
Presentation in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Visual Culture (2004), the 
spacious rooms of the Bodon Gallery offer ample possibilities to 
contemporary artists to create artworks in situ. Especially under the 
leadership of Wim Beeren (1978-1985), the galleries became a substitute for 
the artist’s  studio: “[…] a place where the artworks were born” and where 
visitors could witness the moment of creation.229 Later directors continued 
with Beeren’s approach and there is still a close relationship between the 
museum’s acquisition policy and the architecture of the Bodon Galleries, as 
the current director states:  
 

We conduct an active commission and acquisition policy towards 
artists who explore architectural space and seek to collect 
installations specifically made for the Bodon Gallery. This goes back to 
the 1980s, when we acquired the large Corten-steel Waxing Arcs by 
Richard Serra [discussed in Chapter 3, TS] and a floor piece by Walter 
de Maria.230 We still feel very much attached to these older works. The 
stainless-steel by De Maria are frequently re-installed and the Serra 
piece is on permanent display. We follow these artists, but we also 
follow the talents of the building.231  

 
His statement underlines the symbolic meaning of the Bodon Room for Célula 
Nave, the representational space which Lefebvre denotes as “lived space”. 
This space embraces “the loci of passion, of action and of lived situations, and 

                                                           
229

 Noordegraaf, Strategies of Display, 192. 
230

 Sjarel Ex refers to Walter de Maria, A Computer which will solve Every Problem in the World / 3-
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231

 See footnote 15 of this chapter.  
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thus immediately implies time.”232 The Bodon Room offers this 
representational space to the artwork and, vice versa, the acquisition of 
Célula Nave confirms that Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen ‘performs’ as a 
prominent contemporary art museum and represents world-famous artists.  
 In summary of the above and in view of Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, 
we can identify the first staging and acquisition of Célula Nave as an ‘ideal’ 
performance of interrelated site-specific functions of the artwork. Neto 
created an inseparable bond between the spatial design of the artwork and 
the surrounding architecture (designed space); a social space was produced 
by the visitors’ interaction with the spatial design of the artwork (perceived 
space); and Célula Nave represented a progressive commission and collection 
policy of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (lived space).  
  
4.3 The fabrication of Célula Nave and ‘spaces of production’ 
 
Throughout his career, Ernesto Neto uses polyamide fabrics and employs 
their sensual appearance and properties of translucency and elasticity. For 
Célula Nave, the artist purchased the materials from the Rosset Fabric 
Industry in Brazil: various shades of turquoise were used for the membrane 
(and additional elements of the tubes, arms, fingers and feet) and a pink 
colour for the mattress.233 In Neto’s studio in Rio de Janeiro, co-workers and 
assistants sewed the large pieces together and produced the elementary 
shape of the nave. Looped lace ribbons were added to the edges of the tubes, 
in order to establish – at a later instance – a connection between the tubes 
and the ceiling of the nave.  
 After the preproduction in the factory and the artist’s studio, the 
production process was relocated to a different site: the Bodon Room of 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. Together with the artwork to be, a group 
of Neto’s co-workers travelled to Rotterdam and ‘occupied’ the gallery space. 
The final production process consisted of stitching the large parts together 
and creating the joints between the columns and the rest of the membrane. 
Wout Braber, the museum’s Head of Technique,  recalls:  
 
 For three weeks, no less than 10 to 12 Brazilian men and women 
 worked on a daily basis in the gallery space. It is all handcraft, sewing 
 together the large pieces that were prepared in Brazil. It was 
 amazing.234 
 
These production practices introduce a second dimension of Lefebvre’s 
notion of ‘social space’ to this case study, namely: the succession of 
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production spaces and networks of human actors that are involved in the 
fabrication of the artwork at different locations. Neto himself emphasizes the 
significance of the production practice in Brazil when he states that the 
craftsmanship and physical labour needed for the fabrication of his works is 
part of its meaning: “[…] to use one’s own body for an act of creativity reflects 
the Brazilian way of celebrating life and art.”235  
 According to Lefebvre, each production space has “a guaranteed level of 
competence and a specific level of performance” (original emphasis).236 In this 
respect it is worth noting that Neto migrated his coworkers from one 
geographical region to another for reasons that relate to competence and 
performance: the craftsmanship he deemed necessary for the fabrication of 
the nave (Fig. 4.5). Looking in hindsight at this production process inside the 
Bodon Gallery, he stated: “We were building it here like primitive people”.237 
The artist came over to the museum for the ‘finishing touch,’ determining the 
exact position of the poles and the stretch of the fabric. Neto describes this as 
his own “physical relationship with the piece”:  

 
It comes from the mind, than to the arm, than to the hand. Of course, 
that’s not the way you do it. It takes a long time, from the head to the 
hand and to the earth. Art is something that goes away from my 
fingers, like that [he makes a spontaneous gesture with his hand, TS] 
Wow. Like magic!238  

 
The above observations highlight some of the problems that will be 
addressed later on in this chapter when I discuss possible scenarios for the 
perpetuation of Célula Nave: should the artist be present when the work is 
reinstalled, accommodating the nave’s shape to the specifics of the site? In 
case of a restoration or remake, should the same trajectory of successive 
production spaces be followed involving the same network of skilled co-
workers? These questions did not come forward during the first period of 
display and the problem would not occur if the installation had not been 
acquired for a museum collection. Since its lifespan has been prolongated 
through the acquisition of the artwork, however, these questions have 
become highly relevant for further research.     
 
Already during the first period of display the museum’s technicians had to 
take care of small holes and ladders (caused by nails, jewellery or belts) at a 
regular basis; sometimes larger tears had to be stitched at places where the 
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fabric had been put under stress.239 At the time of the acquisition, the 
damages were communicated with Neto’s assistants, who made a condition 
survey of the nave. The conclusion was that the work could be reinstalled and, 
apart from the above mentioned floor plan and general instructions for 
repair, the studio provided a set of sample materials of the various fabrics to 
be used in case of a restoration. In the instructions it was stated that the 
museum could take care of restoration if needed. Apart from this the artist 
was, in theory, positive about a remake in case the condition of the artwork 
demand it. Detailed instructions were provided for replacing individual parts 
of the nave, and in particular the floor, were damages would be most 
severe.240 The entire set of instructions for reinstallation and restoration 
provided by the artist’s studio can be read as a ‘script’ for the perpetuation of 
Célula Nave.  
 
4.4 Reinstallation of Célula Nave without the presence of the 
artist  
 
In 2009, on the occasion of the exhibition ‘Brazil Contemporary’, Célula Nave 
was staged again in the Bodon Gallery. 241 Neither the artist nor his co-
workers were present and the museum staff was entirely in charge of the 
reinstallation. The preparations consisted of collecting all parts and support 
material (such as a large volume of river sand to fill the ‘feet’ and ‘fingers’, and 
Styrofoam balls for the mattress and the pod). The membrane was spread out 
and the poles were placed at their proper position on the gallery floor. As 
Wout Braber recalls, the crucial moment was when the aluminium poles were 
set up in a vertical position, pulling up the nave like a ‘tent’, (Fig. 4.6):  
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 One of the technical staff members recalls that she worked on the repairs while sitting within 
the nave with her toolbox, which intensified her relationship with the artwork (interview conducted 
with Marjolijn de Bakker on 15 March, 2012).  
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 The instruction file includes the following paragraph: “These instructions teach how to remake 
the whole Nave. But we believe that just remaking the floor will be sufficient to restore Célula 
Nave. In the future, if necessary, the whole piece can be remade as an "exhibition copy." 
Nevertheless, the original Nave must be kept by the institution (by its owner), to always be used as 
a reference and "since the proposed restorations of the piece concern it's daily use and not its 
existential state in time. The piece's trajectory in time is extremely important." Statement made by 
Ernesto Neto, part of the archive of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen.  
241

Célula Nave was acquired through the Willem van Rede Fund, which is officially under the 
administration of the Dutch State. However, Museum Boijmans van Beuningen is in charge of the 
work’s preservation and presentation. The museum follows the policy to show purchased 
installation artworks every five years. The exhibition ‘Brazil Contemporary’, was a shared event 
organized by Museum Boijmans van Beuningen, Netherlands Architecture Institute and 
Netherlands Photo Museum, Rotterdam, 30 May - 23 August 2009. Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen featured artworks by Hélio Oiticica, Rivane Neuenschwander, Cao Guimaraes, Ernesto 
Neto and Ricardo Basbaum. 
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We started with measuring the exact distances between the poles in 
relation to the height of the entire structure, from the top of the poles 
to the arms, and fingers and feet resting on the floor. These distances 
determine the flexibility when people are navigating the tent. We 
needed 12 persons to keep an eye on their own poles, fingers and feet, 
because if the tension would get wrong, the whole structure would 
collapse. And then I gave the sign ‘fire under control’. From the inside 
we controlled the flux of the poles, how they would bend inward and 
outward when the work was “in function.”242  

  
The poles are flexible and their inward and outward bending is decisive for 
the pressure on the fabric when visitors move around the interior spaces of 
the nave. Their lengths and the shape of the membrane are indicators for the 
right position, but this is no hard science. Since the instruction for 
reinstallation was mainly based on the floor plan, staff members had to make 
their own decisions. It was a matter of getting the right ‘feeling’, as the 
technician said, just like Neto would perform the act.  
 A few days after opening night, the artist came over and authorized the 
installation.243 Whereas for the original manifestation he had used his own 
body to position the poles, therewith determining the stretch on the fabric, 
this time he agreed with the way the staff members had measured the 
installation. Among the museum staff members, however, there were 
differences in opinion with regard to the stretching of the fabric. According to 
the technicians, the height of the poles was similar to the initial staging, but 
the director took the stance that the poles were put more upright the second 
time; so, the membrane seemed taut, in contrast to the intended appearance:  
 

[Célula Nave] is like a spider. Some sort of big animal walking through 
the exhibition space. It should look like a living creature, not so much 
like a rigid work of art. 244 
 

An extra argument for the technical staff to put the poles upright (perhaps 
slightly higher than previously) was to prevent them from toppling as 
sometimes happened during the first iteration.245 Those different voices show 
how sensitive the work is to the slightest variation in stretch, especially since 
mechanical pressure is being exerted on the fabric when the artwork is in use.  
During the second iteration the number of holes and small tears in the 
membrane multiplied, due to the visitor’s physical engagement. A dramatic 
situation occurred when, alongside a repaired large tear in the nave’s ceiling, 
a new tear – larger than the previous one – appeared. This occurred exactly in 
the area where visitors would play on and around the mattress. Since the 
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 Interview conducted with Wout Braber on 28 November, 2011.   
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 Interview with Sjarel Ex. See footnote 15 of this chapter.  
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 Idem. 
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 Interview with Wout Braber. See footnote 30.   
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ceiling could no longer hold the structure together there was a serious risk 
the poles would topple. Hence, for safety reasons Célula Nave was shut to the 
public and is now considered a ‘total-loss,’ to this very date. The nave and 
poles are kept in storage until a solution is found.246 
 
4.5 Shifts in the spatial network of Célula Nave and 
refinement of the conceptual model 
 
In the above discussion, I argued that the first biographical stage of Célula 
Nave shows a well-balanced spatial network established by the spatial design 
of the artwork, the representational space of the Bodon Gallery, and the social 
spaces of production. The surrounding architecture, important for the 
artwork’s physical site-specificity, did not change during the second iteration. 
At a conceptual level, the museum’s policies of commissioning experiential 
installations and their subsequent acquisition can be seen as a function of the 
representational space – a ‘lived space’ that was activated by the acquisition 
in 2004 and the reinstallation in 2009. Furthermore, social production spaces 
could be allocated to a diversity of places and productive activities: the 
factory and the artist’s studio in Brazil, as well as the Bodon Room during the 
fabrication of Célula Nave (emphasizing the skills and craftsmanship of the 
artist’s co-workers). Besides, the visitors’ interaction denoted a meaning-
producing activity and a mode of social space in the perception of the work. 
And yet another mode could be discerned in the practices for the 
perpetuation of Célula Nave, in particular regarding maintenance procedures. 
During the first iteration relatively little action was required to keep the 
artwork in shape, but this demand intensified during the reinstallation. When 
the number of holes and ladders in the membrane increased due to physical 
contact with the visitors, considerably more actions were needed and this 
production space expanded through the daily maintenance. Marjolijn de 
Bakker, one of the museum’s staff members, recalls how she performed 
dozens of repairs, kneeling inside the nave. Or how, sitting on a stool, she had 
reattached numerous buttons to the mattress, which had jumped off during 
the public’s interaction.247  
 Based on these findings, I propose to apply a refinement to the 
conceptual model, concerning the function of the social production space. As 
we have seen, the production places were highly significant to Ernesto Neto 
for the fabrication of Célula Nave. This aligns with the stance taken by 
Lefebvre that production processes are intertwined with the production 
spaces. In the following research stage, I will scrutinize the options for the 
perpetuation of the installation and to this end, I propose a further 
breakdown of the function of social space into three categories: the social 
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 Conservators explain the new tear as resulting from the fact that the first tear was sewn 
together with fishing line, creating a rigid seam that does not give way under pressure. See 
footnote 11 of this chapter.  
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 Interview with Marjolijn de Bakker. See footnote 27 of this chapter. 



 

93 
 

spaces of the production of the artwork, the social spaces of the artwork’s 
perpetuation and care, and the social space of the visitors’ experience in the 
exhibition room (see Diagram 6). This enables me to analyse spatial practices 
at diverse biographical stages - of production and refabrication, of caretaking 
and the perpetuation of the artwork in a museum environment, and of 
experiencing the staged work of art. As a consequence, the triadic model I 
derived from Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality evolves into a pentagonal 
structure (see Diagram 7). In the analysis, the influential factors – denoted as 
‘actors’ and ‘script’ – can be identified for the various functions of the spatial 
network, although their influence will not always be of a significant degree. As 
we shall see hereafter, sometimes the influence of the actors has an evident 
relation to a spatial function and the underlying script can be traced, but this 
is not always the case. Besides, (as suggested in Chapter 3) a distinction 
should be made between the script as implicit instructions for the interactive 
‘use’ of Célula Nave embedded in the material construction, and the explicit 
instructions and statements provided by the artist, or a reconstruction of the 
underlying motives of the custodians, which I attempt to trace in the analysis. 
That said, I propose to envision the conceptual model for all site-specific 
installation artworks as a pentagonal network of spatial functions, with the 
influential factors of actors and script (Diagram 8).  
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Interactive visitors’ engagement  
 
In this case study, the main problem was specified as the transition of an 
artwork that was intended to be temporary to an installation of the 
permanent museum collection. In fact, the problem of the current state of 
‘total loss’ is directly related to the public’s physical interaction during the 
second iteration. According to the proposed conceptual model, this could be 
explained as a friction between the artist’s intent to create a ‘social space’ for 
visitors (when strolling around) and the spatial design of Célula Nave that 
could not resist such forces. An underlying motive for the acquisition – and an 
additional cause of the problem – can be found in the museum’s underlying 
motive to give the audience access to an experiential – delicate – work of art. 
Hence, it could be argued that the performance of Célula Nave (as an 
interactive installation) gained priority over the protection of the physical 
artwork, especially since no strict regulation was imposed on the visitors in 
their engagement with the delicate construction of the work.  
 This situation is not unique. Many more examples could be mentioned 
of interactive artworks that suffer from the public’s interaction and have 
nonetheless been accessioned and re-exhibited.248 In this respect, Célula Nave 
could be seen as just another example of the problems and dilemmas 
contemporary art museums are confronted with when offering their publics a 
space for art experience – a zone of ‘purposeless free play’, as the art historian 
Julian Stallabras would say.249 
 Finally, in the case of Célula Nave, the problem was partly caused by the 
fact that Ernesto Neto had given no instructions for the visitors’ behaviour. 
The instructions provided by the studio regarded only reinstallation and 
repair, and the artist had expressed his intensions only in fairly general 
terms, such as: “I think this piece is very much about a hug”, or “Beyond the 
whole architecture, beyond the whole biological idea, I think there is this 
point of human psychology: the need to touch”.250 The measures taken by the 
museum were limited to a few regulations, such as allowing only a certain 
number of visitors to enter the nave simultaneously, and the instruction that 
visitors should take of their shoes and leave their bags behind. Furthermore, 
two large openings in the nave’s membrane were appointed as entrance and 
exit of the installation.  
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 Time-based media installations offer notorious examples of failure due to visitors’ interaction. It 
is not always the artwork that suffers. Sometimes interactive installations have to be 
accommodated in order to meet safety requirements for the public.  
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 I am referring here to the art historian Julian Stallabrass, who states that contemporary art 
museums and in particular installation artworks persuade “an audience to travel to a museum or 
other site”, where there is “freedom in appreciating the purposeless play of ideas and forms, not in 
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sensations that connect with their own experiences”, and to get “the feeling of a body moving 
through a particular space surrounded by huge video projections or work that has weight, 
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In the absence of instructions for the behaviour of the audience, Célula Nave 
fell prey to both foreseen and unforeseen movements. As Marjolein de Bakker 
observed:  
    
 At first they were really careful, touching the fabric with care. The 
 turquoise fabric gave you the feeling of being under water and one 
 had to take real big, careful steps to  push the fabric to the floor. But 
 when visitors approached the mattress, they jumped onto it and you 
 could see that it was really fun to do that. Especially for children. 
 Sometimes they entered the bubbles where they were actually not 
 allowed. The openings were too small and too much pressure was put 
 onto it.251   
 
Looking at the various scripts for a performance of Célula Nave, the public’s 
playful behaviour could be traced back to the haptic material and spatial 
design (inviting people to touch the membrane) and the artist’s intent to 
encourage interaction with this installation. As Akrich elucidates (see Chapter 
3), the ‘designer’ of a piece may ‘inscribe’ a specific form of action into an 
object, although obviously the artist never intended damage due to over-
excitement. The fact is that neither Neto himself nor the custodians – who 
likewise encourage the public’s interactive experience with art – provided 
visitors with explicit guidelines how to act when inside the nave. All in all, it is 
not surprising that the current deadlock occurred, as a result of the friction 
arising between these various interests and the insufficient resilience of the 
material to the interactive use of the exhibited work of art. (See for a 
schematic representation of the two biographical stages and shifts in the 
spatial network Diagram 9.) 
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In the following section, three different scenarios for the future will be 
outlined, using the outcomes of the above analysis of the production and the 
two biographical moments of staging Célula Nave in the Bodon Room. In this 
respect, it should be noted that several attempts have been made to explain 
the problem to the artist and his studio, and to engage him in the question of 
Célula Nave’s perpetuation.252 Since this approach proved unsuccessful, the 
scenarios focus on what could happen in the future. The following discussion 
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 For her master’s research project, Carien van Aubel contacted Ernesto Neto’s gallery Tanya 

Bonakdar. The request for consultation was sent to Neto’s studio in July 2016 (confirmed by his 
gallerist). A similar attempt was made by the Head of Collections and Research of Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen, Sandra Kisters, in September 2016, followed by a request sent to the 
studio by myself in May 2018.  
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will include two comparative case examples of site-specific installations by 
Ernesto Neto in the collections of Tate and MoMA. A third comparative 
example is a site-specific installation by Pipilotti Rist, in the collection of 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. (See for a schematic representation of the 
three scenarios and their impact on the spatial network Diagram 10.)  
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4.6 We Fishing the Time: the relocation of a temporary 

installation to the permanent collection of Tate Modern 

 
To gain insight into Ernesto Neto’s views on the relocation of his site-specific 
installations to a permanent collection, a comparison with We Fishing the 
Time (densidades e buracos de minhoca) (1999, Coll. Tate) is beneficial (Fig. 
4.7). This artwork was fabricated in Brazil and installed by the artist for the 
Tate Liverpool Biennial. After the venue, Tate purchased the installation and 
moved it to the storage facilities in London, where it became part of Tate 
Modern’s collection. In 2002, staff members of Tate Modern researched the 
possibility of reinstalling the piece in a newly appointed gallery space and 
conducted an in-depth interview with the artist.253  
 
We Fishing the Time consists of several large hanging pods made of the same 
type of polyamide fabric as used for Célula Nave. The pods were suspended 
from a stretchable structure made of a similar material and attached to the 
ceiling of Tate Liverpool’s gallery. The pods included various spices and 
alternated in height; some touching the ground, others reaching halfway the 
pillars of the room. In an interview, conducted by Tanya Barson of Tate’s 
conservation department, Neto describes the installation process and 
explains the meaning of two different sociocultural production contexts:  
 

One part [of the title] is in English, the other part in Portuguese. It was 
calculated and sewn in Brazil but the whole putting it up was there [in 
Liverpool]. I didn't know if [the structure] would hold everything, I 
mean I was sure that it would, but it was extremely emotional. It was 
one of the most emotional pieces I have ever made, because when I 
work with this kind of materials, which are the spices, it is very 
colourful, a very strong smell. When you work with these things 
hanging, not touching the ground, it becomes even more emotional. 
[The] first installation in general is part of the creation, for example, 
why this [pod] is bigger than that one, why the yellow one is here and 
the brown one there. I decided on that in that moment (…), the 
sensible decisions [are made] in the place.254   

 
Regarding a future reinstallation of We Fishing the Time in Tate Modern, the 
artist stated that staff members, who had assisted with the installation in 
Liverpool, or one of his own assistants, could perform the preparatory work. 
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 For all information of this case example, I am indebted to the staff members of Tate’s 
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conducted with Ernesto Neto in 2002.  
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 Interview conducted with Ernesto Neto by Tanya Barson, Conservation Department of Tate, on 

18 February 2002 (Archive of Tate Conservation Department). 
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He preferred to be present when the work was reinstalled for the first time in 
a different gallery space. When asked about using documentation for future 
iterations, he answered that preferably a staff member would learn from his 
assistant “a kind of sensibility of understanding how to do it.”255 At future 
occasions, this staff member could then transfer the knowledge obtained from 
practical experience to others. Documentation was only considered an option 
for future staging when this concerned a recording of the installation process, 
but not a guideline with elaborated instructions.   
 From those statements it can be deduced that Neto is willing to delegate 
to future custodians the “emotional moment” of deciding on the exact spatial 
arrangement and height of the individual parts of the installation, provided 
that they have learned “how to do it”; which means, a transfer of knowledge 
from the artist or his assistant to the custodians, who would then be able to 
act in a sensible way and in accord with the conditions of a given space.  

Neto’s viewpoint calls to mind the concepts of ‘embodied knowledge’ 
and personal transfer of ‘understanding how to do it’ as developed in the 
conservation literature in recent years. With respect to time-based media and 
other performative art, Joanna Phillips, for example, points out that if in such 
cases embodied knowledge is not transferred to custodians, there might even 
be the danger of misrepresenting the artwork's identity. She states that: “the 
institution may not be able to implement essential aspects of the work and 
inadvertently create a distorted experience of it.”256 In the case of site-specific 
installation artworks the connectivity with the surrounding is important and, 
given the variables of the ‘site’, custodians need to know how to adjust the 
work to new circumstances. As shown above, with the reinstallation of Célula 
Nave the technicians took a different stance than the director envisioned. A 
solution to this ‘dilemma’ could be to establish a knowledgeable network 
around the site-specific work of art.  

  
Establishing ‘knowledgeable networks’ around performative installation 
artworks  
 
An ideal scenario for the perpetuation of Neto’s site-specific installations 
would imply a continuous transference of knowledge about the artwork’s 
manifestation, from one person to another. Conservation researchers have 
pointed out that documentation strategies are part of the wider conglomerate 
of actions taken for the perpetuation of contemporary artworks (as explained 
in Chapter 3). However, documentation is not always considered the most 
effective strategy in the case of performative – and for that matter, site-
specific – installation artworks. The personal transfer of knowledge can 
certainly be added as a means of perpetuating ‘open-ended’ installations that 
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were not created with the purpose of being accessioned by a museum 
collection. As, for example, Tina Fiske observes, documentation is usually 
considered a way to record ‘objective’ facts of the work “on which future 
decisions can be based.” However, when there is ambiguity in “what it is 
exactly that a collection commits to” a documented set of instructions might 
be less self-evident as a conservation strategy, given the uncertainties about 
what is intended by the artist.257 Moreover, at the moment of acquisition, it is 
not always clear how the installation should perform at future occasions or 
what kind of documentation or installation instructions would be needed. 
Therefore, Fiske suggests that personal accounts of earlier manifestations or 
experiences with other works form the same artist might offer a more 
suitable alternative. In the case of Célula Nave, I would argue that this is 
exactly the crux. At the moment of the acquisition, it was unclear what would 
happen with future staging of the artwork’s physical construction. 
 A comparable statement has been made by Laurenson and Van Saaze in 
their publication Collecting Performance-Based Art: New Challenges and 
Shifting Perspectives.258 The authors elaborate their argument around the 
work of performance artist Tino Sehgal, who prohibits any form of 
documentation. His live works in museums leave the visitor to an unexpected 
encounter with one or more performers (never the artist himself) who, for 
example, present themselves while singing, shouting or posing questions to 
the visitor. The performers are either instructed by the artist or they pass on 
their knowledge of the performance from memory, from one performer to 
another. The authors explain that Sehgal’s works can be “collectible” because, 
despite the non-material characteristic of the performance, there is a set of 
regulations (such as a limited edition of the performance or its duration, etc) 
which integrates these artworks into a museal structure. They differ from 
collected artefacts is this inter-personal, non-registered knowledge transfer. 
To a wider group of performative artworks building knowledgeable networks 
might apply as a productive strategy to keep the artworks alive, especially if 
characteristics are not easily captured in existing documentation systems. 
The final point the authors make is that “maintenance” in this context can be 
conceived in terms of an “active engagement” with the “networks of 
relationship” established around the work of art.259   
 Although this reasoning has been developed for actual performance 
artworks, the concept of establishing knowledgeable networks seems to 
apply to site-specific installations too, in particular to the functions of site-
specificity that are performative and depend on the context of display. For 
this type of art, it may be beneficial to establish networks of stakeholders who 

                                                           
257

 Fiske, “Accessioning Ernesto Neto,” 22. 
258

 Pip Laurenson and Vivian van Saaze, “Collecting Performance-Based Art: New Challenges and 
Shifting Perspectives,” in Performativity in the Gallery. Staging Interactive Encounters, eds. Outi 
Remes, Laura MacCulloch, and Marika Leino (Oxford etc: Peter Lang, 2014), 28-41. 
259

 Idem, 39. 



 

102 
 

are well-informed about the work and/or were involved with past iterations, 
and who can ‘replace’ the artist when the artwork is being staged.  
 
Because of the absence of detailed instructions in respect to reinstallations of 
Célula Nave and the visitors’ behavior, as well as the lacj of interest on the 
part of the artist, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen had to develop its own 
display strategy in the past and is confronted with a similar question for the 
future life of the artwork.260 A beginning to create a knowledgeable network 
was made by conservator Carien van Aubel, who carried out a Master 
Research Project in 2014 and established a network of students, 
conservators, university teachers and museum staff members around Célula 
Nave.261 Extensive scientific research into the material composition was 
carried out and a condition survey of the nave was made (Fig. 4.8 and 4.9).262 
In addition, preventive conservation measures were taken, such as proper 
storage conditions and documentation, and, last but not least, the stretch 
properties of the polyamide fabric were investigated. It was concluded that –  
after restoration – the artwork might survive three to five more display 
periods before the fabrics would lose colour and elasticity. 263 In my 
discussion of possible scenarios for Célula Nave’s perpetuation, I will 
gratefully make use of Van Aubel’s research project. 
 
In the following discussion, the focus is aimed at on the options of restoration 
and refabrication of Célula Nave, bringing to the fore fluctuations in the 
spatial network. Each option is connected to the production place and has 
consequences for the visitor’s interaction and the representational function of 
Célula Nave in relation to the collection of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen.  
 
4.7 Option 1: restoration of the original artwork   
 
Van Aubel’s research shows that restoration of Célula Nave is a feasible 
option, because a spare piece of the original fabric could be inserted into the 
ceiling, covering the large tear running through it which causes the current 
state of ‘total loss’. Her recommendations include a removal of the old rigid 
stitches and repair of the ladders and holes with a kind of thread that gives 
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way when pressure is put on the membrane is put.264 The option of 
restoration was also suggested by the artist, as confirmed by a document in 
the archives; for that same reason, spare pieces of fabric were provided by the 
studio. A restoration could be performed either in the museum or in a nearby 
conservation studio, keeping Célula Nave close to the final production space 
of its first iteration in the Bodon Gallery.  
 The overall spatial design would not significantly be changed after 
restoration, although an extra layer of fabric would affect the artwork’s 
aesthetics. Besides, as Van Aubel explains, the double layer would diminish 
the stretch properties of the membrane and increase residual stress at places 
where point loads are most intense (i.e. where visitors push the fabric to the 
floor). Especially the area around the pink mattress would be subject to this 
pressure. Hence, Van Aubel suggests strengthening the junction between the 
arms and the ceiling with a protective layer. This way, the restoration would 
not be restricted to adding an extra layer of fabric to the ceiling but involve a 
reinforcement of the structure. The conclusion of this conservation research 
is that a restoration would prolong the lifespan of Célula Nave with 3-4 
exhibition terms.265    

From the perspective of the site-specificity of Célula Nave, the 
consequence of a restoration would not directly affect the spatial design of 
the artwork (except for the changes in translucency and stretch of the fabric). 
However, the social space of the experience would be reduced, because 
visitors would be instructed to behave cautiously and would, for example, no 
longer be allowed to bounce on and around the mattress. As Van Aubel 
furthermore proposes, fewer visitors should have access to the nave; 
jewellery and watches should be taken off and visitors should wear protective 
gloves and shoes. To safeguard the artwork, more room guards and 
conservators would be needed to instruct the public on the spot and to 
monitor their behaviour. In short, not only the aesthetics and perception 
would be affected, but also the physical contact with the nave. Visitors would 
become more conscious of the damage they might cause and suppress 
spontaneous movements, diminishing the experiential values and therewith 
the ‘representational space’ attributed to Célula Nave by museum staff and 
visitors at previous stages of display.  

 
4.8 Option 2: remake by a textile factory in Brazil and the 
artist’s studio  
 
According to the instructions provided by Neto’s studio, the artist would 
agree to a remake, although restoration was the preferable scenario.266 Apart 
from practical issues, like the considerable costs, this option raises a number 
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of questions in view of the network of spatial functions. For example, no 
pattern for the spatial design of the nave exists. Should and could such a 
pattern be produced in hindsight? And most relevant for this case study, 
where and by whom should a refabrication of the nave be executed? Should 
the same trajectory be followed as before? Earlier in this chapter, we have 
seen that the artist deems the sociocultural places of production important 
for the meaning production of his art. Could we thus speak of an ‘authentic’ 
production place?  
 
Van Aubel’s research clarifies that the preproduction process of Célula Nave 
started in the Rosett Factory in Brazil, where the polyamide fabric was woven 
and knitted.267 The artist’s studio continued the production by modelling and 
sewing the large pieces together, and the installation was finalized in the 
large Bodon Room. Hence, three different production places were involved, 
two in Brazil and one in The Netherlands. And, as we have seen before, the 
artist attributes meaning to the locations of production. In the following 
comparative case, the trajectory of a remake will be followed, taking a closer 
look at the option of a refabrication in Brazil under supervision of the artist.  
 
The installation Navedenga (1998) consists of a similar, though less complex, 
spatial construction as Célula Nave, and belongs to the collection of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. The membrane is white and made of a 
similar type of polyamide fabric. The ‘tent’ or nave is accessible for visitors, 
who are allowed to move around in the interior of the nave. The installation 
was first shown in the Tanya Bonakdar Gallery (New York) in 1998. In 
contrast to Célula Nave, the artwork was designed and created for a gallery 
space and could thus be considered a moveable installation artwork instead 
of a site-specific installation. And yet, as photographs show, the light 
conditions of the Tanya Bonakdar Gallery contribute to the translucency of 
the fabric, similar to Célula Nave installed in the Bodon Gallery (Fig. 4.10). 
Daylight falling in through the skylights enhanced the experience of the 
materiality and spatial design of the installation during its initial 
performance. 
 In 2007, the work was acquired by MoMA and was later on shown in a 
different spatial context: the White Cube gallery space of MoMA, provided 
with artificial lighting, and with a ceiling that was lower than that of the 
gallery in which the artwork was first presented.  

In 2010, MoMA planned to put Navedenga on show. From interviews 
conducted with MoMA’s freelance conservator, Margo Delidow, and the 
exhibition designer and production manager of MoMA, Eric Meier, I learned 
that in agreement with the artist it was decided not to reinstall the original: 
the work had suffered from the initial display and would be damaged even 
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further when people would be strolling around the nave.268 Ernesto Neto was 
in charge of the refabrication and the accounts of this process are instructive 
for what might happen with a remake of Célula Nave. 

 
In comparison to Célula Nave, Navedenga is much smaller (circa 370 x 450 x 
640 centimeter) and its refabrication can be considered less complex. The 
membrane, made of a similar stretchable, white polyamide fabric as Célula 
Nave, encloses only one interior space. The nave is suspended from the ceiling 
by means of four ‘arms’ folded over hooks and with pods at their tail-ends, 
filled with river sand. Together with four ‘feet’ placed on the ground, the arms 
hold the construction in balance while people are strolling around. A big, soft 
bollard (filled with Styrofoam balls) is placed in one of the side 
compartments, and in the middle of the nave a large pod is suspended, filled 
with cloves.  

Meier and Delidow note that Neto could not purchase the original type 
of fabric from the Rosett Factory and had to accept the “next best thing, a kind 
of aerospace fabric”. This material has a slightly different appearance, but its 
stretch properties were acceptable to the artist. A team of co-workers of 
Neto’s studio fabricated two exhibition copies and his assistant installed one 
of the remakes for the venue (Fig. 4.11). MoMA keeps the original 
Navendenga in storage as a reference object that should not be exhibited 
again.  
 When Navedenga was on show in MoMA, the museum’s staff members 
had to take several measures in order to stabilize the structure on the 
slippery, wood-waxen floor of the gallery. One solution was to position tennis 
balls, cut into halves, at the inside of the feet in order to prevent them from 
sliding. Another adjustment regarded the position of the arms, because 
visitors liked to touch them when they were waiting in line before entering 
the installation. As the conservator states: “People loved it and touched it, any 
chance they got. We put the arms higher, so the people could not knock 
them.” These were relatively minor adjustments meant to accommodate the 
installation to the conditions of the gallery space, implying that they were not 
discussed with the artist. According to the conservator, Neto would agree as 
long as the work’s visual appearance was not affected: “[Neto] “is pretty easy 
going, only when you would change something visible this would have 
bothered him”.269  
 
In terms of the site-specificity of the refabrication of Navedenga, I would like 
to make a few comments. First, the reproduction process took place in the 
same geographical region and (almost) the same production spaces as with 
the original version. Apart from the symbolic meaning of the Brazilian factory 
and the artist’s workshop, which resonates with Lefebvre’s notion of 
representational space, the craftsmanship was similar, which would be in 
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accord with Lefebvre’s notion of shared ‘competences’ of a given social 
production space. As Glenn Adamson and Julia Bryan-Wilson also observe in 
Art in the Making: Artists and their Materials from the Studio to Crowdsourcing, 
it may be important for the fabrication process of contemporary works of art 
that fabricators and artists are located in the same geographical region. This 
way, they can develop a strong bond and in many cases “artists do not simply 
outsource production to these firms, but remain actively involved throughout 
the process.”270 Regarding Navedenga, the repetition of the production 
process in Brazil sets the remake alongside the original artwork and in that 
sense I would argue that the original geographical region could be considered 
an ‘authentic’ production place. A detail which is not insignificant in relation 
to a possible remake of Célula Nave, is that no pattern was used for the 
reconstruction of the nave, as the production manager stated during the 
interview.271 After the work moved to MoMA, Navedenga was installed by one 
of Neto’s assistants, not by the artist himself. This marks a deviation from the 
original production which, in addition to the changed materiality of the nave, 
preludes a shift in the site-specificity of Navedenga.  
 My second comment addresses this shift in site-specificity, after the 
artwork was obtained and staged in the White Cube gallery of MoMA. The 
ceiling of the space was lower than in the Tanya Bonakdar Gallery and it had 
no skylights, turning the transparent membrane into a more opaque cubicle 
form (additional spotlights helped to overcome this problem). An even more 
fundamental challenge concerned the ‘social space’ of the visitors’ experience. 
Every day of the week, MoMA welcomes a large number of visitors, including 
school classes, which poses serious risks to the delicate fabric. To adjust the 
artwork to these circumstances, the spatial design of Navedenga was slightly 
modified. The tail-ends of the arms were pulled up higher by repositioning 
the four hooks in the ceiling, so that the public would no longer be able to 
touch the pods. In addition, safety measures were taken by adding tape 
around the nave in order to keep the audience at a distance. And furthermore, 
a number of museum guards were positioned in the room giving instructions 
when visitors became too excited. As Margo Delidow recalls:  
 
 I remember that people would laugh. It wasn't serious to go in. It was 
 something about the piece that made people happy. It was a fun house 
 to jump around, the aesthetic  appearance. That is the whole meaning 
 of the work.272 
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It is unknown what Ernesto Neto thought of the adjustments made, but 
according to the conservator he would agree with measures to regulate 
visitors’ behavior.  
 At this point it is interesting to return to a statement the artist made on 
the occasion of Tate’s acquisition of We Fishing the Time. Although Neto is in 
favour of physical interaction, he was dissatisfied when visitors would touch 
his work in an unintended manner. Referring to the imprints of finger dots on 
the fabric or names and hearts scrabbled onto the surface, he expresses his 
reluctancy: 
 
 I have to say I prefer it if you don’t touch it. I think this is a piece much 
 more to touch with your eyes, your nose, you know, with the senses.273  
 
Neto’s statement that “touching it with your eyes” would be preferable to 
physical interaction casts a different light on what I have earlier described as 
the artist’s intent towards the spatial design and social space of Célula Nave: 
that is to perceive the artwork through a cheerful physical experience. This 
point was also acknowledged by the custodians of Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen as one of the main values of the installation and in that respect it 
also denotes a representational function of Célula Nave (as noted above). 
Does this mean that my earlier understanding of the meaning of the work 
should be reconsidered? In reference to Navedenga, Neto declares:  

 
I don’t know if the idea is play, exactly. Navedenga fully exists by itself as 
sculpture which can simply be looked at like any traditional sculpture, but 
it is in the interaction with people that it shows other levels of itself. 
Interaction provides a more intimate relationship between the artwork 
and the viewer. When people climb into new pieces for the first time, I 
watch new aspects of the works being born. Also, when someone decides 
to get inside of a piece, they have another level of experience through the 
atmosphere created by these unexpectedly organic bodies.274  

 
Following the conceptual model proposed in this dissertation, I argue that the 
artist’s statements cause a shift in perspective from the function of the social 
space of the interactive experience to the function of the spatial design and 
aesthetics of the installation. What matters most would be the visual effect of 
the visitors’ bodies, reshaping the form of the installation through cautious, 
‘dancing’ movements. In fact, Neto may have never intended the excitement of 
play and entertainment, or, as he stated earlier the “idea of a risk.”275 In this 
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respect, it is interesting to notice that Neto positions himself often as a 
sculptor, who’s works fit well into the modernist tradition of Calder, Brancusi 
and Minimalism.276  
 In conclusion, the variation in statements suggests that the artist may 
intend different things under different circumstances. This (again) touches 
upon the absence of clear instructions, which the artist never stipulated in 
regard to the visitors’ behaviour. When applied to the examples of Navedenga 
or Célula Nave, Neto may not have foreseen the consequences of physical 
interaction and may have preferred a minimum of physical contact from the 
moment it became evident the artwork would suffer, reducing the interaction 
to the extent that visitors’ movements contribute only to a visual, aesthetic 
sensation.  
 
Transposing the above finings to a remake of Célula Nave, it is feasible that 
Ernesto Neto would prefer a remake in Brazil under his supervision – 
following the same trajectory as with the original version. This way, the social 
production practice and sequence of production spaces would be continued 
and the production network would remain more or less the same. However, 
the new site-specificity of Célula Nave – being a ‘permanent’ work of a 
museum collection – would need adjustments to the social space of the 
visitors’ experience, regulating their behaviour more strictly. Arguably, the 
museum staff members would be more involved than with the original 
version. And last but not least, the longevity of the remake would be a point of 
discussion in this scenario as well. The problem of damages, due to 
interactive movements of the visitors, would not be entirely solved. As Meier 
and Delidow observed with the display of Navedenga, an exhibition copy “will 
have its lifespan” nonetheless, since the material would lose its elasticity in 
due time and suffer from the visitors’ bodily interaction.277 Even if Célula Nave 
was refabricated as is suggested here, the copy would not last forever. This 
brings into focus the third option for the work’s perpetuation: a relocation of 
the production process to another geographical region, in order to produce a 
more durable version of the nave.  
 
4.9 Option 3: remake by another fabricator aiming at a more 
durable version  
 
Although it would be a radical solution in order to overcome the current 
deadlock, in theory the fabrication of Célula Nave could be outsourced to a 
factory located in a different geographical region. To DSM in The Netherlands, 
for example, a company specialised in polyamide fabrics. Whereas the remake 
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of Navedenga was fabricated from a similar type of material, it is not 
unthinkable that a stronger type of fabric is available on the market. If the 
polyamide fabric was less susceptible to wear and tear and retained its 
elasticity for a longer period of time, the lifespan of the physical object could 
be expanded.  
 A prerequisite for this option is that the substitute material meets the 
same criteria as the original, respecting the aesthetics – colour and 
translucency - and stretch properties when the nave is suspended from the 
aluminium poles and ‘in use’.  A specialized company could deliver the fabric, 
leading to two different scenarios: either the artist’s studio could create the 
basic forms of the nave or this task could be assigned to another sewing 
workshop. As for the final stages of production, the same process as with the 
original could be repeated, when the nave was assembled in the Bodon Room 
by stitching the large parts together, either by co-workers of the artist or by 
other craftsmen. For the finalization and authorization of the installation the 
presence of the artist would be needed and Neto would again be able to 
decide on the final stretch and shape of the installation.  
 This option would have considerable impact on the social spaces of 
production and the production networks involved. Relocating the production 
to another geographical and sociocultural region would influence the 
meaning of the artwork, according to the artist’s statements. On the other 
hand, Neto himself has been in favour of a liaison between different 
geographical contexts, as expressed for example in his explanation of the 
bilingual title We Fishing the Time (densidades e buracos de minhoca). Given 
the above observations, I would argue that a remake by another fabricator 
could be a point of negotiation between the custodians and the artist, 
weighing the advantage of a stronger substitute material against the shift in 
the production places when the nave would be produced partly or entirely in 
a different geographical region.  
 The scenario of a remake with stronger material opens up the vista of 
an expansion of the social space of the visitors’ experience, in the sense that 
more physical interaction would be allowed than with a restoration or a 
remake with similar materials as the original. In fact, this option was 
suggested by the museum’s Head of Technique, Wout Braber.278 The main 
argument for suggesting this option was the technical department’s practical 
experience with a comparative installation on permanent display in one of the 
stairways of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen: Pipilotti Rist’s Let you hair 
down (2009) (Fig. 4.12). This interactive installation is composed of a giant 
network of polyamide ropes, with similar stretch properties as the polyamide 
fabric of Célula Nave; only, the ropes are much thicker and stronger than the 
‘stocking material’ used for the nave. Visitors can climb into the net and when 
they reach the top level, several meters above the ground, enter a ‘safety net’ 
suspended approximately one meter underneath the stairway’s ceiling. Here, 
they can relax and watch video artworks created by Pipilotti Rist herself and 
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other artists. As the technician explains, the ‘net’ is checked and maintained 
regularly:  

 
Once in a while we have to tighten it again when the construction 
becomes feeble. We have left spaces at the sides and the company who 
installed the artwork tightens the ropes until the right tension is 
recovered. Obviously, there is a limited number of times one can do 
this, it’s the same story as with Célula Nave. The more times you do it, 
the more the structure will lose its stretch. And the more visitors are 
using it, the sooner material fatigue will occur.279  

 
His statement suggests that even with a more durable version the lifespan of 
Célula Nave would not be infinite and regularly check-ups would be needed. 
On the other hand, it would allow visitors to stroll the nave more freely and 
without too strict regulations regarding their behaviour. At a conceptual level 
this would return Neto’s original ‘idea of risk’ to the experience, without the 
consequence of putting the material object at risk.  
 In terms of the site-specific functions of social space and 
representational space of Célula Nave, this option would restore these 
functions to a greater extent than in the case of the two other options 
discussed above: the installation would once again fulfil its function of 
experiential, interactive installation and would represent the values 
attributed to the commissioned and accessioned installations created for the 
Bodon Gallery.   
 Last but not least, the refabrication with a stronger material and carried 
out primarily under supervision of the museum’s staff, would anchor the 
artwork in the social and professional space of the institution. It would 
activate the social space of perpetuation and care, to an even greater extent 
than with a restoration, because the staff members would engage with in-
depth research into the material composition regarding the function of the 
spatial design of the artwork, and the actions of finding an appropriate 
fabricator. In order to effectuate this option, first and foremostthe 
communication with the artist or his studio needs to be re-established. More 
than in the case of the other two scenarios, this option would expand the 
lifespan of Célula Nave, replacing its temporariness with ‘permanency’, and 
reinvigorating its function of representational site-specificity. 
 
4.10 Conclusion of the case study  
  
This case study highlighted the dilemma of acquiring a temporary, interactive 
installation for a permanent museum collection. The analysis explained the 
site-specificity of Célula Nave in relation to the physical surrounding of the 
Bodon Gallery and its representational function for the museum’s policies 
regarding experiential installation artworks. The current state of ‘total loss’ 
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was analysed as a friction (occurring during the second iteration) between 
the intended physical interaction (and representational function of Célula 
Nave) and the ‘failure’ of the delicate, stretchable material and spatial design 
of the nave. An underlying reason for the damage of the artwork was 
appointed to the absence of instructions regarding the reinstallation of the 
work and the visitors’ behaviour. Neither the artist nor the custodians had 
stipulated a ‘script’ for the movements of the visitors and their interaction 
with the nave. If the nave was to be restored or refabricated in a similar 
material as the original, a strict set of instructions would accompany the 
‘performance’ of Célula Nave in the museum gallery. The option of a remake in 
which a stronger material is applied, would reduce this problem, although in 
all three options discussed for the future of Célula Nave the interactive use of 
a stretchable material would limit the lifespan of the artwork.  
 Another insight this case study brought forth, is a reconsideration of the 
assumption that Ernesto Neto favours bodily interaction with site-specific 
installations like Célula Nave or Navedenga. Given his statement that visitors 
could experience the aesthetics of the work ‘with their eyes’ and that bodily 
movement should be cautious instead of ‘playful’, a more restricted approach 
might be in accord with his current intention. On the other hand, this 
limitation was considered a contradiction to other statements made by 
Ernesto Neto and to the creation of the artwork. Besides, it would reduce the 
function of representational space of Célula Nave for the Bodon Gallery, in the 
sense aspired by the curator and director of Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen at the time of the commission and acquisition.  
 The function of Lefebvre’s social space was key to the analysis of this 
case study and the proposition was made to refine this function into three 
elements: the social space of the visitors’ experience, the social space of 
production, and the social space of perpetuation and care. As a consequence, 
the triangular model of spatial functions – as developed in Chapter 3 – 
transformed into a pentagonal structure. I have argued that visitors produce, 
with their own bodies, a social space during their exploration of the nave, 
meanwhile perceiving the impact of other visitors and sharing the excitement 
of play. A second function of social space was allocated to the various 
production locations, including the networks of human actors involved. 
Statements by Ernesto Neto illuminated the importance of the places of 
production in Brazil and the craftsmanship of his co-workers; followed by the 
final production process in the Bodon Room (prior to the installation in 
2004). The suggested scenario of a restoration of the original would make 
little difference regarding the ‘authentic’ location, since the geographical 
coordinates of the production would not be affected and the restoration 
would take place in the vicinity of the museum.  
 The comparative example Navedenga helped to examine the other two 
options for a remake. The refabrication of Navedenga followed a similar 
trajectory as the original, as it was produced in similar places, under the 
supervision of the artist. Although Célula Nave has a more complex spatial 
design, this option might be feasible. The third option would imply the 
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relocation of the production process to a factory specialized in durable 
polyamide fabrics and, possibly, draw in another workshop for the 
construction of the nave. The latter option might affect the aesthetic 
appearance of the spatial design to a greater extent than a restoration or 
remake executed under supervision of the artist.  
 My final comment in this case study is that Célula Nave would gain a 
new form of site-specificity when custodians would directly be involved in the 
processes of perpetuation, that is, in the options of a restoration or a remake 
by another fabricator. Those options would anchor Célula Nave in the 
institutional practices and the social space of perpetuation and care. We have 
seen that for the perpetuation of Célula Nave, each scenario has a different 
impact on the spatial network and implies its own pros and cons. Some site-
specific functions of Célula Nave might be reinvigorated, while others might 
change or disappear. Decision-making regarding the perpetuation of a 
temporary site-specific installation artwork and its transformation to a work 
of the permanent museum collection is a complex process. Considering the 
current state of ‘total loss’ of Célula Nave, action will be needed, one way or 
the other, and the preceding process of weighing the options has just started. 
My plea would be to focus on the network of site-specific functions of the 
artwork, as decisions regarding the perpetuation of the physical construction 
will have a reciprocal relationship to spatial practices in the production and 
experience, and with the representational context of the artwork on display. 
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Chapter 5: Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO: reactivating 

site-specificity and the social space of 

perpetuation and care  

 
“If you know my work, you know that it is unfinished.” Jason Rhoades.280 
  
Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion (2003) is a complex, 
multi-layered, site-specific installation artwork in the collection of Van 
Abbemuseum. Components of the installation are, among other things, 
elements relating to agriculture and natural growth, a moving train for 
children and other references to popular culture, such as videogames. This 
case study takes two problems as a starting point. The first one relates to the 
space for which SLOTO was created, a ‘project space’ located in the basement 
of the museum. Since this space is no longer available as an exhibition gallery, 
the installation was relocated to a different gallery space during its second 
staging in 2011. Therefore, the spatial design and content of the installation 
were adjusted. Secondly, Jason Rhoades created open-ended, processual 
installations and usually he was closely involved when his artworks were 
reinstalled. Unfortunately, Rhoades passed away in 2006, making it 
impossible to consult the artist for reinstallation. In a sense this is 
comparable to the problem discussed in the previous case study of Ernesto 
Neto’s Célula Nave, although the reason for the artist’s absence is different, 
since Neto is not responding to requests for consultation by Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen. We shall see that in the current case study a 
different trajectory has been followed in order to overcome the problem that 
the artist cannot be involved.   
 Looking at the ontology of The Secret Life of the Onion, a key question is 
whether the second iteration can be recognized as a ‘performance’ of the 
artwork, despite the radical adjustments made in the spatial design. Jason 
Rhoades could not authorize the reinstallation and we will never know his 
opinion on the curatorial intervention. Hence, the chapter aims at 
understanding the staging process and the reasoning of the custodians in 
their attempt to accommodate the installation to the specifics of the new 
gallery space. This brings about the following sub-questions: How was the 
installation’s site-specificity reactivated in a different gallery space? What 
was the underlying ‘script’ for the curatorial decisions?  
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The main topic of this chapter, however, is to examine the shifts occurring in 
the spatial network, taking into account the fact that the meaning of a site-
specific installation is produced through a network of spatial functions. This 
means the analysis of changes in the spatial design is interrelated with a 
reflection on the institutional context and the production spaces and 
processes of The Secret Life of the Onion.   
 In the previous chapter, the initial spatial production of Ernesto Neto’s 
Célula Nave was located in the artist’s studio, and the nearby industry 
produced the polyamide fabric; bringing to the fore the question whether the 
production process for a remake can be moved to other fabricators and 
production spaces. The production of The Secret Life of the Onion, on the other 
hand, was distributed to various production spaces from the start: for this 
work Jason Rhoades made use of consumer goods, such as agriculture tools 
and other prefabricated constituents, like the train; besides, the artist himself 
added elements to the installation and museum staff members were closely 
involved in the production process as well. One of the most remarkable 
examples of this practice was the artist requesting the museum staff to cook 
onions in the museum’s staff canteen and to later on add these products of 
natural growth to the installation. In several ways, the staff acted as 
coproducers of the work and thus shared the social space of production with 
the artist and other fabricators. Vice versa, the installation represented a 
special value for the institution at the moment of its production and 
acquisition. Against the background of this interrelatedness between the 
artwork and the site, I argue that, although the spatial design radically 
changed, the perpetuation of The Secret Life of the Onion can be understood 
from the institutional context (representational space) and as a conversion of 
the initial function of the production space into the function of social space of 
perpetuation and care.  
 In order to place SLOTO into a broader context of the perpetuation of 
processual artworks in a museum context, first a few words will be dedicated 
to a comparative example, Dieter Roth’s Garden Sculpture. 
 
Comparative example  
 
Apart from Jason Rhoades, other artists too have followed similar artistic 
strategies of incorporating natural processes into their work. For example, 
Dieter Roth developed his  
Garden Sculpture (Gartenskulptur, 1968-1996) over a long period of time. The 
installation includes elements that result from natural processes, like a 
substance produced out of compost and rainwater and plants (Fig. 5.1). 
Originally conceived as a site-specific, processual installation, located in the 
backyard of his assistant’s studio, the installation developed into an 
increasingly complex artwork which was moved around and frequently 
adjusted in the course of 30 years. Dieter Roth included a heterogenous 
collection of re-used artefacts as well as organic materials into his 
installation, such as a workbench, cart, ladders, window frames, chairs, water 
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hoses, pipes, televisions, tubes, rabbit hutches, books and art objects, and also 
organic materials like plants, bird seeds and the compost substance. He 
reworked and reshaped Garden Sculpture over and over again. After the artist 
passed away, his work was continued by his son and collaborator Björn Roth, 
the legal and artistic inheritor of Dieter Roth’s oeuvre.281 New elements were 
added to it, including artworks created by Björn Roth himself, and with each 
new iteration the presentation was adjusted to the conditions of the gallery 
space.  
 In 2008, Garden Sculpture was acquired by the Flick Collection and is 
since then hosted by the museum Hamburger Bahnhof, in Berlin.282 In 2016, 
an expert meeting was organized by the museum, dedicated to the 
conservation and future staging of the installation.283 Similar questions as 
with The Secret Life of the Onion were raised by the museum’s conservator in 
view of the acquisition of the installation for the collection. Regarding the 
site-specificity of Garden Sculpture, one constituent is of particular relevance 
for the current case study, namely a ‘juice machine’ which produced the 
compost substance. Originally, the juice machine was employed by the artist 
and his assistant in the courtyard, in order to produce the compost, which 
was put in jars and subsequently became part of the installation (Fig. 5.2). 
With the acquisition and relocation to the museum collection, the question 
whether this production process could be continued became crucial. For 
some time, it had been possible to place the juice machine in an outdoor space 
connected to the exhibition space of Garden Sculpture in Hamburger Bahnhof. 
The museum’s conservator, Carolin Bohlmann, repeated the process of juice 
production on a regular basis. However, due to a revision of the museum 
building it is unlikely that the juice machine will again be placed in an outdoor 
space. Should the machine still be incorporated into the installation, even if it 
then would turn into a relic? Should the installation enter a biographical stage 
of ‘freeze’ after the artist passed away, or should it remain to exist as an open-
ended artwork, in ‘flux’? And who has the authority to act and decide in this 
matter: the current representative Björn Roth or the museum staff, or both?  
 The case example of Garden Sculpture highlights a number of key issues 
regarding the perpetuation of processual, site-specific installations in general. 
Site-specific installations often include a processual element, which – ideally  
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 For example, the chocolate sculptures made by Dieter Roth are often re-casted by his son Björn. 
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 In 2003, Friedrich Christian Flick agreed with the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz and the 
Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin that part of his collection of contemporary art would be hosted by the 
Hamburger Bahnhof.  
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 An extensive research project into the history of Garden Sculpture was carried out by Carolin 
Bohlmann, conservator at Hamburger Bahnhof, and art historian Angela Matyssek. I attended the 
expert meeting on 20 February 2016 and was kindly allowed to use the information for this case 
study. In addition to the expert meeting, Bohlmann and Matyssek organized the symposium 
‘Prozesskunst und das Museum’, Hamburger Bahnhof – Museum für Gegenwart Berlin, 19 February 
2016. https://www.smb.museum/en/museums-institutions/hamburger-bahnhof/collection-
research/restoration-and-conservation/symposium-on-process-art-and-the-museum.html 
(accessed 18 August, 2019) 
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should be repeated in order to keep the artwork alive as intended. However, 
within a museum context a repetition of processes in which the artist plays a 
pivotal role is a complex matter, especially if the artist is no longer around. In 
turn, it often happens that after acquisition the installation enters a stage of 
‘freeze’, losing the site-specific function of a production practice ‘on the spot’. 
In the case of Garden Sculpture, I was fortunate to be a participant in the 
discussions, which did not lead to a definite answer regarding further 
evolvement of the installation or the position of the juice machine. However, 
this meeting sharpened my thoughts regarding both the curatorial process of 
Van Abbemuseum in the case of SLOTO and the question of what is presented 
where and why in the case of a processual, site-specific installation artwork in 
a museum collection.  
   
The chapter starts with a brief introduction on the biography of Jason 
Rhoades and a characterisation of his work, followed by a description of the 
various functions of site-specificity attributed to SLOTO. The process of the 
first staging is followed by a discussion of sketches and notes from Jason 
Rhoades, which can be considered an underling ‘script’ for the realization of 
the first iteration. The chapter continues with the second staging and an 
analysis of the accompanying shifts occurring in the network of site-specific 
functions. Furthermore, I will argue that the curators followed a different 
‘script’ for the second iteration, partly based on the drawings and statements 
provided by the artist, and partly on a curatorial interpretation of the site-
specificity of the installation. In addition to the main case study, a comparison 
is made with another processual, site-specific installation artwork created by 
Jason Rhoades: P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) (1994, Coll. S.M.A.K.). The comparison 
sheds light on two different approaches to the conservation and curation of 
an open-ended, site-specific installation in a museum context.  
 
Jason Rhoades and his processual works of art  
 
Jason Rhoades (1965-2006) grew up in the rural area of Newcastle, 
California. He spent his youth on a farm, a biographical detail to which he 
often refers as a source of inspiration. Mixing references to nature and 
farming with the history of popular culture is typical for his artistic approach, 
which is often interpreted as the a comment on mass consumerism and 
societal conventions.284  
 Rhoades’ teacher at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) in 
the early 1990s, was Paul McCarthy. Alongside his contemporaries Matthew 
Barney and Mike Kelly, his international fame was established soon after he 
graduated from the academy with the production of complex installation 
artworks which are packed with objects and layers of meaning. Usually, wide 
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 For a full description of the life and work of Jason Rhoades I refer to: Julien Bismuth, “The real 
world of hoists and holes,” in Julien Bismuth and David Zwirner eds. Jason Rhoades: PeaRoaFoam 
(New York: David Zwirner Books, 2015), 46-59.  
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spaces were covered with heterogenous materials: consumer goods and 
ready-mades from popular culture, construction material and tools, images, 
texts, neon signs, and so forth. Art critics sometimes typify his work as “non-
consensual” and “unafraid of awkwardness” or as referencing capitalist 
society and globalisation.285 Not seldom are his installations are provocative 
as, for example, in the case of The Black Pussy (2005-2006) where 185 
synonyms for female genitalia were depicted in neon light. An art critic 
described this installation, that furthermore consisted of …  
 
 … myriad objects, including hundreds of Egyptian Hookah pipes from 
 a seized shipping container, over 350 unique Dream Catchers (…), 89 
 beaver-felt cowboy hats, 72 Chinese Scholar stones, Venetian glass 
 vegetables (…), colorful cloth rugs, a homemade  aluminium replica 
 of  Jeff Koons’ famous stainless steel Rabbit (1986), and more.286  
 
Rhoades installed The Black Pussy in his Los Angeles studio and organized 
soirées for groups of carefully selected guests, who participated in 
performances and contributed with their personal ‘pussy word’. At other 
occasions, Rhoades had already involved friends and colleague artists in the 
creation process too. According to gallerist David Zwirner, Rhoades was 
utterly intrigued by certain themes, which he investigated time and again: 
“The conditions under which art is possible, the role of the artist, the sources 
for creativity, the notion of abstraction.” 287 And finally, an equally important 
characteristic is Rhoades’ great sense of control and ordering, concealed by 
an apparent arbitrariness, as Zwirner observes:  

 
For Rhoades, the creative process demanded ultimate freedom. His 
work could be dangerous, overwhelming, politically incorrect, 
obnoxious, or utterly sublime. … On a formal level, the work reveals 
great precision and beauty, and attests to the artist’s singular 
aesthetic. … He not only tried to control the actual space of the work, 
but also the imaginary space in his installations.288  

 
Installations of Jason Rhoades are processual in the sense that parts of 
previous works were often reused. He continued working on them after the 
initial installation, like with the above mentioned The Black Pussy or with his 
installation P.I.G. (Piece for Ghent), discussed further on in this chapter. When 
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 The first two references come from Dana Goodyear, The New Yorker, 8 March, 2017. 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/an-l-a-artist-who-anticipated-our-trumpian-
moment) (visited on 13 October, 2019). The third reference comes from Eric David, Yatzer Art, 15 
April, 2017 https://www.yatzer.com/jason-rhoades-installations (visited on 13 October, 2019).   
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 David Zwirner, “Black Pussy. Press Release,” New York: David Zwirner Gallery, 13 November, 
2007 – 26 January, 2008. https://www.davidzwirner.com/exhibitions/black-pussy/press-release 
(accessed 13 October, 2019).   
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 Idem.  
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 Idem.  
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galleries and museums invited Rhoades to create a site-specific installations, 
he usually worked ‘on site’ for a period of time, incorporating the conditions 
of the exhibition space and bringing ‘cartloads’ of materials into the gallery.  
 
Rhoades’s collaboration with Van Abbemuseum 
 
Jason Rhoades first collaborated with Van Abbemuseum in 1999, when – due 
to a renovation of the building – exhibitions were temporally relocated to a 
venue called Entr'acte. With The Purple Penis and the Venus (1999), the artist 
covered almost the entire exhibition space with (primarily) consumer goods 
and construction material.289 “He juggles with colour, form and words”, an art 
critic observed, “as in a swirling theatre featuring the paraphernalia of 
consumer culture.”290 The success of this show encouraged Jan Debbaut, then 
director of Van Abbemuseum, to invite Jason Rhoades for the opening 
exhibition of the new building in 2003, ‘Over wij / About we’.291 According to 
a staff member, it could just as well have resulted in a modified version of the 
earlier installation, but negotiations between the director and the artist 
resulted in a commission to Rhoades to create a new site-specific installation 
for the annex of the old museum building.292 It was the first monumental 
installation Van Abbemuseum commissioned and subsequently acquired.293 
 
5.1 The spatial design of The Secret Life of the Onion 
 
With The Secret Life of the Onion, Jason Rhoades was the first artist who used 
the so-called project space in the basement of the Van Abbemuseum (Fig. 5.3). 
Artists were invited to employ this large gallery as a ‘laboratory’ or studio, 
where they could experiment with an artwork before it reached its final form. 
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 The full title is The Purple Penis and the Venus (and Sutter's mill) for Eindhoven: a spiral with 
flaps and two useless appendages after the seven stomachs of Nuremberg as part of the creation 
myth, Van Abbemuseum Entr’acte, 24 October, 1998 – 17 January, 1999. 
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 Rogier Schumacher, ‘Een paarse penis, venus, molen en spiraal. De jonge Amerikaan Jason 
Rhoades blaast zijn beelden op tot wervelende theaters, waarin de parafernalia van de 
consumptiecultuur een warm onthaal wordt geboden’, Parool, 5 November 1998.  
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 ‘Over wij / About we’ run from 19 January to 31 August, 2003. The exhibition was curated by 
then director Jan Debbaut and Head of Collections, Christiane Berndes, with the assistance of 
Monique Verhulst. Eva Meyer-Hermann and Phillip van den Bossche prepared special projects for 
the opening exhibition, including SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion by Jason Rhoades.  
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 Interview conducted with Margo van de Wiel on 13 July, 2016. 
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 Another installation for the opening exhibition, which has been accessioned for the museum 
collection afterwards, was the project No Ghost Just a Shell (1999-2002), by Philippe Parreno and 
Pierre Huyghe. This acquisition raised profound questions about conservation and presentation 
strategies, discussed by Vivian Saaze in the chapter “From Object to Collective, from Artists to 
Actants: Ownership Reframed,” in Van Saaze, Installation Art, 144-180.   
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This is implied artists could themselves decide when to open or close the 
studio’s door to the public.294  
General themes Rhoades investigated with The Secret Life of the Onion were 
processes of growth and cultivation, both in agriculture and culture. The 
location matched perfectly with this theme. Various modes of site-specificity – 
in content, form and creation process – can be associated with the 
underground ‘laboratory’ of the museum’s basement. The artist provided the 
museum with a set of drawings and additional comments laying the 
foundation for the spatial arrangement of the actual installation.295 Following 
Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, coded messages such as these are 
representations of space that give direction to the spatial arrangement when 
the installation takes shape. In this case, the drawings indeed gave an 
indication of what the artist intended, but they were not very precise and 
could not be used as an actual floor plan for the installation process.  
 The first iteration of The Secret Life of the Onion consisted of three 
different compartments. One part comprises shelves and tables carrying 
objects and substances that are associated with a ‘laboratory’ for food 
processing, placed along the walls of the project space. Onion-shaped Dame-
Jeanne jars and other vessels are filled with onion rings and a ‘mysterious’ 
mixture of substances, described below (Fig. 5.4).296 To some of the jars green 
tubes are attached as if they are dehydration bottles, but the tubes are cut off. 
In the corners of the room, heaps of onion rings are spread out on the tables 
and two large oil barrels seem to supply the laboratory with fuel. The 
installation conveys an imaginary purpose of food production, but no real 
action is taken, as if time is arrested in the middle of a process.  
 In the second and the third part of the installation, there is plenty of 
movement and action. Halfway the room, an oval shaped track carries four 
piggy-snouted train wagons (Fig. 5.5). This so-called Porky’s Train, running 
around the inner part of the installation, is specified by the artist as an 
autobiographical reference to the ‘kiddie rides’ he had enjoyed in similar 
trains when living in Texas.297 Rhoades suggests in his sketches and 
comments that visitors could be seated in the train and so perceive the 
installation in “one round look” (Fig. 5.6), but this was not allowed in the 
actual installation.298 Instead, one of the vessels is carried around in one of 
the wagons of the running train. This vessel is filled with a mix of ingredients 
just like the other jars: sliced onion rings, worn socks (which Rhoades 
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 See a factsheet for the new building of Van Abbemuseum in the Press Folder for ‘Over wij / 
About we’ (archive Van Abbemuseum).  
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 The drawings and additional notes by Jason Rhoades are in the archive of Van Abbemuseum. 
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 A Dame-Jeanne jar is an over-sized glass bottle, originally used for wine-making.  
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 Rhoades includes this note in his drawings. The Porky’s Train was bought in Sweden and 

transported to Eindhoven. Another reference for the train are so called Porky’s, a genre of comical 
sex movies Rhoades used to watch them in the early 1980s (notes from an interview conducted by 
Eva Meyer-Hermann in November, 2002). A transcription of the interview is in the archive of Van 
Abbemuseum.  
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 This note is part of the series of drawings Jason Rhoades delivered to the museum. 
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considers “artistic material”, meant to collect museum dust), water, oil and a 
construction material he created himself, called PeaRoaFoam (Fig. 5.6).299  
Rhoades introduced this material in 2002 and used it for a number of 
installations. The mixture is composed of dried green peas, white Styrofoam 
beads and salmon eggs, mixed together with glue. The artist put the 
PeaRoaFoam inside the vessel and jars himself, and spread it over the wagons 
in large quantities, and randomly over the rest of the installation. In contrast 
to the objects placed along the walls as ‘silent witnesses’, the train wagons 
and their content are actual agents for a ‘performance’ that visitors can watch 
without participating. In a sense, they take a similar position as silent witness, 
just like the onion jars placed at the shelves. 
 The third, inner compartment of the installation is full of action. 25 
monitors are placed on a workbench in the middle of the room. The monitors 
show videogames collected by the artist on eBay.300 They are piled up amidst 
a seemingly random mass of electric parts, construction material, tools and 
‘undefinable’ objects. To the workbench a steel fence is connected, holding 
neon tubes, laminated inkjet prints showing plants, power cables, garden 
hoses and rolls of plastic foil. In the center of this part, a large 3D-printed tree 
trunk rises up from a platform to the room’s ceiling. Its spatial position 
matches with the ground level of the adjacent river where normally trees 
would grow (Fig. 5.7) These references to processes of agriculture and 
farming are in juxtaposition with the videogames and other tokens of popular 
culture of the 1980s (like the Porky’s Train). The curator of the exhibition, 
Eva Meyer-Hermann, observes that the cultivation of onions symbolizes 
Rhoades’ own process of becoming an artist:  

 
Ever since his childhood the artist has always been close to life in the 
countryside. As a young boy he used to grow his own onions and sold 
them to people door-to-door; an activity which he later called his first 
artistic entrepeneurship. Here and there in his later work vegetables 
and other elements of natural life still turn up. 301 

 
According to Rhoades himself, the inner compartment formed an ‘ideal world’ 
of the combination of natural processes and the history of popular culture.302 
Visitors could not enter the inner part, but they could hear the sound and get 
a glimpse of the videogames through open spaces in the fence. From my own 
visit in 2003, I remember the overwhelming impression of the installation 
and the associations provoked by the electric train and the action in the 
center, in contrast to the stillness at the sides. Somewhere in the middle, I 
thought, is the ‘the secret life of the onion’ to be found.  
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 In his drawings the artist states: “This is a material I have wanted to work with for some time.”  
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 The video games include the oldest game ‘Pong’, and other games developed for Nintendo and 
Playstation,  
301

 Room text by Eva Meyer-Hermann for the exhibition ‘Over ons / About we’, 2003. 
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 See note 19.  
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5.2 Representational site-specificity of The Secret Life of the 
Onion 
 
As said above, the location in the museum’s basement is a significant 
parameter for the site-specificity of the installation. The location is literally 
‘underground’ symbolizing the meaningful concepts of growth and 
cultivation. There is yet another reference made by Jason Rhoades, as Eva 
Meyer-Hermann states in a text accompanying the exhibition:  
 
 Rhoades has deliberately placed his piece in a space below ground. In 
 many museums the basement normally serves as storage space for 
 artworks. Thus SLOTO is situated on a level which alludes to the 
 archive of the museum. A museum archive can be interpreted as the 
 semi-conscious part of the collection, and in Rhoades’ piece, images 
 of every single work in the Van Abbemuseum’s collection are inserted 
 subliminally into the various video games. These barely noticeable 
 images refer to the idea of the completeness of the archive as well as 
 to the never-ending challenge of the visitor’s  experience in any 
 museum.303 
 
As noted in Chapter 3, Lefebvre attributes a dual concept to the function of 
representational space, which I have earlier specified as a combination of the 
symbolic, imaginary space of the museum as an institutional and ‘lived’ space, 
fluctuating with the museum’s policies and expressed in the actual 
employment of the space (in exhibitions and otherwise). The latter function 
can be recognized in the underground location of the project space, whereas 
the images of the collection, included in the installation by Rhoades, can be 
read as a symbolic reference to the representational function of The Secret 
Life of the Onion. The images were added to some of the vessels or inserted 
into the videogames by the artist himself (Fig. 5.8). This way, the installation 
becomes an ‘imaginary space’ for the hosting institution and its history of 
collection building.  
 
The 3D-printed tree trunk, placed in the middle of the installation, is another 
indication of the representational space of the installation. The trunk is 
brightly illuminated by the room’s skylights and spots, accentuating its spatial 
position – matching with the ground level of the Dommel rivulet (Fig. 5.7). 
Rhoades mentions in his comments to the sketches that the tree refers to a 
legend of a tree in his home country. The story tells of a nineteenth-century 
shepherd who was looking for onions at the bottom of a tree; finding gold 
instead, the shepherd started the Gold Rush in California. There is still a 
landmark for the Oak of the Golden Dream. The 3D-print of this very same 
trunk added a marker to the installation of what Rhoades calls the “ideal 
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world … just a bit underground.”304 Hence, the physical location of the trunk is 
a meaningful element of the spatial design of the installation and a signifier 
for the representational function of SLOTO.  
 
5.3 Social production spaces of The Secret Life of the Onion 
 
Jason Rhoades developed his installations ‘organically’ by reusing parts of 
previous works. In conversation with Heimir Björgúlfsson he states:  
 
 I’m uncomfortable with actually finishing something. This feeds into 
 that and that feeds into this – I am trying to keep it in flux somehow. 
 But that flux can be stopped in time by an institution or a collector, 
 and then the relationship changes.305 
 
A workbench placed in the inner part of SLOTO, had previously featured in the 
Costner Complex (Perfect Process) (2001), another site-specific installation 
artwork by Jason Rhoades, created for the Kunsthalle Portikus in Frankfurt.306 
Rhoades had used the workbench for cutting vegetables, after which the 
sliced parts were put into jars, just like the onions were added to the jars in 
SLOTO. In the Costner Complex,  Rhoades ‘exposed’ organic material to images 
of the film actor Kevin Costner, like he would later add thumbnails of Van 
Abbemuseum’s collection to the vessel placed inside the train, ‘exposing’ 
them to the inner part of the installation, the place where videogames were 
screened. In brief, the workbench had served as a starting point for SLOTO 
which, as the artist states, had asked “to be filled” again like “an empty 
space.”307 Once more vegetables (in this case onions) fulfilled a role in the 
juxtaposition of natural and cultural processes. 
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 See notes by Jason Rhoades added to the study drawings (archival material). 
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 Interview with Jason Rhoades. Heimir Björgúlfsson, “Charisma Catcher,” Artnet Magazine, 29 
July 2006. http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/features/bjorgulfsson/bjorgulfsson8-23-06.asp 
(visited on 16 October, 2019). 
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 It is worth quoting here David Zwirner’s description of the Costner Complex, because it shows a 
striking parallel with SLOTO: “Rhoades had been experimenting with cooking during his [visiting 
professorship] at the Städelschule in Frankfurt, and for his installation, The Costner Complex 
(Perfect Process), he created a factory setting to produce a pickled potpourri of vegetables that he 
exposed to the oeuvre of Kevin Costner, whose movies he had been watching on his 
transcontinental flights from Los Angeles to Frankfurt. Rhoades and his students exposed them to 
the films, then placed the cans on a large rack.” David Zwirner, “PeaRoaFoam. The impetuous 
process & from the Costner Complex,” in Julien Bismuth and David Zwirner, Jason Rhoades: 
PeaRoaFoam (New York: David Zwirner Books, 2015), 65.  
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 Conversation between Eva Meyer-Hermann and Jason Rhoades, 2002 (archive Van 
Abbemuseum). 

http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/features/bjorgulfsson/bjorgulfsson8-23-06.asp


 

123 
 

The production process 
 
The Costner workbench, fence and videogames came straight from the artist’s 
studio. Other parts, such as the 3D-printed tree trunk, the Porky’s Train, the 
vessels and jars, tables, shelves, oil barrels and substances for the 
PeaRoaFoam were obtained from a variety of suppliers. The archive contains 
a list of supplies and the set of drawings and comments provided by the artist 
indicate how certain elements could be obtained (like the Porky’s train). 
Apart from that, several documents in the museum archive refer to the 
production process, and I will use those for my reconstruction of the fist 
staging. An interview conducted for this case study with Margo van de Wiel, a 
museum staff member who was closely involved with the preparatory 
process at Van Abbemuseum, provided me with additional information.  
 The process started with huge quantities of ingredients which were 
collected by museum staff members in the project space. Since there is no 
elevator, heavy substances such as the Costner workbench and oil jars had to 
be transported to the basement with manpower. Rhoades asked staff 
members to be closely involved in the preparatory process, in all kinds of 
ways. Not only did they purchase and transport the materials to the 
basement, they also prepared the mixtures that would fill the jars and vessels, 
printed the thumbnails of the museum collection of artworks and the images 
Jason Rhoades had sent in advance on CD ROM, both from his own art and 
taken out of magazines. Furthermore, the staff was asked to wear white socks, 
which would later be added to the mixture in the jars, and to collect 
ingredients for the PeaRoaFoam: salmon eggs, peas, and Styrofoam balls.  
 The most ‘unusual’ part, however, was the preparation of the onions. A 
staff canteen located behind the project space was used for this purpose. The 
onions were peeled and cooked by several staff members and, as Margo van 
de Wiel recalls, “it were a lot of onions that had to be cut into rings and their 
scent spread throughout the museum.”308 In order to avoid mold and rot, the 
drying time for the onions took at least four days, a long period for the 
museum to endure the smell and to supervise the process.  
 After these preparations and provisional mounting of the installation 
(by the staff and Rhoades’s assistants), the artist joined the team and moved 
into the project space as an ‘inhabitant’, just as the Van Abbemuseum had 
intended when they decided to employ this space. Rhoades fitted the spatial 
arrangement to a definite spatial design; mixed the ingredients of the 
PeaRoaFoam, filled the Dame-Jeanne jars and the liver-shaped vessel with it, 
and spread it out over the entire installation. Last but not least, the electricity 
and screening of the videogames in the inner part of the installation were 
checked, together with the technical staff, and necessary safety measures 
were taken.  
 In addition to the above description of the first staging, it should be 
noted that Jason Rhoades expected an ongoing engagement of the staff 
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members throughout the exhibition period. A wall poster in the exhibition 
room conveyed an instruction, by Rhoades, to the curators and technicians, 
that new jars should be filled frequently with sliced onions. Furthermore, a 
curator should make regular rides in the Porky’s Train in order to gather 
more “experience” in the jars by moving them around. After the ride, the jars 
should be put on the shelves as a memory to the experience. In several ways, 
SLOTO can be considered a performative artwork, given the actions required 
for the experience, such as making sure the train runs and the videogames for 
the public to watch, function well. At a deeper level, however. the 
involvement of the staff members can also be interpreted as a performative 
dimension of the artwork, since these actions contributed to the production, 
manifestation and meaning of the artwork, rooted in the physical location and 
the actual museum practice.  
 
5.4 Summarizing the spatial network of the first staging  
 
As the examination of the network of spatial functions of SLOTO shows, the 
location in the museum’s basement was significant to the site-specificity of 
the installation in several ways: the project space determined the spatial 
design of the installation (spatial dimensions, position of the tree trunk); the 
underground location had a representational function (references to 
cultivation and ‘semi-consciousness’, laboratory, museum archive); and a 
social production space was activated (actions by the museum staff and the 
artist needed for the realization of the installation, riding the Porky’s train). 
(Diagram 11 shows how those respective functions are interrelated).  
 Apart from the project space, the museum’s staff canteen and the 
registrar’s office were incorporated in the production (the registrar selected 
the collection of artworks and prepared them for printing as thumbnails). 
Since the staff members where involved in the production to such a large 
extent, they can be seen as ‘co-producers’ of the first staging of The Secret Life 
of the Onion. This is not unusual in the production of contemporary art 
installations, but what is especially remarkable in this case is the forceful 
drive behind it. Jason Rhoades insisted on making the staff members his 
accomplices, as also Van de Wiel suggests: “Jason tried to create chaos to 
some degree, but the museum loved the work and engaged with it”.309  
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Following Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, the function of social production 
space refers to patterns of daily practice and the competences of producers, 
which can be interpreted as ‘routines’ in museum practices. But Lefebvre’s 
triadic model implies a relationship between the social production space and 
other spatial functions, such as, in this case, the representational function of a 
contemporary art museum where ‘unconventional’ practices are not 
uncommon. As Nick Kaye observes, site-specific installation artworks have 
the inherent capacity to challenge professional routines (see Chapter 3) and 
Jason Rhoades succeeded in ‘troubling’ the opposition of the artwork and the 
site by demanding unconventional actions of the museum staff and by 
‘inhabiting’ several museum spaces. However, the representational space of 
the museum also limits this spatial practice and the staff members complied 
with the artist’s requirements only to a certain degree. They did not wear the 
white socks before these were added to the installation, nor did they continue 
the practice of cooking onions or ‘perform’ the curator’s task of riding around 
with the onions in the Porky’s train.310  
 In terms of its representational function, SLOTO fulfilled the aspiration 
of both the director and the curators, to commission and collect a ground-
breaking installation artwork for the opening show. As said, it was the first 
grand-scale installation commissioned by Van Abbemuseum at the turn of the 
century. In order to introduce the experimental function of the project space 
and to make the public aware of the deeper layers of meaning of SLOTO, a 
seminar was organized for which the artist was invited as a speaker. Apart 
from an introduction by curator Eva Meyer-Hermann, a public conversation 
was held with Jason Rhoades, and professor Chris Kik of Wageningen 
University presented a lecture about the species of alliums and the beneficial 
effects of onions on human health.311 It was another attempt by the curators 
to communicate the installation to a larger public and to convey the 
connection between the ‘secrets’ of both natural and cultural processes, as 
expressed by Jason Rhoades by means of his site-specific installation artwork.  
  
In conclusion of the above, I would argue that during the first staging of The 
Secret Life of the Onion a strong bond was established between the physical 
site-specificity of the project space and the various social spaces of 
production, strengthened even more by a dual bond with the representational 
space: firstly, by the direct link established with the Van Abbemuseum 
collection by means of the inserted thumbnails and secondly, through its 
representational value as ground-breaking installation artwork.  
 In the analysis of the first staging, little has been said about the social 
space of the visitors’ experience. Jason Rhoades suggested in his drawings 
that visitors could observe the installation “in one round look,” but in the 
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actual manifestation the real visitor was replaced by the liver-shaped vessel 
in the Porky’s Train. Moreover, visitors got a ‘limited’ presentation of what 
happened in the inner part of the installation, because they could not 
properly watch the videogames nor decipher the collection of thumbnails of 
Van Abbemuseum’s collection (inserted into the videogames and added to the 
substance of the vessels and jars). For those reasons, the visitors’ experience 
got lesser attention than the social spaces of production in my  analysis of the 
first staging (see Diagram 11); in contrast to the previous chapter, where the 
visitor’s physical interaction with Célula Nave played a pivotal role.  
 
The challenges facing the perpetuation of The Secret Life if the Onion, could 
partly be grouped under the umbrella of general issues concerning Jason 
Rhoades’s processual, open-ended artworks, since the registration, storage 
and reinstallation of most of his works is a highly complex matter. In the case 
of SLOTO, the artwork’s perpetuation includes actions relating to the 
perpetuation of its site-specific functions, as we have seen above.  
  2011 was a turning point in the biography of the installation, causing 
major shifts in the network of site-specific functions. For the second staging, 
the original space in the basement was no longer available. According to 
Christiane Berndes, Jason Rhoades and Van Abbemuseum had, at the moment 
of the acquisition, agreed that separate parts of the installation could be 
shown independently and that variation in their display was allowed.312 The 
set of drawings and comments provided by the artist, as well as conversations 
between the artist and then curator Eva Meyer-Herman, were considered 
sufficient information to develop an alternative ‘script’ or ‘scenario’ for a new 
manifestation of SLOTO. In the following paragraphs, I will scrutinize this 
iteration and analyse the changes of site-specific functions and underlying 
motives for this curatorial intervention.  
 
5.5 A curatorial intervention with SLOTO’s second staging  
 
The sketches and comments Jason Rhoades provided to Van Abbemuseum 
can be considered a ‘script’ for the intended design of the spatial arrangement 
and for the meaning of individual constituents, such as the Porky’s Train, the 
onions, the videogames and the liver-shaped vessel.  For example, the floor 
plan in which Rhoades included a sketch of the oval shaped train track, is 
accompanied by the comment that SLOTO is  
 
 … a work to be seen as “one round look” . … To look at an action, a 
 history, art historical  reference, a place, to see something and have 
 an experience. Then to remember it by putting it on a shelf for the 
 future (Fig. 5.6). 
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The train wagons are “probably filled with PeaRoaFoam for comfort” and the 
fence is a “perfect world fence.” In almost every drawing, the physical location 
is connotated with a metaphorical reference, often a pointer to the 
representational site-specificity in the basement: the imaginary “ideal space” 
of the experience (the fence), the track for the visitors’ experience in “one 
round look”, the adding of “the oak of the Golden Dream on top” (a reference 
to the tree trunk and the story of natural growth and gold digging). This all 
underscores the physical location, considered by the artist to be an important 
marker for the content and appearance of the artwork.  
 Apart from the sketches and comments, no other indicators were 
available for a future reinstallation, except for the documents recording the 
first staging (consisting of a collection of photographs, notes on production 
processes, and budget calculations). Besides those, the interviews with the 
artist preceding the production and during the initial staging process formed 
the basis for the curatorial decisions, although at the time it was not 
discussed what approach should be taken if the project space would no longer 
be available or if the artist would no longer be around. In the absence of the 
artist, the curators of Van Abbemuseum took the initiative to develop their 
own scenario for exhibiting the artwork in a different gallery space. 
 
The second staging of SLOTO took place in 2011, at the occasion of Van 
Abbemuseum’s 75-year anniversary exhibition, titled 'For Eindhoven – The 
City as Muse’.313 The curatorial team consisted of museum staff members 
Christiane Berndes and Annie Fletcher. In a press release the curators stated 
that the focus of the exhibition was on the museum’s collection and 
“important moments or quotations in the history of art, the story of the city 
and the museum itself. Some of these works are built up in a new form or 
context.”314  
 Because it was the first acquisition of a complex, grand-scale 
installation artwork, SLOTO had been significant for the history of the 
museum collection. In addition, its experimental character had raised 
interesting questions about the role of the contemporary art museum in 
society. Berndes explains the incentive for the acquisition as follows:  
 

SLOTO inspired the question of how the museum could respond to such 
an open-ended work of art. What is art today? Exhibition and acquisition 
policies are always a reflection of the spirit of the time. At that time there 
was still a relative high level of prosperity and we figured that we would 
stay in contact with the artist, who would guide us through the process of 
reinstallation. There was an agreement between Jan Debbaut and Jason 
Rhoades that the museum could put the installation on display in separate 
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 The exhibition 'For Eindhoven - The City as Muse’ was curated by Christiane Berndes, Charles 
Esche, and Annie Fletcher, and run from 3 September, 2011 to 9 January, 2012.  
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parts, since we have only few large exhibition spaces in the museum. We 
could even just show the shelves together with the jars 315 
 

This agreement provided a fertile soil to investigate possible scenarios and 
posed considerable challenges. First of all because the project space  being 
the main parameter of the initial site-specificity of the installation  was no 
longer available. Being aware of the site-specificity of SLOTO in both content 
and form, the curators came up with an alternative solution (Fig. 5.9). 
Christiane Berndes: 
  

The basement room was out of the question, as it had been rejected as an 
exposition space since there is no lift or emergency exit. The site-
specificity of the installation was, among other things, connected to the 
position of the tree trunk, just below the level of the Dommel. This was a 
vital element of the inner part of the installation, because the tree was 
connected to the workbench and the videogames. So we realized we could 
never repeat a similar set-up in another space of the building and 
therefore we decided to leave out this whole part from the installation.316  

 
The newly appointed gallery was a space in the historical part of the building, 
a smaller room supplied with artificial light (instead of the combination of 
artificial light and daylight in the initial project space). The workbench had 
disappeared, just as the computers and videogames, the fence and 
agricultural tools, the neon lamps, the electricity cables and the inkjet prints. 
Nor did the iconic tree trunk  rising up to the ceiling  reappear. And last but 
not least, another sweeping decision was to replace the inner part of the 
installation with an artwork from the Van Abbemuseum’s collection: Donald 
Judd’s Untitled (1974-1976). Being one of the few examples of Minimal Art by 
a famous artist, Untitled is considered one of the collection’s most precious 
works. It consists of a cubical shaped box (1,5 meters for each side) made of 
multiplex and open at the top. In combination with the glossy surfaces of both 
the Porky’s Train and the shelves, the materiality of the ‘box’ is an eye-
catching element, adding an industrial ‘look and feel’ to the installation. 
Moreover, its static appearance is quite different from the dynamic centre 
part of the originally installed artwork. The curator explains:  
  
 It had to be a contrast. The visitor is now guided, as it where, around 
 Judd’s minimalist sculpture. If the work had been closer to SLOTO,  there 
 would have been no contrast, it would not work properly.317 
 
At least, one core element of the installation was kept intact: the Porky’s Train 
 although the tracks were slightly shortened in order to fit the dimensions of 
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the room. In this new version, the train made its circular movements around 
Donald Judd’s Untitled. Visitors were allowed more space to move around, as 
they could step over the rails and have a look inside the open ‘box’ (in 
contrast to the distance visitors had to keep from the inner compartment of 
the initial manifestation, emphasizing their role as ‘silent witnesses’).  
 The parts placed along the walls of the gallery space were still quite 
similar: onion-shaped glass jars were placed on the shelves again; buckets 
and one of the oil barrels reappeared along the edges of the installation and in 
a corner of the room. In that sense, the impression of a ‘laboratory’ was kept 
intact, although the floor plan had been modified to fit the dimensions of the 
new space.   
 
The above citation from the interview with Christiane Berndes shows that the 
curators were aware of the impact of the relocation and of the replacement of 
the inner compartment with Donald Judd’s minimalist artwork.318 Looking at 
this matter from a different angle, namely Jason Rhoades’s fascination with 
frameworks, boxes and construction materials, it may be not such a ‘strange’ 
element, Judd’s construction included in the installation. In the initial 
manifestation, the fence was put around the workbench by Rhoades himself 
and served as a ‘box’. Moreover, several of Rhoades’ installation artworks had 
objects stacked inside a three-dimensional frame, and in his first installation 
in Van Abbemuseum, The Purple Penis and the Venus, for instance, industrially 
manufactured boxes had featured.319   
 In this respect, Rhoades’s gallerist David Zwirner made an interesting 
statement when recalling a large number of boxes which arrived in his 
gallery, prior to the first show of Rhoades’s PeaRoaFoam project in 2002. The 
boxes were filled with the substances from which the PeaRoaFoam would be 
composed. Zwirner writes:  
 
 The back room included a few of these pallets waiting for “activation,” 
 the performance that would turn them into the material, while the 
 front room had more finished sculptures. Interestingly, the simplicity 
 of the pallets and the uniformity of their material and shape  made them 
 look and seem like minimalist works of art, and I felt as I was 
 walking through them like I was looking at Sol LeWitt or a Donald 
 Judd.320  
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 In the press, the challenges and accompanying decisions were not taken into considerations. 
One critic observed that The Secret Life of the Onion was shown in a “peeled off form.” Hans den 
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Summarizing the above in terms of the network of site-specific functions, the 
change of location and therewith the loss of the original site-specificity 
affected the spatial design of the installation, the content of the work as a 
representation of natural growth, and the ‘underground’ world of videogames 
and Porky movies. But then again, the function of representational space was 
reinvigorated by placing Donald Judd’s Untitled in the centre part of the 
installation. The initial ‘performative’ presence of the screens showing the 
videogames and flickering neon lights, both on and around the workbench, 
had been replaced by a reference to a different  industrial production 
process: the fabrication of Donald Judd’s open ‘box’. Which in turn could be 
interpreted as an echo of the industrial production process and the shiny 
surfaces of the Porky’s Train and the ‘laboratory’ shelves.   
 Looking upon this curatorial intervention as a scenario for reactivating 
the installation’s site-specificity, I would also argue that exchanging the 
collection’s thumbnails for Donald Judd’s Untitled emphasized the 
representational space of the installation. Apart from the argument that 
Rhoades had agreed to put individual parts on display, the notion that Judd’s 
artwork contributed to the representational space of the installation can be 
considered a performative dimension, which is not unfamiliar to Jason 
Rhoades’s working practice.   
 According to Christiane Berndes, the commission and subsequent 
acquisition of a processual, site-specific installation reflects the museum’s 
policies of the early 2000s. Its realization had been a challenge from the start 
and the acquisition had prolongated the ‘experiment’, unfortunately without 
the presence of the artist after 2006. Taking Jason Rhoades’ sketches and 
comments as a primary source of information, the curators reasoned that the 
Porky’s Train was ‘the heart’ of the installation, since the artist more than 
once mentioned the kiddie rides and porky movies as biographical and 
essential elements.321 Besides, more than with the reinstallation of the outer 
part of the installation and the train, the reinstallation of the inner part would 
have required the presence of the artist. Last but not least, as the 
experimental space of the laboratory in the basement had been exchanged for 
a White Cube gallery, the Minimalist artwork ‘performed’ in accordance with 
the conditions and connotations of the space.  
 
In conclusion of the above, the second iteration of The Secret Life of the Onion 
demonstrates a curatorial approach which is in concord with the view that 
processual installation artworks need reactivation  or else they may easily 
be maintained in a frozen state. In this example, the installation’s site-specific 
network was reactivated by means of a radical adaptation of the spatial 
design. Whereas this may count as a feasible approach to perpetuating the 
site-specificity of a processual, site-specific installation, other scenarios are 
conceivable as well. My examination will continue with a comparative case 
example  Jason Rhoades’s P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) in the collection of Stedelijk 
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Museum voor Actuele Kunst (S.M.A.K.), Ghent  in which a different approach 
prevails.  
 
5.6 Comparison with Jason Rhoades’s P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) 
 
Site-specificity is also at the heart of Jason Rhoades’s installation P.I.G. (Piece 
in Ghent), created for the exhibition ‘This is the show and the show is many 
things’ at S.M.A.K. in 1994 (Fig. 5.10).322 While the show was still running, 
many participating artists created their artworks on the spot and modified 
them several times, with the purpose of presenting a series of ongoing 
‘conversations’ between them.323 This was also the case with Jason Rhoades’s 
installation.  
 P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) was intended as a ‘dialogue’ between the 
American life of the artist (living in Los Angeles) and the cultural context of 
Ghent, symbolized by the Ghent Altarpiece, a masterpiece painted by Hubert 
and Jan Van Eyck in the early 15th Century. The iconology of the painting was 
juxtaposed to the consumer goods Jason Rhoades incorporated into the 
installation and the performances he carried out during the production phase 
of the installation. The reference to Van Eyck’s painting technique was a 
means to tie the installation to the city of Ghent in a symbolic way, while the 
production of French fries in one of his performances was another reference 
to the socio-cultural context of the installation.  
  P.I.G. was created for one of the museum’s largest exhibition spaces – 
large enough for the artist to ride a motorcycle and to relax in a Jacuzzi, 
placed in the middle of the gallery. The French fries performance is described 
in detail by conservator Julie Gilman in a publication on the preservation of 
the fries.324 Jason Rhoades started the performance by shooting French fries 
with a self-made ‘potato gun’. He loaded the gun with potatoes and used a 
special type of hairspray as a combustible.325 After the ‘shooting’ (reminiscent 
of Nikki de Saint Phalle’s ‘shooting paintings’), the fries were collected by the 
artist and baked in an aluminium cooker, placed outside of the museum. 
According to Rhoades himself, the production of the fries was not only a 
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national symbol, but also referred to the “sophisticated oil painting technique 
used by fifteenth century painting techniques,” as Gilman states.326  
 After the respective performances were carried out (both inside and 
outside the gallery space), their remainders – such as the motorcycle, the 
Jacuzzi and the fries  were stacked inside a frame (or open ‘box’), together 
with other consumer objects and utensils, construction material, and a 
printed reproduction of the Altarpiece. Some objects were displayed outside 
the frame, in the otherwise empty space of the gallery.  
  After the initial period of display, Piece in Ghent has been reinstalled at 
least twice, in 2001 and 2010. In the following paragraphs, the discussion will 
revolve around the question what strategies were followed regarding the 
site-specificity and conservation of the installation.  
 
Conservation or re-performance of shooting and baking the French fries? 
 
Rhoades declared that, since the fries were comparable to “religious relics,” 
their fading colour and distortion should not be considered a problem, as long 
as they would be presented according to museum standards. If their 
degradation had advanced to an unacceptable degree, an alternative option 
was to re-perform the shooting and to bake the fries again. For that purpose, 
Rhoades provided an extensive manual to the museum, including precise 
instructions for the production process. In addition, S.M.A.K. received a toolkit 
with no less than five, differently sized, ‘guns’ for shooting the potatoes; the 
guns could be put together by the conservator or collection manager in case a 
reperformance of the fries was required.  
 Ethical considerations and safety reasons kept the staff members from 
undertaking this action, notwithstanding the gradual degradation of the 
fries.327 Instead, the original fries were preserved, by applying similar packing 
techniques as in the food industry.328 The underlying motive for this approach 
was to ‘freeze’ the original installation artwork in the best possible way. As 
the conservator suggests, an alternative option would be to repeat the 
performance in a different way, by recreating a series of French fries like a 
‘mock-up’ of the originals. When the fries would be reconstructed, their form 
would resemble the fries of the original piece, whereas in the act of shooting 
the fries of the original performance would be repeated – this being two 
different ways of perpetuation.329  
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Strategies of flux or freeze? 
 
During the first months when P.I.G. was on display, visitors were allowed to 
move parts of the installation around and Rhoades himself adjusted the 
installation several times. Transformation of the artwork was intended by 
Rhoades, although at a certain point, he drafted guidelines for how the work 
should be reinstalled in the future. At the front page of the manual he wrote:  
 
 Jason Rhoades reserves the right to change, alter or otherwise 
 improve the product at any time without prior notice.330 
 
In other words, the artist himself was allowed to make adjustments to the 
installation when he deemed this appropriate. In 2001, this situation changed 
when S.M.A.K. invited Rhoades to reinstall the work and renew the guidelines 
for reinstallation. At that moment, a more definitive spatial design was 
determined and a “a strict scenography” was designed, as conservator Gilman 
observes.331 The openness to alteration had given way to a freeze-strategy, 
with respect to the arrangement of the objects inside the frame as well as to 
the site-specific relation to the surrounding gallery space.  
 When P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) was reinstalled again in 2010, S.M.A.K. 
continued with a ‘freeze-framing strategy’, following the meticulous 
registration of the 2001-version.332 On this occasion, the museum’s website 
stated that in-depth research and elaborate documentation methods had 
been applied, so that the “single arrangement” devised by Jason Rhoades in 
2001 could “be rigidly adhered to.”333 It can therefore be concluded that 
although Piece in Ghent started as a processual, open-ended site-specific 
installation artwork, Jason Rhoades and the museum eventually established a 
‘frozen’ state; individual elements of the installation are well-preserved or, if 
needed, can be recreated. As long as the initial exhibition space remains 
available for staging P.I.G., its physical site-specificity is guaranteed. I would 
add to this that the ‘social space of perpetuation and care’ is considered in 
this case an appropriate substitute for the dynamics of the ‘production space’ 
of the initial iteration.  
 
5.7 The spatial network ‘in flux’ 
 
Based on the above examination of Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO. The Secret Life of 
the Onion and P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent), the analysis of shifts in the spatial 
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network continues by looking into the curatorial decisions regarding the 
reinstallation and further elaboration of the social spaces of production.  
 With the relocation to a smaller gallery space in the museum’s old 
wing, the original spatial design of SLOTO was affected by exchanging the 
central part with Donald Judd’s Untitled. On the other hand, the other two 
parts – the Porky’s Train and the ‘laboratory’ placed along the walls – 
reappeared in the installation in much the same way. In terms of the Triad of 
Spatiality, the relocation of SLOTO to a White Cube gallery interfered with the 
spatial design as intended by the artist and deviated to a large extent from 
the representational space of underground processes of growth and 
cultivation (although the onions and references to cultivation were still 
present in the onions and jars included in the installation). Even so, the 
Porky’s Train was appointed the ‘heart’ of the spatial arrangement and Judd’s 
Untitled replaced the representational function of Van Abbemuseum’s 
collection (originally represented by the thumbnails inserted into the 
videogames). This is not to say that other functions of the spatial network 
were affected in an equal manner. 
 One of the questions of this chapter is if and how the initial spaces of 
production (engaging the museum spaces and its staff members) played a 
role in the second staging of SLOTO. The way in which Jason Rhoades 
encouraged the staff to take part in assembling the installation’s constituents 
and engaged them in other preparatory acts, is somewhat similar to what the 
artist expected from participatory audiences and custodians in the case of 
P.I.G. (Piece in Ghent) or The Black Pussy (mentioned in the introduction to 
this chapter). Such involvement of various types of participants in the 
production of the installation was common practice for Jason Rhoades during 
the preparatory stage. However, as we have seen above with P.I.G., soon after 
the preliminary phase his installations are often ‘fixated’ in a definite form. 
Either on the initiative of the artist or on that of the custodians, especially 
after the artist had passed away. Based on Lefebvre’s notion of the social 
space of production, I recognize this ‘freeze’ strategy as an attempt to extend 
the initial spatial production practice, which is thus defined as the most 
‘authentic’ stage of the artwork. Such an extension of the original production 
practice is, for example, pursued by S.M.A.K. in the preservation of physical 
constituents, such as the French fries, and in a freeze strategy regarding the 
spatial design of the installation. 
 A different approach was followed by Van Abbemuseum. Here, I 
observe a conversion of the initial social space of production into the social 
space of perpetuation and care as an active space of meaning production. 
Although, Van Abbemuseum took similar measures for the conservation of 
the content of the jars, vessel and other physical constituents, the ‘production 
space’ was continued with a curatorial scenario for the performance of the 
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artwork in a different gallery space.334 In the absence of the artist, this 
conversion took shape on the basis of available information and a 
professional assessment of the situation. I would argue that communication 
and negotiation with the artist – which in other circumstances might have 
been part of the reinstallation process – still contributed to this conversion, 
because a reconstruction was made of the artist’s intentions (derived from 
the set of drawings and comments). For the other part, an extensive decision-
making process was carried out by the curators themselves. In this 
dissertation, I have frequently argued that site-specific installation artworks 
problematize the opposition of the artwork and the site, and in this respect 
the second staging of SLOTO may serve as an example of how the connection 
between the artwork and the site of its manifestation (the White Cube gallery 
space) is redefined by means of a curatorial scenario, in this case interpreted 
as an activation of the space of perpetuation and care.335 
   
In view of the above, there is an interesting statement by Jason Rhoades 
regarding the ‘real time’ of his installations. Julien Bismuth describes how the 
artist envisioned the interference of time with his installations:  
 
 In the videotaped interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist cited above, 
 Rhoades explains that he is primarily interested in having things 
 function in real time and in the real world, open to all the concomitant 
 contingencies, and made vulnerable by their exposure. “I believe in 
 making things lie in a precarious state … because they have to 
 function in real time, they have to function in reality”, he explains.336 
 
This precarious state, entangled with the here-and-now of the exhibition site, 
is at odds with ‘freeze-framing’ strategies of musealization and preservation, 
as Bismuth’s statement continues: 
  

Whereas the way we handle objects in exhibitions is predicated on the 
idea of an immutable work that is always exhibited in the same 
preserved or archival condition, Rhoades goes on to explain that he is 
interested in working with rather than against the inevitable 
alterations of material objects: “So many things don’t have the 
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capacity not to work … they should have the capacity not to work … 
and that should be okay, but most art is made in a way that can’t 
accommodate that, because there’s no life in it, no reality”.337 

 
Applying this statement to The Secret Life of the Onion, one could argue that 
Rhoades would not regret it when technical devises (such as the videogames 
or flickering neon lights) were not functioning in the exact same way as 
during the initial manifestation. In other respects too, he might have 
applauded the installation becoming part of a new ‘reality’. The curators’ 
decision to replace the inner compartment was partly incited by the actuality 
of the exhibition context of  'For Eindhoven – The City as Muse’, dedicated to 
the museum’s strategies of collecting and presenting contemporary art. The 
press release states that some of the artworks were shown in a new form and 
context, which clearly applies to the second display of SLOTO. Interestingly, in 
terms of the physical components of the installation, this iteration could be 
repeated relatively easily in the future, following a similar scenario. However, 
the flipside of this option would be that a strategy of freeze-framing would 
once again prevail, which in terms of the site-specific network implies that 
SLOTO would no longer represent an activated space of perpetuation and 
care, nor would it ‘bring back to life’ the function of the installation’s 
representational site-specificity.  
 This relationship with representational space is the third function of 
the spatial network I would like to discuss. At this point, once more a 
reference can be made to the site-specific installations created during the 
1960s and 70s, in particular regarding the ongoing dialogue between artists 
and custodians. Jason Rhoades engaged the museum’s staff members perhaps 
even to a greater extent than, for example, Robert Morris in the 1960s (with 
the Amsterdam Project, see Chapter 2), with his intent to ‘root’ the installation 
in the specific context of the Van Abbemuseum (by engaging the staff in the 
production, by incorporating thumbnails of the museum collection, and by 
means of the site-specificity of the basement). What the example of P.I.G. has 
shown, and what might happen with SLOTO, is that most of those site-specific 
strategies do not survive in the longer term. It seems unavoidable that site-
specific installations become ‘site-generic’ at some point of their career, due 
to their extended lives in the White Cube gallery – described by Brian 
O’Doherty as “a place deprived of location.”338   
 
The question arises if SLOTO has transformed into a site-generic installation, 
given its replacement to a White Cube gallery and the fact that the dialogue 
with the artist could not be continued. I believe that Lefebvre’s notion of 
representational space can shed a different light, because it emphasizes the 
dynamics of meaning production as a function of the “lived space, the locus of 
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 O’Doherty, White Cube, 80. 
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ideas and aspirations.”339 Even with a shift in the spatial arrangement, and in 
the absence of the artist, the curators continued a dialogue with SLOTO, 
precisely by adapting the work to the conditions of the new site.  
 According to Christiane Berndes, the significance of SLOTO for the 
collection of Van Abbemuseum is that the work resonates with an “open-
minded policy,” a continuous interrogation of the museum’s own curatorial 
practices:  
  
 For us the philosophy of the museum is central. That determines the 
 room we leave to the actors, how you want the artwork to survive, 
 how open you are to reinterpretation. In the past, institutional 
 criticism took place in the gallery space. Today we are looking for an 
 open dialogue with the artists, and vice versa. Curation develops into 
 the direction of developing a scenography. How you position the 
 museum and how you organize the scenography.340  
 
By analogy with Berndes’ statement, a distinction can be made between the 
strategy followed by Jason Rhoades and the stance taken by site-specific 
working artists from the previous generation. Instead of criticising the 
institution ‘from within’, Rhoades made use of dialogue and he engaged staff 
members in the production of his installations, rooting his work in museum 
institutions from the start. The Van Abbemuseum’s response was a reversed 
strategy – reactivating the work’s representational space – by ‘employing’ the 
installation, both for their exhibition programme and for the underlying 
philosophy.341 In this respect it is worth mentioning that the representational 
function of the initial project space in the museum’s basement was 
transformed in 2018; currently, it serves as a public space for dialogue.342  
 
Before completing this case study, I would like to note that Van Abbemuseum 
is passionate to give insight into their thoughts and curatorial considerations, 
and the above analyses could only be made because I was allowed access to 
the archives, as well as to the curators’ argumentation for the decision-
making. The general public, however, is usually not informed about those 
strategies and underlying thoughts and there was no clarifying text 
accompanying the second staging of SLOTO. It might have been an added 
value to the visitors’ experience if the reasons for the intervention had been 
explained, in a similar fashion to the information text explaining the meaning 
of the ‘laboratory space’ during the initial staging of the work.  
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 Lefebvre, Production of Space, 42. 
340

 Interview with Christiane Berndes conducted on 13 July, 2016. 
341

 The curatorial strategy of ‘open dialogue’ and co-production was followed with an exhibition 
programme of Van Abbemuseum dedicated to the ‘politics of collecting, the collecting of politics’, 
starting in 2010 and lasting for several years.  
342

 The design of ‘The Parliament’ is inspired by the Kurdish People’s Parliament of Rojava in 
Northern Syria and has a representational function for stimulating dialogue. This space is a co-
creation between the museum, the artist Jonas Staal and a production team. 
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5.8 Conclusion of the case study  
 
A large part of this case study was dedicated to a reflection on the process-
based content and production of SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion in 
relation to its site-specificity. Because Jason Rhoades deliberately involved 
the staff members in the production process and incorporated the museum 
site and its collection in his installation, the functions of social space and 
representational space played an important role in the discussion on the 
shifts in spatial functions that occurred between the first and second staging. 
A radical deviation was caused by the loss of the initial site (the project space 
in the basement) and the absence of Jason Rhoades during the second 
iteration. In addition, I identified other functions of the spatial network as 
important parameters for the perpetuation of the artwork: the social space of 
perpetuation and care. I analysed several factors of influence on the 
modification of the artwork during the second staging: the curators’ 
interpretation of the set of drawings and comments provided by the artist 
and earlier communications, as well as their views regarding the function of 
representational space. Envisioning the museum as place for dialogue, and 
striving for interaction between different works from the collection in their 
exhibition philosophy, Van Abbemuseum took a freedom of interpretation 
regarding the second iteration, which reaches beyond the usual strategies 
applied to reinstallations of contemporary art. And yet, from the perspective 
that site-specific working artists strive for integration of their installations 
with the ‘lived’ environment and current context of display, this approach 
might open up the vista of custodians becoming more actively involved in the 
reinterpretation of the work, adjusting it to the coordinates of place and time. 
I designated this as an activated social space of perpetuation and care. The 
sudden death of Jason Rhoades and, as a consequence, the absence of 
instructions for future iterations, has given the custodians a prominent role, 
probably more than would otherwise have been the case.  
 The comparison with P.I.G. made clear that different museums may 
follow different strategies. The strategy followed in this particular case – the 
artist drawing up an instruction guideline and the museum’s effort to 
preserve all ingredients (including the fries) – was interpreted as the 
museum’s desire for ‘freezing’ the installation in the ‘authentic’ spatial 
production stage. It remains to be seen how the Van Abbemuseum will 
approach a future staging of SLOTO; whether a different relationship between 
the artwork and the site will be obtained, or whether the scenario of the 
second staging will be repeated (which just as well will freeze the artwork in 
a particular biographical stage).  
   
At the beginning of this chapter, I posed the question whether we could 
evaluate the second staging of SLOTO still to be the same artwork as during 
the initial manifestation. Based on the arguments examined in this chapter, I 
would answer this question positively. Although the reactivation of the site-
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specificity of the installation in a White Cube resulted in a different spatial 
arrangement, the function of representational space remained (although with 
a different outcome) and the social space of production was converted into an 
activated space of perpetuation and care.  
 Having said that, there is still a follow-up question that concerns me: is 
it conceivable that the authority of the artist is transposed to conservators 
and curators, and if so, should there be preconditions, and how would those 
be defined? The artist’s legacy is often in the hands of legal and artistic 
inheritors, as we have seen in the introductory example of Dieter Roth’s 
Garden Sculpture. In the case of SLOTO, the curators acted, in a sense, like the 
legacy keepers of the installation. A similar approach could be followed by 
establishing ‘knowledgeable networks’, as suggested in the case study on 
Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave.  
 During my research for the current chapter, I touched upon an example 
that illuminates the active involvement of such a network in staging Jason 
Rhoades in a contemporary context. Admitting that I have no definite answer 
to the above question (it would deserve an entire research project), I would 
like to end this chapter by reciting it.  
 In 2015, a retrospective exhibition, ‘Jason Rhoades, Four Roads’, was 
organised by the Institute of Contemporary Art of the University of 
Pennsylvania.343 The curator of the exhibition, Ingrid Schaffner, recalls how 
the team proceeded during the preparation of the show:  
    
 We worked closely with the artist’s estate and studio manager 
 (whose involvement was essential), with the two galleries that 
 represented Rhoades throughout his career, and with artists, 
 scholars, curators, dealers, and collectors who were close to Rhoades 
 and his art. It was a collective and discursive effort on every level, as 
 well as a generative one.344 
 
Assistants and technicians, who had worked with Jason Rhoades in the past, 
were involved in the project “to have his work work” and contributed to the 
interpretation that was needed after so many years of relative curatorial 
silence.345 It was a collective effort which replaced the presence of the artist, 
and the group decided in what ways the artist’s intentions would best be 
represented at the exhibition. I see this as an activation of the function of the 
social space, denoted by Lefebvre as a guaranteed level of competence in 
production practices, because the members of the group ‘know what to do’ 
when they inhabit the same space (see Chapter 3). Transposed to the 
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 The exhibition ‘Jason Rhoades, Four Roads’ was held at the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA), 
University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, in 2014, curated by Ingrid Schaffner. The exhibition 
travelled to Kunsthalle Bremen, Germany, and BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art, England. 
https://icaphila.org/exhibitions/jason-rhoades-four-roads/ (visited on 13 October, 2019). 
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 Schaffner, “Jason Rhoades,” unpaginated. See footnote 1 of this chapter.  
345

 Idem.  

https://icaphila.org/exhibitions/jason-rhoades-four-roads/
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reinstallation of site-specific installation artworks, I would argue that the 
collective can be large (like in the case of ‘Jason Rhoades, Four Roades’) or 
small (like with the second iteration of SLOTO, but in all cases the social space 
is defined by the occasion of a particular exhibition. In other words, the 
reactivation of the network of spatial functions is temporary and specific for a 
given occasion. Universal solutions can hardly be provided for artworks that 
are inherently depending on the coordinates of time and space, but the more 
knowledge is collected on previous iterations and the more expertise is 
available on the possibilities of reinvigorating the artwork’s site-specific 
dimensions, the bigger the chances of being able to perpetuate the ‘life’ of a 
site-specific installation.  
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Chapter 6: Drifting Producers: the perpetuation of 

an installation artwork emerging from a site-

specific project  

 
“Those who admire the western Alexandrian tradition – the magicians of 
Surrealism, the sorcerers of illegible language – have been constructing 
general images of the dream. But we need to redefine the notion of the dream 
in a completely different context, as a space where reality returns.” Jeon 
Yongseok.346  
 
Drifting Producers (2004) is an installation artwork built around three large 
urban models representing a utopian city (Fig. 6.1). The installation is created 
by a group of South-Korean artists, designers and curators who call 
themselves Flying City. The installation is part of a larger project which the 
artists carried out in an old neighbourhood in Seoul. The project and the 
installation of Drifting Producers (they bear the same title) are 
interconnected, although the project lasted many years (2003-2009) and took 
many different forms, such as art-and-community workshops, performances, 
publications and yet another installation artwork (no longer existent).  
 With this project, the artists aimed at raising awareness for a network 
of metal craftsmen and traders who had brought relative prosperity to the 
neighbourhood and were threatened to be expelled from the district due to 
urban renovation. Flying City saw it as their mission to preserve the ideas 
behind this network and to pay tribute to the skills of the metal craftsmen: 
the models they created for the installation were spatial representations of 
the labyrinthian structure of workplaces of the metal craftsmen; in the 
drawings, photographs and other images references were made to the tools 
made by the metal craftsmen and to design objects created by the artists. 
Furthermore, the models were accompanied by documentation about the 
history of the neighbourhood and the protests against the impending 
demolishment of the district in the early 2000s. This conglomerate of 
heterogeneous elements constitutes the installation artwork Drifting 
Producers, which has been in the collection of Van Abbemuseum since 2006. 
 The site-specificity of Drifting Producers is determined by both the 
socio-geographical context of the project and the urban structure and 
production practices of its inhabitants, which the artists tried to ‘preserve’. 
The artists were inspired by the history of the neighbourhood and engaged 
with the local community which is an analogy with some of the case examples 
mentioned in Chapter3 in relation to socio-geographical site-specificity. For 
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 Jeon Yongseok, “Drifting Producers,” in Art and Social Change: A Critical Reader, Will Bradley and 
Charles Esche eds. (London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 373. 
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example, in Phil Collins’s they shoot horses, the young dancers in Ramallah 
participated in the project by filming themselves; later on, Phil Collins and the 
technicians of Tate (the owner of the piece) turned the raw footage of the 
dance marathon into an installation artwork. Although there are major 
differences between both installations, a similarity can be observed in the 
process of transformation: from a socio-geographical project into a 
‘permanent’ installation artwork in a museum collection. As this chapter will 
show, when the artwork is subjected to the mechanisms of musealization and 
presentation, the spatiotemporal coordinates of the museum environment 
often determine the final stage of such a site-specific project .  
 
The questions of this case study address this transition process and its 
consequences for the installation’s network of spatial functions. Is there a 
breach at the moment of acquisition and what happens at subsequent stages 
of the work? What is the impact of the conservation measures and display 
strategies followed by the hosting institution, on its content and form? What 
is left of the connection between the work and the site-specific project, after 
the project ends in 2009?  
 The questions are researched with the help of the conceptual model 
proposed in this dissertation. Firstly, I will look into the relationship between 
the spatial design of the artwork and the various sites of its presentation, in 
terms of the Triad of Spatiality between the physical space and 
representational space. Secondly, the study focuses on the social spaces of 
production since the function of social networks is very much present in 
Drifting Producers, in various ways. During the project Drifting Producers the 
artists activated the local network of craftsmen and other participants in the 
art-and-community workshops,. Furthermore, the artists formed their own 
network – the collective Flying City – and lastly, the group was involved in an 
international network of art curators and artists, in which also the current 
director of Van Abbemuseum, Charles Esche, participated. This chapter will 
show that both this mutual bond and the overlapping networks played an 
important role in the realization and perpetuation of the installation Drifting 
Producers.  
 Drifting Producers is intertwined with an activist approach toward the 
socio-geographical circumstances of a specific place (the neighbourhood in 
Seoul), as it was the artists’ intent to introduce the artwork in the 
international artworld and to establish an ongoing relationship with the 
museum ‘site’. Besides, the custodians had their own ambition with the 
acquisition and they had the intention to stay involved with the project. To 
understand this interrelatedness of various (and at times contradictory) 
intents and the perpetuation of the work, the notion of the script is beneficial, 
because this enables us to analyse the conglomerate of underlying motives (of 
the artists to produce the installation and of the custodians to keep it alive) 
and to recognize the steering factors that caused shifts in the spatial network 
when the installation was relocated from one context to another.  
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This chapter starts with a brief introduction on the artists and the early work 
of the collective Flying City in their role as ‘urban researchers’. This stage 
coincided with the international workshops held in Asia, where a professional 
relationship was established between Jeon Yongseok and Charles Esche. The 
chapter continues with a description of the project Drifting Producers and the 
art-and-community workshops, organized by the artists in the 
neighbourhood in Seoul. 
  Employing the conceptual model, I examine the first exhibition of the 
installation Drifting Producers in terms of the functions of the spatial network, 
including the various spaces of production and the social networks involved. 
For a better understanding of on the one hand the site-specificity of Drifting 
Producers, and on the other hand the trajectory of the installation artwork 
across the international art world, I will go back to the international network. 
During cross-cultural workshops, organized by Charles Esche among others, 
the artists became acquainted with the New Babylon project (1956-1974) by 
Dutch artist Constant Nieuwenhuys. The urban models created by Constant 
and his utopian vision on city life inspired the Korean artists, who tried to 
establish an international connection and welcomed the idea of Drifting 
Producers being recognized by the European art world. 
 The next sections of this chapter are dedicated to a relocation of the 
installation to international art venues and the acquisition by Van 
Abbemuseum. The analysis continues by scrutinizing various scenarios  
developed both by the artists and the custodians  for the perpetuation of 
Drifting Producers in Van Abbemuseum (with an emphasis on the social space 
of perpetuation and care). This helps to understand the modification of the 
spatial design to a museum environment and gives insight into the 
custodians’ stance towards the socio-geographical and representational 
function of the artwork.  

The chapter ends with a discussion of the New Babylon project and its 
two retrospective exhibitions (both in 2016), one in Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofia (Madrid) and one in the Municipal Museum (The Hague). 
This comparison illustrates two different exhibition strategies regarding 
Constant’s urban models and their role in communicating his socio-
geographical project to a contemporary public.  
 
Flying City  
 
Flying City is a collective formed by artists, designers, and curators, who live 
and work in Seoul, South Korea.347 In 2001, Jeon Yongseok, Jang Jongkwan 
and Kim Gisu348 established the collective and until 2009 Flying City 
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146 
 

participated in national and international exhibitions, in various 
constellations.349 The founding members of the group belong to a first 
generation of artists who experienced the effects of globalization on the South 
Korean lifestyle in the 1990s. They responded to the societal changes and 
urban renewal of the metropolis Seoul with a wide variety of artistic 
expressions: performances in public space, films, photographs, as well as art-
and-community projects, carried out with a sense of humor and imagination. 
As art critic Mark Kremer observed in 2003:  
 
 These artists are driven by the desire to depict the consequences of 
 these changes: what Seoul looks like now but also what has been 
 forgotten and suppressed in the process. These artists show Seoul as 
 it is, but also as it could be imagined.350  
 
Jeon Yongseok (Gwanju, 1968), whose works have been exhibited at venues 
worldwide, is the leading artist of the group. 351 He is also product designer 
and teaches at the Gwangmyong Lifetime Education Center.352 In one of the 
remaining traditional wooden houses of the city, Jeon educates children about 
the history and cultural heritage of Seoul (Fig. 6.2).353 During an interview I 
conducted with the artist in 2011, Jeon explained that the idea for the urban 
research project Drifting Producers was inspired by the socio-economic and 
urban changes starting in the 1980s, when Seoul went through period of 
radical change. The urban structure was deeply affected by globalization and 
modernization, especially when the city hosted the Olympic Games in 1988 
and old neighborhoods gave way to business centers, apartment buildings 
and highways. As a consequence, residents had to move and many of Seoul’s 
old shanty towns were demolished.354 More than a decade later a 
documentary film about a famous revolt against those developments was the 
incentive for establishing the Flying City collective.355 
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 One of the last group exhibitions in which Flying City participated is ‘Weak Signals, Wild Cards‘, 
curatorial programme of De Appel, Tolhuistuin Amsterdam, 27 June – 27 July, 2009. 
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 Mark Kremer, “Flying City ‘Invitation to Drift’,” in Facing Korea. Dutch - Korean Contemporary 
Art¸ exhibition catalogue (Amsterdam: Yellow Sea Publications, 2003), 158. 
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 Over the last ten years, Jeon participated, for example, in the Jakarta Biennial of 2015; ‘Public 
Commotions: 1998-2012’ at Art Space Pool, Seoul, in 2013; and ‘Weak Signals, Wild Cards’ at 
Tolhuistuin Amsterdam, in 2009. 
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 The organization is run by the city government and aims to provide opportunities of self-
development for low income citizens. 
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 Bearing the motto “Learn to reinterpret urban reality,” Jeon Yongseok organizes workshops for 
children and adults. Jeon is also the theorist and legacy keeper of the project Drifting Producers.  
354

 Shanty towns are temporary dwellings built from materials at hand, comparable to slums or 
favelas in other countries.  
355

 Flying City took its name from a famous watchtower, built by citizens of a shanty town to keep 
an eye on the police charges. Jeon: “The tower stood there weirdly among the demolished houses, 
like a spaceship landed among ruins. It was an aesthetic picture, but earthy at the same time. The 
name flyingCity directly came into my head, and it became our name.” Mark Kremer, “See Seoul, 
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 At the beginning, the work of Flying City was experimental since the 
artists were still looking for a visual language that could shape the project. 
One of the earliest actions was visiting the workshops of the metal workers in 
the Cheonggyecheon district, in Seoul’s city center. This area along the banks 
of the rivulet Cheonggye hosted numerous craftsmen workshops and had 
developed into a flourishing trade area, with economic networks that 
functioned mainly on barter. In the early 2000s, the mayor issued a decree to 
move the workshops to a remote location so the neighbourhood could be 
further developed into an economic and touristic center (Fig. 6.3). The decree 
posed a serious threat to the well-functioning system of the Cheonggyecheon. 
For the artists, however, this situation offered an interesting starting point for 
the project.   
 One of their favorite strategies was to ‘spy around’ in the workplaces of 
the metal craftsmen: to observe them at work (Fig. 6.4, 6.5) and to capture the 
spatial structure of the workplaces in photographs and drawings, eventually 
leading to a large composite photograph: Power of Cheonggyecheon (358 x 80 
cm) (Fig. 6.6). In exhibitions and installations we often see Flying City 
artworks from earlier periods reappear. For example, the composite 
photograph  one of the key elements of the installation Drifting Producers  
was also shown as an independent artwork in another exhibition.356 Likewise, 
the art-and-community workshops, organized from 2001 onwards, continued 
until 2009 and became part of the project Drifting Producers.357  
 
International workshops and cross-cultural dialogue 
 
Apart from the above depicted social networks in their hometown, Flying City 
participated in international workshops, organized at the heydays of 
globalization. Around the turn of the 21st century, curators Hou Hanru and 
Charles Esche (now director of Van Abbemuseum) organized this series of 
workshops in Asia with the aim to stimulate a cross-cultural dialogue among 
artists, curators and theorists, focusing mainly on institutional frameworks in 
various countries.358 They recognized a general interest in exploring the 

                                                                                                                                                   
Then Die: The flyingCity Experience,” published at the flyingCity website in 2005 
nhttp://flyingcity.kr/text-eng/text.htm (no longer accessible, but the website has been archived by 
Van Abbemuseum).  
356

 The photograph Power of Cheonggyecheon was shown at “The Postman is a Genius. Experience 

and Imagination in Seoul,” Amsterdam: De Appel, Foam, Canvas International Art and the 
Netherlands Media Art Institute, 29 August – 18 October, 2003; and at “Seoul-Asia Art Now, 
Modernization & Urbanization,” Seoul: Marronnier Art Center, 26 September  – 19 October, 2003. 
Both exhibitions were co-curated by Mark Kremer and Beck Jee-sook, and resulted from a 
collaboration between The Netherlands Media Art Institute and the Marronnier Art Center (MAC) 
of the Korean Culture and Arts Foundation.  
357

 Jeon Yongseok kindly provided me with the information on the Drifting Producers project and its 
forerunners during the interview I conducted with the artist on 20 March, 2011. 
358

 Han Hanru co-created with Hans-Ulrich Obrist the travelling exhibition ‘Cities on the Move’ 
(1997-1998), bringing together various perspectives on modernization of city life and globalization, 
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activist potential of art in relation to urban structures, both in Asia and 
Europe; and, as Esche put it, there was a shared desire among the participants 
to create “conditions where a particular community at particular places in the 
world can become activated.”359  
 Among the participants were Jeon Yongseok and other artists from the 
Flying City collective, and the discussions inspired them to investigate the 
socio-geography of the Cheonggyecheon district.360 Simultaneously, Flying 
City was introduced to the international art scene and participated, for 
example, in the 4th Gwangju Biennial (2002) and showed its work at 
exhibitions organized by Mark Kremer and Beck Jee-Sook, as part of an 
exchange programme between South-Korea and The Netherlands (2003).361 A 
close professional relationship was established between the Korean artists 
and curators in The Netherlands, including the curator who was to become 
director of Van Abbemuseum.  
 
6.1 The project and installation Drifting Producers  
 
The incentive for Drifting Producers was the situation of the craftsmen and 
traders of Cheonggyecheon, who were threatened by the demolishment of the 
metal workshops and the disappearance of the economic and social structure 
of the neighborhood. Underlying their artistic approach was the desire to 
image an alternative city, a dream space “where reality returns”, as Jeon 
stated (see the quote at the beginning of this chapter). The artists organized a 
series of art-and-community workshops for children, students and citizens, 
who made drawings and architectural models for an ‘ideal’ urban structure, 
using simple materials like cardboard and plywood (Fig. 6.7).362 Jeon 
Yongseok: 

 
At first, the drawings were rather like abstract expression, but as the 
projects went on, they revealed the character of an architectural 

                                                                                                                                                   
with a general focus on cities in the Asian hemisphere. At the time, Charles Esche was director of 
Rooseum Center for Contemporary Art in Malmö.  
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 Interview with Charles Esche conducted on 24 March, 2010. See also the interview with Charles 
Esche by Laura Vergara in which Esche states that the ultimate goal was to establish an 
international think-tank for new discourses or even new “forms of democracy.” Leire Vergara, “Art, 
Possibility and Democracy, Interview with Charles Esche,” Zehar, Issue 57 (2005): 28.  
http://artxibo.arteleku.net/sites/all/libraries/pdfjs/web/viewer.html?file=http%3A//artxibo.artelek
u.net/en/islandora/object/arteleku%253A5827/datastream/OBJ/view (visited on 18 October, 
2019).  
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 Both Charles Esche and Jeon Yongseok noted the significance of the meetings for the project 
Drifting Producers during the respective interviews I conducted in 2010 and 2011. 
361

 As part of the exchange programme, Flying City participated in the exhibitions ‘The Postman is a 
Genius. Experience and Imagination in Seoul’ in Amsterdam and ‘Seoul-Asia Art Now, 
Modernization & Urbanization' in Seoul. See footnote 11. 
362

 The workshops took place from 2001 to 2003 and were called ‘Mental Maps and Urban Planning 
Play’.  
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structure and site planning. As a result, a sort of utopic urban planning 
was developed through this project.363  
 

Parallel to the workshops, Flying City organized live performances and tours 
in the Cheonggyecheon district, and exhibited their own art and design 
products in empty spaces in the neighborhood. When the project Drifting 
Producers started, the earlier initiatives were partly continued and some of 
the elements were reused, such as the workshops, performances, the 
composite photograph Power of Cheonggyecheon, and some of the drawings 
and urban models of the workplaces reappeared in the installation.   
 In 2004, Flying City created the installation artwork Drifting Producers 
for the Hermes Korea Contest for Contemporary Art, which took place in the 
Artsonje Center in Seoul.364 The main part of the installation consisted of 
three large urban models, designed and made by the artists themselves. In the 
Artsonje Center, the models were suspended from the ceiling of the gallery 
space and surrounded by an open framework made of wood (Fig 6.8). Various 
components were attached to the frame, such as posters explaining the 
project with the help of statistics of manufacturing and trade in the 
Cheonggyecheon district, drawings of design products, and banners created 
by the artists (Fig. 6.9). In addition two monitors were part of the installation: 
one showing a powerpoint of (imaginary) tools and industrial design 
products, the other showing a videotape of a protest meeting organized by 
the street vendors (Fig. 6.10).  
  The display of this installation at the contest marked a new stage in the 
biography of Drifting Producers, since the installation was not produced by 
participants in one of the workshops, but by the artists themselves. They built 
the models as an ‘echo’ of the architectural structure of the Cheonggyecheon 
workplaces, using wood, plywood, string and pieces of Styrofoam  shaping 
their own vision of a utopian city, instead of the more ‘intuitive’ models made 
in the art-and-community workshops. Visitors could explore the interior 
spaces of the installation and from various angles they could look at the 
labyrinthian network of the models’ spaces, passageways and corridors, in 
which tiny figurines were placed.  
 The installation Drifting Producers was selected as one of the three 
finalists of the contest and was praised for its artistic qualities and its 
representation of craftsmanship, which reflected the skills of the metal 
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 Statement by Jeon published at their website, http://flyingcity.kr/project-
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workers of Cheonggyecheon. It was called a “playful elaboration of 
ethnographic research.”365  
 
6.2 The spatial network of the initial exhibition at The Art 
Sonje Center 
 
Following the conceptual model of this dissertation, I argue that for the 
exhibition of Drifting Producers in the Artsonje Center all three spatial 
functions can be identified (see Diagram 12). Firstly, the spatial design of the 
models follows the ‘conceived mode’, in Lefebvrian terms, in the way its 
spatial structure represents the metal workplaces of the Cheonggyecheon 
district. Inspired by the economic network of craftsmanship and trade, the 
artists designed an imaginary city plan and shaped their installation 
according to the spatial structures of the neighborhood. 
 Secondly, the first exhibition of Drifting Producers was still closely 
connected to the social space of production, since the Artsonje Centre is 
located in the immediate vicinity of the Cheonggyecheon. The local 
communities that had participated in the project were among the visitors of 
the exhibition, together with the artists, the general audience and 
representatives of the international art scene. Besides, the occasion provided 
the artists with the opportunity to present the ‘power of Cheonggyecheon’ to 
the public and the praise for Drifting Producers implied a recognition of the 
spatial production practices of the craftsmen and traders. In that sense, the 
exhibition of Drifting Producers was truly a site-specific event, bringing 
together the producers (both the craftsmen and the artists) and the 
recipients. Therewith interconnecting the social space of production with the 
space of the visitors’ experience. 
 Thirdly, the function of representational space was activated by the 
exhibition in the Artsonje Center. The selection as one of the finalists of the 
contest was more or less a guarantee for Drifting Producers to be presented at 
other venues as well and, possibly, to be collected for a museum collection in 
the future. Although the installation was not originally created as a 
permanent artwork, the contest opened up the vista of Drifting Producers 
being distributed to other regions and cultural contexts. Also, from the 
moment the installation was shown in a prominent art gallery, Drifting 
Producers had  the status of an artwork appreciated for its aesthetics.  
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In conclusion, a well-balanced division of site-specific functions can be 
observed during the initial performance of Drifting Producers, presented as an 
artwork in the Artsonje Center. In the following paragraphs, I will briefly 
return to the workshops organized by the curators and examine more closely 
the impact globalization has had on their work.  
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6.3 Intercultural exchange in the production and reception of 
Drifting Producers  
 
In the interviews I conducted with both Jeon Yongseok and Charles Esche, 
they refer to the intercultural workshops, organized by Esche and Hanru, as a 
breeding ground for Drifting Producers. Both mention the influence of the 
European avant-garde of the 1960s and 70s on the art of Flying City. During 
those workshops, special attention was paid to the Situationist International, 
an activist movement of the 1950s and 60s.366 This group focused primarily 
on modernist urban structures and the role of art in society. Among its 
leading figures were Guy Debord (1931-1994), a French Marxist theorist, 
activist and film maker, and artist Constant Nieuwenhuys (1920 - 2012).367 In 
1957, Debord founded the Situationist Movement in Paris, a booming city 
after the World-War Reconstruction period. The movement took a critical 
stance toward mass consumerism, city planning and, for example, Le 
Corbusier’s modernist architecture.  
 The Situationists responded to these new trends with politically 
engaged art and a certain humor in their films, photography and happenings. 
A typical Situationist method was to explore the urban environment in a 
playful manner, by ‘drifting’ around and exploring the ‘psychogeography’ of 
the city.368 Debord describes psychogeography as follows:  

 
[…] the study of the precise laws and specific effects of the 
geographical environment, whether consciously organized or not, on 
the emotions and behavior of individuals. The charmingly vague 
adjective psychogeographical can be applied to the findings arrived by 
this type of investigation, to their influence on human feelings, and 
more generally to any situation or conduct that seems to reflect the 
same spirit of discovery.369  

 
It can be readily understood why the social criticism and methods of the 
Situationist International were attractive to Flying City, who in their turn 
opposed modernization of the city and were ‘spying around’ in the urban 
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 The Situationist International (SI) was an international organization of social revolutionaries 
made up of avant-garde artists, intellectuals, and political theorists, prominent in Europe from its 
formation in 1957 until its dissolution in 1972. See for a reconstruction of the movement: Simon 
Ford, “The Situationist International. A User’s Guide” (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2005) and 
Sadie Plant, The Most Radical Gesture (New York: Routledge, 1992).  
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 Guy Debord published, among other writings, two major essays: ‘The Society of the Spectacle’ 
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 These notions are elaborated in Guy Debord’s Theory of the Dérive (1958), in essence an 
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 Guy Debord, “Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography,” Les lèvres nues #6, 1955. 
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environment of Cheonggyecheon.370 They adopted the method of 
psychogeography by creating mental maps during the art-and-community 
workshops.371  
Apart from being influenced by the Situationist Movement, or being part of it, 
Constant’s New Babylon was a major source of inspiration for Drifting 
Producers. Constant joined the Situationist International in 1957, but left a 
few years later, in 1960, after a fundamental difference of opinion with Guy 
Debord. He shared the ideals of the movement in a plea for “a liberated 
architecture that stimulates a creative way of life instead of impeding it”, but 
distanced himself from the radical stance to unleash a revolution “in which 
the boundaries between art and life are totally dissolved”.372 In his urban 
research project New Babylon (1956-1974), Constant envisioned the utopian 
city as an urban fabric that would embrace pleasure and “intensify the 
experience of the people moving through it.”373 In diverse artistic media and 
art forms, as well as in writing, his proposition of “unitary urbanism” (a 
combination of collectivity and play) took shape: sketches, architectural 
drawings, graphic design, photo collages, manifestos, essays, lectures, and 
films were all expressions of New Babylon. 374 Next to a series of paintings, 
which made Constant a famous artist, numerous urban models were 
produced by the artist during the project (Fig. 6.11). 
 
As shown above, a similar heterogeneity of forms and multiplicity of 
manifestations is present in the project Drifting Producers. The project 
resembles New Babylon in several respects. For example, in the playful 
approach of drawing the tools and the banners, and even more so in the skills 
applied to the models and the choice of commonly used materials (plywood in 
the case of Drifting Producers, Plexiglass in the case of New Babylon). At a 
conceptual level, similarities can be discerned in the utopian vision the artists 
pursued in their art and writing; in their aspirations to bring about change in 
the urban environments of their own times. This is also the reason why the 
head of collections of Van Abbemuseum, Christiane Berndes, emphasizes the 
importance of Drifting Producers as an urban research project: “As long as 
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 Jeon explains that the title ’Drifting Producers’ refers to the hybrid production system of the 
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they were engaged with the project, they really considered themselves urban 
developers, perhaps even more than presenting themselves as artists.”375  
 Interlacing art with real life situations was in accord with the 
philosophy of the international workshops organized by Esche and Hanru. 
For the museum, it was an extra stimulus to stay involved with the project 
after the acquisition of the installation Drifting Producers. It was a major 
impetus to stay in touch with the artists and try to keep ‘alive’ the 
relationship between the installation artwork in the museum and the socio-
geographical context from which it emerged.   
 Later on in this chapter, I will return to the comparison with New 
Babylon, but first I will spend a few more words on the reception of Drifting 
Producers in a global context. 
 
Intercultural exchange in the reception of Drifting Producers  
 
According to art historian Deborah Cherry, Drifting Producers is of 
significance for the international art world because of its investigation of 
“contemporary pressures of globalisation and modernisation on the urban 
environment.”376 Simultaneoulsy, the work is rooted in the site-specificity of 
the Cheonggyecheon district, as the statistics and other documentary material 
clearly communicate. The socio-geographical content of the work is thus 
represented in a dual sense: the local signifying as global, and vice versa. As 
Cherry argues, Drifting Producers juxtaposes conceptions of art and reality, of 
designed spaces and actual ‘sites’, and signifies differently to different 
audiences, since the appreciation depends on the “skills, family and cultural 
traditions” of the recipient.377 Deborah Cherry: 
 

[…] the installation puts forward the concept that space is actual and 
imaginary, historical and of the present and the future. That space is 
produced, imagined, created by bringing together physical and mental 
geographies, materials and images. Thinking in this way suggests the 
kinds of knowledge produced by the object itself, as well as in the 
framing of its curation.378 

 
Extrapolating this view to the exhibition at the Artsonje Center and the 
overlapping social networks, as suggested above, one could argue that 
Drifting Producers ‘performed’ intercultural exchange in optima forma during 
this first exhibition since the artists, local communities and international art 
public were present. At the same time, not everyone appreciated the 
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transformation of the art-and-community project into an art object, put on 
show in an international art context and, according to Jeon, some even 
thought that the metal workers had been exploited by the artists.379  
 It can be argued that with the production of the installation Drifting 
Producers, the artists envisioned a scenario of ongoing participation in the 
international art world, eventually leading to the acquisition of the work by a 
European museum. I will return to this point later on in the chapter, when 
juxtaposing this ‘script’ to the aspirations of the custodians during the 
acquisition process and display of the installation. Firstly, however, I will 
follow the trajectory of the installation through the international art world on 
its way to the next stage of its biography.  
 
6.4 The trajectory of Drifting Producers through the 
international art world 
 
After the show in the Artsonje Center, the installation Drifting Producers 
traveled to Europe and was shown at the exhibition ‘Kollektive Kreativität / 
Collective Creativity’ (2005) in the Kunsthalle Fridericianum, Kassel.380 For a 
second term in the same year, the installation was shown at the 9th 
International Istanbul Biennial, curated by Charles Esche and Vasif Kortun.381 
These successive moments of display marked a new biographical stage, in 
which the installation caught the attention of the art public, but had not taken 
root in a museum collection as yet. In particular the second show is of interest 
to the discussion, as the curators of the Istanbul Biennial tried to reactivate 
the initial site-specificity of the work by choosing a former Tabacco Factory as 
exhibition site. According to Charles Esche, the industrial environment was 
comparable to the production site of Cheonggyecheon and the “narrative of 
the installation” could be well-performed in this environment. Instead of 
copying the installation of the Art Sonje Center, where the three parts of the 
models were suspended in space, the models were shown on large, wooden 
workbenches, as a reference to the spatial production practice in the metal 
workshops (Fig. 6.12).382 This way, the audience could observe the creativity 
and craftsmanship that had gone into the models and could experience the 
feeling of a workplace. The head of collections states that in comparison to 
similar projects presented at the Istanbul Biennial, Drifting Producers 
conveyed, with simple means, a balance between the visual experience and 
the content of the project. Berndes:  
  
 What struck me was that the models were built from small pieces of 
 plywood, giving them a direct energy, but also a natural simplicity. It 
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 wasn’t slick, not made with contemporary production methods. It 
 matched perfectly with the project, especially with the spontaneity it 
 resembles.383  
 
According to the curators, the urban models were the main agents for 
presenting the project to the public and it was considered important, by both 
the artist and the curators, to adjust the spatial design to the new site. Esche 
made the following statement on the Istanbul Biennial:  
  
 I am interested in geography in terms of the specific conditions of a 
 given place and the differences that are established between places. 
 As a cultural intervention, an  international biennial can reflect on 
 these specificities, it can raise changes or consider them critically.384 
 
In brief, drawing on the models as representations of the practices and spatial 
configuration of the metal workshops and considering the location of the 
factory as determinant, the artists and curators together developed a scenario 
for reinvigorating the installation’s socio-geographical site-specificity in 
agreement with the new exhibition site. The former Tobacco Factory created 
a different – perhaps more direct – context for the visitors to experience the 
spatial production practices of the Cheonggyecheon workplaces, enhanced by 
the industrial ‘look and feel’ of the space and by the models being displayed 
on the workbenches (see Diagram 12).  
 After the Istanbul Biennial, Flying City donated Drifting Producers to 
Van Abbemuseum, as a compensation for the production costs and the costs 
of transporting the artwork from Istanbul to Eindhoven. 
 
6.5 Site-specificity of Drifting Producers in Van Abbemuseum 
 
Both the Flying City artists and the custodians of Van Abbemuseum welcomed 
a relocation of Drifting Producers to The Netherlands, not least because the 
migration would establish an art historical connection with the artworks of 
Constant’s New Babylon project. Constant’s models are “just around the 
corner”, noted Charles Esche in the interview conducted for this case study. 
To Flying City is was a sign of recognition that the installation would be 
preserved in the Van Abbemuseum, next to other artworks of the 
avantgarde.385 Apart from those considerations, Esche and Berndes 
appreciated Drifting Producers for its aesthetic qualities and for the 
opportunity it offered to stay involved with the urban research project of 
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Flying City.386 The general idea was that the existing relationship between the 
artists and the director/curator of Van Abbemuseum would turn into a long-
term partnership by the acquisition would turn. 
 At soon as the installation Drifting Producers arrived at Van 
Abbemuseum, it entered a regime of conservation and care. Following the 
usual musealization process, the models and other elements were preserved 
according to conservation ethics and museum standard practices, including 
extensive documentation and taking appropriate measures for storage and 
transport. This is the standard approach for each new acquisition, but in the 
case of Drifting Producers there were a few complicating factors. The models 
arrived at the museum in a rather poor state since they had been transported 
in a normal truck (not equipped for the transportation of art objects). The 
head of technique, Louis Baltussen, recalls: “It was just a mess when they 
arrived.”387 The artists had not provided any instructions how to assemble 
individual parts of the three large models (some consisted of multiple parts), 
nor was there any additional information accompanying other elements of 
the installation. Although it was acknowledged that Drifting Producers was 
not a ‘standard’ work, the staff decided to carry out preventive conservation 
measures, just as they would normally do: all individual elements were 
photographed and registered in the museum information system, and an 
extensive condition survey was carried out; the technicians and head of 
collections made their own assessment of how the models fitted together, and 
for each model a wooden base and a tailor-made crate were made to ensure 
proper storage (Fig. 6.13). 
 After some time, Flying City sent the files of the digital components to 
Van Abbemuseum. The files were stored at the server of the municipality, 
since the museum server had insufficient space for such large amounts of 
data (among which the extensive collection of photographs used for the 
condition survey). The staff was assured that all necessary preventive 
conservation measures – documentation, registration, storage and transport – 
were taken and that Drifting Producers was, in that sense, prepared for a long 
lasting life in a museum environment.388 
 
Scenarios for the perpetuation of Drifting Producers 
  
The acquisition marked a turning point in the biography of Drifting Producers, 
since it ‘transformed’ the installation into a musealized artwork. Within the 
current context of my research, the decision-making regarding the 
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perpetuation of the artwork is highly relevant, which touches upon the notion 
of the ‘script’.   
 In Chapter 3, I elaborated on the ‘script’ from the perspective of 
conservation theory, where ‘script’ or ‘score’ is often conceived as a set of 
instructions defining the artwork and its intended manifestation, thereby 
facilitating its proper reinstallation. Another notion, introduced by Madeleine 
Akrich and Bruno Latour, is that of script referring to an implicit set of 
instructions on the future ‘use’ of the object, which is inscribed by the 
designer. In Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave, for example, the latter conception of 
script can be discerned in Neto’s choice of the haptic, polyamide fabric and 
construction of the artwork, inciting the visitors’ bodily interaction. In the 
case of Drifting Producers I would rather use the term ‘scenario’ (instead of 
script) in reference to the imagined course of action.389 Within this context, 
scenario applies to the deliberations and series of actions intended by the 
artists and the custodians, resulting in a performance of Drifting Producers as 
a site-specific installation.   
 I indicated above that the Flying City artists welcomed the hosting of 
the installation by Van Abbemuseum because it was a guarantee for the 
perpetuation of Drifting Producers, and that in the vicinity of Constant’s works 
of art. Moreover, the acquisition would fulfil their wish to communicate to an 
international art public the narrative of craftsmanship and the spatial 
network of Cheonggyecheon. Furthermore, a connection would be re-
established between the artists and the (director of the) museum, in 
continuation of the international workshops from the past. In brief, during the 
successive stages of production and acquisition, the artists imagined a 
scenario in which a connection would be established between the 
geographical site of Cheongyyecheon, the installation artwork resulting from 
Flying City’s collaboration with the craftsmen and traders, and the 
international site of the Van Abbemuseum.  
 Looking at an imagined scenario from the viewpoint of the custodians, 
they too envisioned a continuation of the intercultural exchange and a 
reactivation of the original site-specificity of Drifting Producers in a different 
geographical region. Firstly by hosting the artwork, and secondly by staying 
involved in the ongoing project and continuing their relationship with the 
artists. As we shall see hereafter, part of this scenario was to invite the artists 
to come over to Eindhoven for a programme of discussions about urban 
planning and local craftsmanship, connected to the exhibited Drifting 
Producers installation.   
 Although the respective scenarios appear to be largely congruent, in 
reality dilemmas and frictions occurred that were not foreseen at the moment 
of the agreement to transport the installation to the museum. On the other 
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hand, an unexpected positive exchange did take place, which contributed to 
the significance of Drifting Producers for the hosting institution. This was the 
need for restoration of the models, which had suffered from the  journey from 
Istanbul to Eindhoven.  
 
Restoration of the models and intercultural exchange  
 
Although preventive measures had been taken with the three large models, 
including consolidation, some elements had suffered so much damage that 
they needed restoration treatment. According to Christiane Berndes, 
normally a conservator would be called upon to perform this task and it 
would probably be considered the best option “to make invisible repairs to 
the broken junctions of the structure of the models and replace them where 
necessary, in order to restore the aesthetic appearance.”390 However, in this 
case, the approach was attuned to the methods employed by Flying City and 
to their views on conveying the spatial structures of the workplaces and 
practices of the Cheonggyecheon district to the public. The artists were 
invited to come over to Van Abbemuseum and perform the restoration 
treatment themselves. In contrast to what a museum conservator would do, 
the artists tied broken parts together with visible pieces of rope. In addition, 
they strutted the most vulnerable parts with extra pieces of plywood, leaving 
even more visible traces of repair. 
 According to Christiane Berndes, the result of this scenario was, on the 
one hand, a heated discussion among the staff members, as it caused frictions 
regarding the ethics of conservation. On the other hand, this was exactly the 
kind of discussion the director and curator had in mind when they accepted 
the offer of the acquisition, i.e. to stimulate intercultural exchange, which in 
this case revolved around different conservation paradigms: the Western 
paradigm of conserving art objects –  striving for invisible, minimal treatment 
and reversibility – and restoration practices applied to architectural 
structures in the poorer areas of South-East Asia (such as Cheonggyecheon) – 
leaving visible traces of the intervention and thus transferring craftsmanship 
from one generation to another.391 
 When staff members put questions about the durability of the 
treatment and about future conservation, the artists reassured them that the 
material authenticity of the models did not need to be a constraint and that a 
similar treatment could be executed by staff members in the future. In which 
case the idea of craftsmanship would be strengthened and the spatial practice 
of the Cheongyyecheon would find its way into the technical department of 
the museum. The museum regards this as a feasible scenario in case a future 
restoration of Drifting Producers might be needed.392 On the other hand, a 
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more conventional scenario was followed by applying preventive 
conservation measures.  
 Apart from the consolidation of the models and the crates built for 
storage and transportation, all digital files are regularly updated to current 
standards and information about the history and context of the project has 
been widely collected by the museum registrar, Margo van de Wiel. Part of 
this is a complete download of the Flying City website, which is no longer 
accessible, but has been documented for the museum’s archive in this way.393 
This archival material offers valuable information for research, which means 
that not only the physical work is preserved for posterity, but also the 
underlying philosophy and contextual references of both the project and the 
installation.  
 I would like to add that it is not uncommon in museum practices to 
combine diverse strategies, like for example in collections of art and culture 
obtained from indigenous peoples or other cultural communities. From the 
beginning of the 21th Century, museum professionals have re-examined 
conservation principles from a similar perspective as the custodians of Van 
Abbemuseum and many conservators aim for a continued engagement with 
the objects’ creators and legacy keepers.394 To the case of Drifting Producers, I 
would like to add that the approach followed by the artists and Van 
Abbemuseum in relocating the artwork to a different region, was a 
‘guarantee’ for its continued existence whereas it would otherwise have been 
destroyed after the Istanbul Biennial.395 It proved to be an effective strategy 
for its ‘permanency’, but, on the other hand, the scenarios imagined by the 
artists and the custodians were not very specific and did not stipulate how 
exactly the artwork should perform in a museum context. 
 
Staging Drifting Producers in 2006 

 
In the previous section I elucidated how the artists and the custodians drew 
up a scenario for the perpetuation of Drifting Producers in terms of an 
ongoing dialogue between the site of origin and the hosting site. From a more 
practical perspective, during its staging for the ‘PlugIn #7’ exhibition (2006-
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2007), there was no ‘set of instructions’ available for assembling the 
installation.396 The technical staff did most of the preparatory work.  
 The spatial design of Drifting Producers at ‘PlugIn #7’ more or less 
followed the arrangement of the initial iteration at the Artsonje Center and 
included the same elements. The center of the installation consisted of the 
three urban models suspended from the ceiling; the composite photograph 
Power of Cheongyyecheon, the study drawings and a photograph of the street 
vendors’ protest were displayed along the walls; attached to the frame were 
statistics of Cheonggyecheon, drawings and banners of the urban research 
project, as well as two screens (one being a powerpoint presentation of 
design products, the other one a video of the street vendors’ interviews) (Fig. 
6.14). Important for the discussion below is the fact that a wooden frame was 
constructed by the technical staff, on the basis of a technical drawing 
provided by the artists.397 The artists themselves were not present during the 
installation process, but at some point Jeon Yongseok came over and 
authorized the installation. 
 The display of Drifting Producers in 2006 was an actualization of the 
artwork’s site-specificity. Following Lefebvre’s statement that 
representations of space are “certainly abstract, but play also a part a in social 
and political practice” and are therefore “relative and in the process of 
change,” the frame could be considered an element that accommodates the 
installation to the new site of display.398 Whereas the artists had provided the 
codes for a spatial arrangement of the installation, the technicians adjusted 
the design to the dimensions of the room, enabling a presentation of the 
individual elements and leaving enough space for visitors to ‘drift’ around the 
models and see them in detail.  
 One of the staff members recalls her first encounter with the artwork: 
“It had such an unfinished look, you had to bend your knees in order to look 
at the figurines. All those tiny details were impressive and yet it had this 
charming spontaneity.”399 I would argue that, regarding the site-specificity of 
Drifting Producers, the frame is the main actor for the spatial demarcation of 
the installation: its dimensions are geared to the exhibition room and this 
reconstruction of the original is recorded in technical drawings, photographs 
and a scale model that can be used for future occasions (the frame is 
destroyed, but can be refabricated in exactly the same way). This brings into 
focus that, whereas the spatial arrangement of the installation was still 
flexible at previous displays (in Seoul, Kassel and Istanbul), it got a ‘fixed’ 
status in Van Abbemuseum due to these recordings and the scale model; it is 
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likely they will serve as prescriptive agents for the spatial design in future 
displays.  
 Moreover, one of the effects of Drifting Producers’s musealization is the 
representational space of the gallery becoming the actual space for 
communicating the project to the audience. Like with many site-specific 
artworks, there is an inherent contradiction in the perpetuation of this 
installation artwork within a museum context: the initial temporary bond 
between the artwork and the site (as shown in the variation of its display at 
previous venues) has been replaced by a more ‘permanent’ spatial design 
defined by the wooden frame: a ‘fixation’ of the installation which is geared to 
the representational function of the museum of showing art objects in a ‘finite 
state’. On the other hand, that the dialogue would be continued by means of a 
cultural programme organized alongside the exhibition was part of an 
imagined scenario.   
According to Jeon, the installation Drifting Producers could render its meaning 
independently from the geographical coordinates in which it is presented, but 
in order to realize ‘a performance’ in the intended way, he believed that an 
exchange with local audiences should be organized. The artists suggested to 
come over and discuss the project with the public. The custodians of Van 
Abbemuseum welcomed this idea and even went one step further by 
suggesting that some kind of ‘local network’ should be established around the 
Drifting Producers project in Eindhoven. A series of events could be organized, 
with discussions on the topics of city planning and craftsmanship, in which 
the artist and architectural students, product designers, curators and general 
museum public could participate. The proximity of the Philips Factory and the 
Design Academy in Eindhoven, and the Master’s Programme Architecture, 
Building and Planning at the Technical University were considered relevant 
‘substitutes’ for the local communities of the Cheonggyecheon. And last but 
not least, such a programme would serve as a follow-up to the previous 
relationship between the two main actors in this enterprise – Jeon Yonsgeok 
and Charles Esche – and thereby continue the intended cross-cultural 
dialogue.400  
 
6.6 The social production space of Drifting Producers  
 
Examining the function of social space, it is interesting to take a closer look at 
the production process of Drifting Producers and the network of actors 
involved. At first, the artists observed the practices of the metal craftsmen 
and took their inspiration from the spatial structures of the workplaces to 
create their own ‘utopian city’. Participants of the workshops contributed to 
the project with their imagination, giving shape to the preliminary models. 
During the next stage, the artists were the main actors in the process of 
creating the installation Drifting Producers and submitting the artwork to the 
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international contest in the Art Sonje Center. Subsequently, when the artwork 
entered the museum collection, the museum staff and the artists acted in 
relation to the conservation of the work by discussing alternative approaches 
for restoration of the models and by inviting the artists to execute the 
treatment. This way, the social production space of Cheonggyecheon was at 
least shared with the museum’s staff members. 
 Following the imagined scenarios that production practices and social 
networks of the Cheonggyecheon would be communicated to a wider 
audience (therewith expanding the social space of the project), the museum 
had the intention to organize a cross-cultural programme, linked to the 
display of Drifting Producers. However, the artwork has been installed only 
once in Van Abbemuseum, at ‘PlugIn #7’. And although the display was 
accompanied with the earlier mentioned lecture by Deborah Cherry, one can 
hardly speak of a continuation of the social production space of Drifting 
Producers in The Netherlands. Yet, in its own way, the museum did contribute 
to greater awareness of the project by including an extensive article on 
Drifting Producers, written by Jeon Yongseok in 2004, into the publication Art 
and Social Change, edited by Will Bradley and Charles Esche.401  
 
The Flying City collective continued with the project until 2009, by organizing 
workshops and performances at various spaces, including the 
Cheonggyecheon district.402 Apart from that, they created a second version of 
the installation Drifting Producers. The location was the Central Tourist Hotel, 
in the vicinity of the workshops of Cheonggyecheon (Fig. 6.15). This version 
of the installation was created in commission of Seoul’s city council and, in 
terms of its site-specificity, it was physically connected to the socio-
geographical context of the project. Some of the elements of the initial 
version, such as the composite photograph Power of Cheonggyecheon, 
reappeared in the installation. The urban models, however, took a different 
shape and the constructions were a combination of plywood and multi-
coloured lamps. Furthermore, objects made of recycled materials derived 
from the metal workshops were additional elements to the installation. 
Another addition was a series of photographs featuring the metal workers in 
conversation with the artists, therewith emphasizing their mutual 
relationship and socio-geographical site-specificity of the work. 
Unfortunately, the artwork suffered from neglect by the city council (who is 
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 The article “Drifting Producers” by Jeon Yongseok (originally published in Mark Kremer et al, 
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(http://historykorea.blogspot.com/2008/09/ironcloud-machinery.html?m=0 accessed 28 August, 
2019) and the Guangzhou Triennial, curated by Hou Hanru and  Hans Ulrich Obrist, Guangdong 
Museum of Art, from 18 November 2005 to 15 January, 2006.  

http://historykorea.blogspot.com/2008/09/ironcloud-machinery.html?m=0


 

164 
 

the owner of the work) and the artists were not allowed to carry out repairs 
themselves. So, a few years after the project ended, the second version of 
Drifting Producers was dismantled.403 This means that, although the project 
stays alive in written form, the installation Drifting Producers, hosted by Van 
Abbemuseum, is the only materialized form that has survived.  
 
In order to better understand what happened to the social spaces of 
production and the artwork’s perpetuation in a museum context, it is relevant 
to examine what the expectations were at the moment of the acquisition and 
how the transition to a musealized artwork took place. During the interview I 
conducted with the director of Van Abbemuseum in 2010, he stated that he 
still wished to follow the dynamics of the project. Drifting Producers was 
regarded an “open-ended artwork” and new elements, resulting from Flying 
City’s production practices and ongoing projects, could be added. Charles 
Esche: 
 
 We are very open to the idea of following their project, but we just 
 haven’t done it yet. If we were in Seoul I am sure we would have been 
 much more engaged. The intention has always been that we collect 
 more. 404 
 
The director acknowledged that the geographical distance had caused a 
barrier to the ongoing relationship with Jeon Yongseok and his engagement 
with the installation. Esche is clear in his statement that there is always a 
‘finiteness’ to such collaborative processes, and this ultimately transformed 
Drifting Producers into an autonomous work of art. In fact, a process similar 
to what happened to Constant’s New Babylon project: 

 
I like to see it in the same way as Constant’s New Babylon. There is a 
very direct correlation between them. But [Drifting Producers] is 
made in a particular region. The problem is that art history always 
tells us to isolate the artist from his social environment, his living. I 
would like to change that, but probably eventually Drifting Producers 
will become an aesthetic object too, instead of something that can talk 
about a particular social moment.405  

 
Given the current dormant state of the artwork, one could argue that the 
social production space has come to an end. Furthermore, as a result of the 
completion of the project Drifting Producers, a rupture has emerged in the 
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cross-cultural dialogue after the artwork entered the museum although the 
restoration project reactivated the ‘social space’ in the museum’s technical 
department. A final observation in this respect is that it seems inevitable that 
Drifting Producers turned into a site-generic artwork, because one of its vital 
spatial functions – the social production space  is no longer activated. The 
bigger the time gap, the less likely it is that a cross-cultural exchange on 
spatial production practices and craftsmanship will take place.  
 Charles Esche mentions the geographical distance as one of the main 
reasons for the museum’s inability to reactivate this site-specific function. 
Based on the conceptual model, I would like to make another suggestion, 
given the artwork’s networked relationship with the representational space. 
Lefebvre’s notion that any representational space (including the museum) is a 
“lived space”, clarifies that prevailing value systems of a given space have a 
profound effect on the spatial production, in this case the meaning production 
of a site-specific installation in a museum context. Museums adjust their 
acquisition and display strategies to the actuality of socio-cultural 
circumstances and their own internal policies. 
 From this perspective, the lack of interest in Drifting Producers could 
also be explained as a sign of a changed curatorial programme, which shifted 
its attention from the museum’s engagement with cross-cultural dialogue on 
spatial production practices, to collaborative projects in a European context, 
exemplified by the programme L’Internationale.406 At present Van 
Abbemuseum follows a different strategy in their acquisition and exhibition 
policy. In case Drifting Producers would be put on show again, the social space 
of perpetuation and care would likely replace the initial interest in a lively 
exchange on social spaces of production. And in this respect, I would like to 
rephrase Charles Esche’s statement about the ‘aestheticized object’ as an 
actualization of the representational space of Drifting Producers – geared to 
current museum values and including the ‘fixation’ of the spatial design by 
means of the wooden frame – at the expense of the social space of production 
(see Diagram 13).   
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This view was verified by Christiane Berndes during a more recent interview 
I was able to conduct in 2017. The head of collections shed light on a possible 
future staging of Drifting Producers:  
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If we were to put the installation on display again, the artwork itself 
would take a central position, but we would see it as a vehicle to 
connect to the actuality of today, for example the disappearance of 
craftsmanship worldwide or how the work connects to different 
groups of present-day society. The museum is in transition. We invite 
artists to critically reflect on existing structures inside and outside the 
museum and to collaborate with academia. By focusing only on the 
biography of Drifting Producers we would run the risk of an inward 
view, instead of employing its potential for investigating the issues at 
stake.407 
 

Berndes indicates that a reinvigoration of Drifting Producers within the 
context of current museum practices could still be accompanied with a 
programme of events, dedicated to “the issues at stake.” The focus would no 
longer (or not primarily) be on the site-specificity of the Drifting Producers 
project, but on the museum site itself (being a place for critical reflection); the 
artwork would fulfil the function of evoking discussion and debate – which is 
not entirely different from the cross-cultural dialogue instigated by the 
director in the past – focusing on the role of art in society. Furthermore, 
Berndes remarked that it would not be a primary concern to involve the 
Flying City artists; in fact, their role as urban researchers could be delegated 
to others (see Diagram 13).408  
 Those insights made me aware that different modes may co-exist for 
reinvigorating the site-specificity of a socio-geographical art project. One 
mode might consist of referring back to the origin of the artwork and the 
context in which the work was created (bringing the genesis of the artwork to 
the fore), while another mode might focus on ‘using’ the artwork for 
discussions that are considered topical and typical for the museum’s position 
in society. In other words, the artwork could turn into a site-generic art 
object, appreciated for its aesthetics, and at the same time ‘perform’ as a site-
specific work through its connection with the museum’s representational 
space, i.e. by means of evoking the site-specific functions of the past and/or 
establishing a meaningful connection with the present. This paves the way to 
regard the curatorial programme as a means of reinvigorating the artwork’s 
site-specificity, like we have seen before with the example of Richard Serra’s 
Waxing Arcs in Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (discussed in Chapter 3).  
 
Drifting Producers has not been staged again after the exhibition ‘PlugIn #7’, 
in 2005-2006. Hence, the arguments discussed above cannot be tested against 
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a realized scenario for this artwork’s reinstallation. What I will do instead  
given the affinity of Flying City with the urban research project of Constant  
is examine the approaches applied to two different exhibitions of Constant’s 
New Babylon. Both exhibitions took place at the occasion of a retrospective 
organized by the Municipal Museum (The Hague) and Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofia (Madrid), in 2016.  
   
6.7 Comparative case example: Constant’s New Babylon 
Project  

Constant Nieuwenhuys was part of the post-World War II generation and 
apart from being a member of the COBRA Movement he also was co-founder 
of the International Situationist Movement. For almost 20 years, he worked 
on the New Babylon project (1956-1974) with the aim of connecting art with 
a new vision on spatial design and urban lifestyle. Constant imagined that the 
automation of production would free people from daily work and give them 
time to devote to creativity and play. During a lecture in Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam (1960) Constant describes his project as follows:  

 New Babylon is to be a covered city, suspended high above the 
 ground on huge columns. All automobile traffic is isolated on 
 the ground plane, with the  trains and fully automated factories 
 buried beneath. Enormous multileveled structures, five to ten 
 hectares in area, are strung together in a chain that spreads across 
 the landscape. This 'endless expanse' of interior space is artificially lit 
 and airconditioned. lts inhabitants are given access to 'powerful, 
 ambience-creating resources'  to construct their own spaces whenever 
 and wherever they desire. The qualities of each space can be adjusted. 
 Light, acoustics, color, ventilation, texture, temperature, and moisture 
 are infinitely variable. Movable floors, partitions, ramps, ladders, 
 bridges, and stairs are used to construct 'veritable labyrinths of the 
 most heterogeneous forms' in which desires continuously interact.409  
 
In a series of models Constant created labyrinthian structures of overlapping 
living spaces, platforms and terraces raising above the ground.410 The 
‘sectors’ for which he used Plexiglass were literally ‘floating’ above the 
ground, disconnecting the ‘ideal world’ from everyday traffic and city noise. 
Apart from the models, New Babylon encompassed a wide range of other 
artworks created by Constant, including drawings, photographs, oil paintings, 
water colours and, in addition, documentary films, pamphlets, manifestos and 
interviews. In 1974, Hans Locher, then director of the Municipal Museum in 
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The Hague, organized an exhibition for New Babylon and acquired a number 
of models directly from the artist. When the curatorial interest declined, the 
models were stored in the museum’s basement and their condition 
deteriorated, until the situation changed again in 1991.411 The museum’s 
curator of modern art, Hans Janssen, ‘rediscovered’ the models and became 
interested in the ideas of the New Babylon project. On his initiative, 
conservation treatment was carried out. In the meantime, Hans Janssen and 
Constant – by now a famous painter – built up a close relationship. 
 In the following years, New Babylon gained great popularity with 
curators, architects, urban planners and wider audiences. The models were, 
for example, shown at New Babylon exhibitions in the Municipal Museum 
(1997) and at Documenta 11 (Kassel, 2002). In 2016, Laura Stamps and 
Doede Hardeman co-curated two major exhibitions bearing the same title 
‘Constant – New Babylon’: one in Centro de Arte Reina Sofia and the other one 
in the Municipal Museum.412 The two exhibitions are central to the following 
discussion and elucidate two different viewpoints regarding the perpetuation 
of the project and the spatial display of the models. I was able to visit both 
exhibits in 2016 and the permanent exhibition of New Babylon in the 
Municipal Museum, so that the following analysis is partly informed by my 
own observation.  

Staging the models of New Babylon in the Municipal Museum The Hague 

For Constant the New Babylon exhibition of 1974, organized by Hans Locher, 
marked the end of the project. A number of models were acquired for the 
museum collection in exchange for a monthly compensation, which enabled 
the artist to continue his creation of paintings and other work.413 After the 
period of neglect and then the rediscovery by Hans Janssen, the New Babylon 
models were put on display in the museum galleries in various ways, but the 
version I would like to discuss is a ‘permanent’ display (which I saw in 2012) 
(Fig. 6.16). 
 Some of the models were put on workbenches which had been acquired 
in the past, directly from the artist, who had used them in his studio for 
creating the models. Hans Janssen explained why the models were to be 
placed on those tables rather than on pedestals, because of the authenticity of 
the working practice they resembled: 
 
 Constant had made those tables himself or comparable ones came  from 
 the construction market. This was a sign that he did not address  the 
 models as sculptures. At the time it was a radical gesture, but 
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 today we are experiencing the models no different from a sculpture, 
 the aesthetic experience is really strong. Otherwise it would have no 
 right to survive in the museum.414  
 
Janssen’s observation echoes statements by Charles Esche and Christiane 
Berndes in relation to the Drifting Producers models: if it was not for their 
aesthetic quality, there would have been no reason to purchase them for a 
museum collection. In terms of the conceptual model, these statements can be 
read as a reference to the aesthetic experience in the representational space 
of the museum. Simultaneously, however, it seemed important to the curator 
to display traces of the production process, as an indication that these models 
were not only art objects, but also part of a larger project on spatial 
production practices at the crossroads of art production, city planning and 
architectural design. In that respect, the function of social space was 
emphasized by displaying the models on the workbenches (comparable to the 
display of the Drifting Producers models on the workbenches in the Tobacco 
Factory). According to Hans Janssen, this approach was in accord with the 
artist’s intent and it has been a guiding principle for future displays, tying the 
workbenches to the models (see Diagram 14).  
 The permanent display, in a relatively small gallery space, showed a few 
sketches and paintings from New Babylon next to the models. No additional 
information was provided about the history of the New Babylon project, nor 
was there any reference to Constant’s activism or his underlying philosophy 
for the project. According to the curator, the exhibition design was prepared 
in close collaboration with the artist: the focus was on the artist Constant and 
the creative power of his autonomous works of art. As Janssen explains, 
visitors could retrieve the information and documentation about the New 
Babylon Project from the museum website and other publications.415 
For the retrospective of New Babylon in the Municipal Museum in 2016, more 
or less the same strategy was followed (Fig. 6.17). The models and paintings, 
sketches and drawings put Constant’s artistic work in the spotlights in the 
representational space of the museum gallery, while only one example of 
documentary material was presented – a filmed conversation, in which 
Constant explains his vision on New Babylon; the shooting of the film in the 
crowded streets of Amsterdam sheds light on the connection between his 
project and the actual, socio-geographical context of the city.416  
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 The website referred to by Hans Janssen is 
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In summary of the above, I would argue that the exhibitions in the Municipal 
Museum are manifestations of a curatorial strategy that highlights the 
significance of Constant’s art production for the representational function of 
the museum space – coded as a universal and timeless White Cube – and, at 
the same time, refers to the artist’s studio by presenting the models on the 
same workbenches Constant had used for their production. In Chapter 4, I 
referred to Julia Noordegraaf’s observation that in the course of the 1980s, 
museum spaces became a substitute for the artist’s studio, a place where 
visitors could witness the moment of creation. This goes too, partly, , for the 
exhibition scenario followed by the Municipal Museum, due to the cross 
reference made to the production practice in the artist’s studio. However, in 
terms of the conceptual model for site-specific installation artworks, I would 
argue that the social space of the production has become subordinate to the 
outcomes of the process, because the significance of Constant’s artworks is 
primarily conceived as an aesthetic experience and in terms of the 
representational function of the models for the museum context.  

Staging the models of New Babylon in Reina Sofia Madrid 

For a number of reasons, the exhibition ‘Constant - New Babylon’ in Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia was different from the one in The 
Hague.417 Compared to the relatively small rooms of the Municipal Museum, 
the architecture of this former hospital in Madrid offered a spacious 
environment, covering several rooms that were interconnected in the form of 
a crucifix. The models were on display on a labyrinthian spatial arrangement 
of tables and workbenches (some were the same as the ones used in the 
Municipal Museum, some were newly made). Some models were illuminated 
with coloured spots. Constant had conceptualized this idea, but it has seldom 
been applied in previous exhibitions. The coloured lights contributed to a 
theatrical effect, immersing the viewer in a ‘total experience’.418  
 A striking difference was the abundance of references to the 
Situationist Movement and the socio-political context of the New Babylon 
project. In addition to fragments of historical films and archival material, 
various personal anecdotes were shared with the public in texts and screened 
interviews, and the social networks in which Constant participated were 
emphasized. A number of Constant’s larger, interactive spatial structures 
were refabricated and a collaborative project between the architect Aldo van 
Eyck and Constant  ‘Ruimte in kleur / Multi-coloured Space’  was 
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reconstructed (Fig. 6.18).419 Since Constant had passed away in 2005, his 
widow and other ‘legacy keepers’ (including Hans Janssen) were closely 
involved with the exhibition scenario.420 
 The reconstructions and documentaries presented at this show 
highlighted the biography of both the artist and the project, adding multi-
layered connotations and explanations regarding the underlying concepts. 
They drew attention to new approaches developed by Constant in reference 
to the socio-geographical contexts of his project. The spatial design in Reina 
Sofia enabled visitors to wander around the ‘labyrinth’, reinvigorating the 
social space of the visitors’ experience in a way that was rather different from 
the staging in the Municipal Museum, not least due to both an interactive 
experience with the spatial reconstructions, and the alternation of artworks 
and documentaries. In terms of the conceptual model, I am of the opinion that 
the exhibition reactivated the social spaces of production and of the visitors’ 
experience, and yet paid tribute to the spatial design of the artworks by 
means of the exhibition’s spatial arrangement (see Diagram 14).  
 The differences in manifestation mentioned above are the result of 
exhibition scenarios developed by the curators, but I would also like to note 
the influence of the buildings, as the respective gallery spaces were totally 
different from one another, both in seize and representational function. This 
diversity once more signals the applicability of Lefebvre’s notion that 
representational space is alive and that manifestations are site-specific, 
especially when space and site are part of the meaning of the artworks on 
display.  

6.8 Conclusion of the case study   

This chapter was dedicated to an analysis of the musealization process of an 
installation artwork originating from a socio-geographical project. During the 
project, several manifestations were realized, varying from temporary events 
(such as art-and-community workshops and performances) to installation 
artworks and publications. The installation artwork Drifting Producers is the 
only physical remainder of the project. 
 One of my conclusions is that – apart from the passage of time and a 
disconnection from the initial context – the site-specificity of Drifting 
Producers was subject to change, due to demands of a museum collection. The 
‘flexible’ spatial design of previous stages of the artwork was accommodated 
to the dimensions of the gallery space by means of the wooden frame; 
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therewith establishing a new site-specificity, tied to the museum’s gallery 
space. The transition of a site-specific project to an installation artwork and 
its subsequent transformation into an aesthetic art object with ‘fixed 
dimensions’, is not unusual in a museum context and signals the 
predominance of representational space over the initial (variable) site-
specificity of the spatial design at earlier biographical stages. In one 
important respect, however, a deviation from common museum practices 
occured. In the period following the acquisition, the discussion on the 
restoration of Drifting Producers brought new insights regarding the social 
space of perpetuation and care, as the restoration technique proposed by the 
artists (such as leaving visible traces of the restoration treatment) 
familiarized the professional staff with a conservation practice applied to 
architectural structures in the Cheonggyecheon, and the artists themselves 
executed the restoration.  
 The purpose of the acquisition was to safeguard the artwork and 
expand its lifespan in a museum context, in order to communicate to a wider 
art audience the content of the production networks and craftsmanship of 
Cheonggyecheon. In the exhibition of the installation at ‘PlugIn #7’ the focus 
was on the artwork itself (apart from one accompanying lecture), although 
the museum imagined an exhibition scenario in which a programme of 
cultural events would be organized: the Flying City artists would share their 
insights and experiences gained from the Cheonggyecheon district with urban 
planners, designers, architects and general publics in Eindhoven, thus 
perpetuating the social space of production. From a historical perspective, 
this intercultural exchange would echo the cross-cultural dialogue, which had 
started in the international workshops attended by both the artists and the 
current director of Van Abbemuseum. 
 In the course of time, the personal relationship between the artists and 
the museum director deteriorated and the representational space  the ‘lived 
space’, according to Lefebvre  changed over time. This also implied that the 
museum’s initial focus on the social space of production shifted towards a 
more general interest in the meaning production of art and craftsmanship in a 
global context. According to the statements of the director and the head of 
collections, an imagined scenario for future staging would mainly  focus on 
Drifting Producers as an aesthetic art object; moreover, its representational 
function would sooner evoke a discussion on the disappearance of 
craftsmanship worldwide than refer back to the original site-specificity of the 
Cheonggyecheon district.  
 The comparative case example of New Babylon showed a variation in 
exhibition scenarios. The Municipal Museum foregrounded the merits of the 
artist Constant and the aesthetics of the models (focusing on the function of 
their spatial design). An additional element was the presentation of the urban 
models on the workbenches  a reference to their production in the artist’s 
studio. On the other hand, the exhibition in Reina Sofia communicated the 
socio-geographical content and the philosophy of the project, emphasizing 
the social space of production. The wide gallery spaces offered sufficient  
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room to include  apart from the collection of models and other artworks on 
display  information panels, photographs and screens conveying 
information about the project to a contemporary audience. Moreover, the 
visitor’s space of experience was activated by means of the rebuilt spatial 
constructions and the illumination of the models with coloured light. To 
summarize, I argued that the exhibition in Reina Sofia came close to 
reinvigorating the ‘lived’ urban structures of Constant’s New Babylon project, 
although the artworks were incorporated into the ‘universal world’ of the 
White Cube gallery space in the Municipal Museum.  
 My final conclusion to this chapter is that artworks that are rooted in a 
socio-geographical project often transform into aesthetic art objects and get 
‘enveloped’ by the museum system. However, this is not to say that by 
definition these installations would lose all site-specific functions. Site-
specific installation artworks can incorporate the specifics of the hosting site, 
sometimes precisely through the accommodation of their spatial dimensions 
to the gallery space. Furthermore, curatorial scenarios can reinvigorate the 
‘liveliness’ of the initial project by additional means, such as documentaries, 
discussions, and other ways of engaging the audience with the project’s 
history.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  

 
7.1 General conclusion  
 
In this dissertation I have examined site-specific installation artworks from 
the 1960s onward with an eye on their perpetuation in a museum context. As 
the term suggests, site-specific installations are physically tied to the 
surrounding space and would, strictly speaking, have no afterlives after their 
initial manifestation. However, as demonstrated with many examples in this 
study, site-specific installations can have extended lives and are frequently 
relocated to different contexts and times. Hence, rather than defining site-
specificity as a ‘fixed’ characteristic, this study took a broader perspective in 
studying the ongoing lives of the artworks in relation to exhibition site, 
institutional engagement, locations of production, and visitors’ interaction in 
the here-and-now.  
 The starting point of this research was an art historical overview of 
site-specific installation art in Chapter 2. From art historians and critics I 
learned that, from the 1990s onward, museum policies towards site-specific 
installations developed along two parallel tracks. One track focused on the 
acquisitions of ‘historical’ site-specific installations created some decades 
earlier. The other one followed an active policy of commissioning artists to 
create site-specific installations for museum galleries, which were then 
acquired and reexhibited. The research zoomed in on both tracks when 
examining the artworks’ conservation and staging over time. For example, the 
introductory example of Allan Kaprow’s Yard showed a remarkable extended 
lifespan of a site-specific installation artwork created for a gallery. Even five 
decades after its first iteration in 1961, the work is still reactivated in 
museums worldwide. Other artworks may have shorter lifespans, or they may 
have been subjected to a deadlock in the museum’s storage rooms for a 
considerable time, yet continue to exist after all.   
 This dissertation aims to contribute to the academic discourse on the 
perpetuation of site-specific installation art and in Chapter 3 a conceptual 
model was provided, which can be applied in actual museum practices in 
order to analyse the role of site-specificity in these artworks over time. The 
study combined a number of intellectual traditions, including art history, 
social geography, conservation studies and museology, leading towards a 
conceptual model consisting of two main elements (see Diagrams 2-8).  
 
One element of the conceptual model entails a classification and vocabulary of 
site-specific installations which can be applied to the analysis, independent 
from art historical periods and trends. Taking the stance that site-specific 
installations can be conceived as heterogenous networks and following Henri 
Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality, the model proposes an ordering principle of 
three spatial functions which constitute the artwork’s site-specific network in 
concrete circumstances. The advantage of this approach is that it considers 
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site-specificity as a productive force: as a set of spatial functions set into 
motion in a particular space and moment in time.  
 The functions most related to the artwork’s s manifestation are the 
internal spatial arrangement and the artwork’s connectivity to the physical 
surrounding, identified in the model as the spatial design of site-specific 
installations (equal to what Lefebvre indicates as the conceived space). This 
function is set into motion at the moment the artwork is put on display and, in 
case of a relocation, reinvigorates the spatial design in a different spatial 
context. Following Lefebvre’s view on the spatial network, two other 
functions are interrelated with the spatial design, namely the social spaces of 
production and the representational space.  
 Social space is incorporated into the model by regarding production 
practices as an intrinsic part of site-specificity, since artists incorporate the 
specifics of the site in their creative practices and/or consider the location of 
production important for the meaning of their work. I proposed to expand the 
social space of production into two other directions as well, one concerning 
the social space of the visitors who often interact, physically or otherwise, 
with the installation in a given display context; the other one addressing the 
perpetuation of the artwork and the spatial practices employed by the 
custodians when preserving and staging site-specific installations in museum 
galleries. What binds these various modes of social space is that they are 
interconnected with the practices employed in a given space, which Lefebvre 
indicates as a perceived space.  
 The third function of site-specificity in the model is the representational 
space: organizational principles and the museum’s ‘philosophy’ of acquiring 
and exhibiting site-specific installations are considered productive forces that 
may have considerable impact on the manifestation of the work. Especially in 
the case of commissioned site-specific installations, the artworks are 
susceptible to change due to alteration of the physical surrounding and 
aspirations of the custodians. Representational space is ‘alive’ and, as many 
examples in this study show, these artworks evolve in tandem with the value 
system of the hosting institution and thus frequently stir curatorial 
intervention, with or without the presence of the artist. By transposing 
Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality to site-specific installation artworks and 
expanding these notions where needed, I was able to define site-specificity as 
a spatial production practice which has the potential to be repeated ‘in the 
present tense’.   
 
The second element of the conceptual model provides a methodology for 
analyzing the factors of influence on successive iterations. Taking the view 
that site-specificity is rather an artistic strategy than a ‘fixed’ characteristic of 
the artwork, it follows that conservators and curators are challenged to 
develop strategies for keeping these artworks alive. The artist does not 
always intend perpetuation nor is the institution always provided with 
instructions for conservation and reinstallation. Important for the artworks 
under discussion is that changes of the context – physical, social, and 
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representational – are seldom foreseen at the moment of creation. And last 
but not least, re-establishing a connection between the artwork and the site 
is, in theory, something which takes place outside the artist’s sphere of 
influence, unless the artist is present at the moment of staging. The example 
of Richard Serra’s Waxing Arcs in Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 
discussed in Chapter 3, demonstrates that artists can make unrealistic 
demands. Or, as the case studies of SLOTO and Célula Nave show, they may 
suddenly pass away or lose interest. In order to understand the factors of 
influence, especially if the artist is ‘disconnected’, the methodology proposes 
a ‘toolbox’ which supports both the analysis of past iterations and the 
development of scenarios for reinvigorating the artwork’s site-specificity in 
the future.  
 In order to develop the toolbox, I borrowed from art historical and 
conservation discourses the notion that site-specific installations are 
performative, like other time-based artworks and installation art at large. 
This means that each reiteration can be compared to a staging process 
implying a series of actions. Setting the network of spatial functions in 
motion, these actions can be ‘followed’ and analysed at various stages of the 
artwork’s biography. The toolbox for the analysis consists of two familiar 
concepts of the performance art: the ‘script’ on which the performance is 
based and the ‘actors’, who are interpreters of the script and steering factors 
in the execution of the work.  
 In theories on contemporary art conservation, the ‘script’ usually 
indicates the core of the artwork and offers guidance for the artwork’s 
performance; either artists themselves provide this information or the 
installation instructions are developed in collaboration with conservators and 
curators. I argued that in the case of site-specific installations this notion of 
script is applicable, although it does not clarify why curatorial interventions 
may take place that are not authorized by the artist and/or deviate from the 
script applied to earlier iterations.  Likewise, the notion of ‘script’ defined as 
an implicit set of instructions for future use of the object (introduced by 
Madeleine Akrich), does sometimes apply to the perpetuation of site-specific 
installations. I traced this, for example, in Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave, where 
the spatial design and the artist’s choice of a sensual  as well as vulnerable  
type of fabric incited the visitors’ physical interaction, eventually leading to 
severe damage of the artwork. Lastly, following a recent strand in museology, 
I continued to draw a parallel with the performance arts in regard to 
exhibiting site-specific installation artworks in diverse circumstances. In that 
respect, I suggested to embrace a broader notion of the script for the analysis 
and to incorporate the aspirations of custodians, when it comes to 
reinvigorating the site-specific functions of the artwork. Since connections 
between the artwork and the site are ephemeral, a radical form of 
interpretation and curatorial intervention is sometimes needed in order to 
redefine the work’s site-specificity in new places and times. Therefore, in 
Chapter 6 I suggested to use the concept of ‘scenario’ in relation to the 
exhibition narrative and design imagined by the curator(s).  
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 In order to draw a systematic comparison between various iterations in 
which the artwork ‘performs’ as site-specific installation, the notions of actor 
and script / scenario proved beneficial, because they support the analysis of 
the decision-making processes and underlying motives of the artist and 
custodians.  
 Allied to the notions of the script and scenario, are the actors who take 
decisions and are involved in staging processes and performances of site-
specific installation artworks. There is a full range of actors who, in theory, 
may contribute to the work’s perpetuation and could be consulted for the 
analysis. However, as I discovered in most case examples of this study, there 
are practical limitations to the research. During my project, I could only 
consult a certain number of the people involved and I acknowledge that the 
analyses are partly constructions, based on the available information and 
access to human sources. An important insight was derived from the 
conservation discourse that ‘knowledgeable networks’ can play a pivotal role 
in keeping alive artworks of a temporary nature (like performance artworks) 
and I suggested to apply this notion to site-specific installation artworks. 
Sometimes, like in the example of Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO  in Van 
Abbemuseum, the curatorial staff takes the decision to perpetuate the spatial 
functions of the installation on the basis of previous communications with the 
artist. This raises the question at what point the formation of a 
knowledgeable network is productive and who should be involved. This 
question goes beyond the scope of this dissertation, but I presented a number 
of examples in which the ‘network’ that has formed between the artist and 
custodians, plays a pivotal role.  
  
7.2 Site-specificity and the ongoing dialogue between artists 
and custodians  
 
The case studies examined in this dissertation elucidate that during the 
production and perpetuation of site-specific installations, frequently a 
collaboration between the artists and custodians comes about. Conversely, 
relationships established during the early stages of a site-specific installation 
are not always continued when the artwork enters a museum collection. 
Sometimes, such an interruption in the relationship may lead to a deadlock in 
the existence of a site-specific installation, like in the example of Célula Nave 
(given the current disinterest of Ernesto Neto in the case).  
 By applying the conceptual model, I was able to clarify, in two case 
examples, a shift in site-specific functions from the changed relationship 
between the artist and museum professionals. The case study on Drifting 
Producers shows the influence of an early collaboration between the Flying 
City artists and then curator Charles Esche (later director of Van 
Abbemuseum). Both the content of the installation and its trajectory through 
the international art circuit were shaped by this relationship, up till the final 
moment of the artwork’s acquisition. Over time, the relationship deteriorated 
and Drifting Producers turned into a musealized artwork, no longer 
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representing the socio-geography of the Cheonggyecheon nor the cross-
cultural dialogue between the main actors (Jeon Yongseok and Charles Esche) 
from which it emerged, but the site-specificity of a museum context.  
 The other example – Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion 
– elucidates the challenges posed to curators in the unforeseen circumstance 
that the artist suddenly passes away. The artwork had been produced in close 
collaboration with the museum professionals. However, facing the absence of 
the artist and the relocation from the original space to another gallery, the 
curators developed their own strategy for reactivating the site-specific 
functions of the artwork, on the basis of conversations with Jason Rhoades 
and the agreement which stipulated that the installation could be shown in 
parts.  
 In Chapter 2, I looked into site-specific installation art from an 
historical perspective. This provided me with the insight that artists have 
frequently created their work in dialogue with museum organizations. As 
Miwon Kwon and other art historians explain, avantgarde artists of the 1960s 
and 70s took an overtly critical stance towards the museum system. This 
attitude has shifted in more recent periods and site-specific working artists 
have become used to collaborating with the organizations, employing the 
expertise of staff members on equal footing. Some site-specific installations, 
like Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO, are the result of a coproduction and yet they 
persistently challenge the museum organization in the longer term, especially 
if the artist is no longer around. In this specific case, the dialogue was 
continued by ‘internalizing’ the artist’s viewpoint in curatorial strategies, 
which were executed ‘in the spirit of the artist’. I argue that this is an inherent 
aspect of spatiotemporally defined artworks, because their openness to 
establishing new relationships with the site puts an equal demand on the 
organization when reinvigorating the site-specific functions of the exhibited 
artwork. Their perpetuation takes place in the intermediate zone of 
conservation, curation and re-interpretation. Hence, it may be needed to 
allow for a larger degree of interpretation than is usually the case with 
contemporary artworks in museum collections. As Glenn Wharton, 
conservation and museum scholar, observes in his article “Reconfiguring 
contemporary art in the museum”: 
  
 [a]ccepting these new collaborative roles in improvisation and 
 interpretation can be difficult for museum staff because of traditions 
 within their professions.421  
 
Wharton continues by saying that when time moves on and “artists become 
less involved in the process, museums gain an institutional understanding of 
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the parameters of improvisation.”422 In view of the artworks under 
discussion, it is often in the hands of curators and other museum 
professionals whether or not, and how, site-specific functions are set into 
motion when the artwork is being staged.  
 
7.3 Outcomes of the case studies 
 
The operationalization of Henri Lefebvre’s triadic model for the analysis of 
the case studies proved to be beneficial for distinguishing the various 
dimensions of site-specificity at successive iterations (see Diagrams 9-14). 
The case studies varied in production period, although the three main cases 
were created in the early 2000s. They represent different problems regarding 
their perpetuation, varying from the dilemma of extending the lifespan of a 
temporary, interactive site specific installation (Célula Nave), to the relocation 
of a commissioned site-specific installation from one museum space to 
another (SLOTO), and the transformation from a socio-geographical site-
specific project to an installation artwork in a museum context (Drifting 
Producers). The model enables a specification of this network of spatial 
functions, which is set into motion with the initial staging and later 
reinvigoration (or disregarding) at future moments of staging. Although the 
range of site-specific installations is much wider than described here, and will 
only continue to expand in the future, the selection of case studies was 
considered representative for the kind of issues I have been able to cover in 
this dissertation: their acquisition and perpetuation in a museum context.  
 
The impact of representational space on the spatial design of the 
exhibited artwork  
 
Based on the outcomes of the case studies, I discerned  an increased 
predominance of representational space after the artworks entered the 
museum collection, which correlates to the modification of the artwork to a 
museum environment. This observation not necessarily implies a disregard of 
other spatial functions, because the perpetuation of a site-specific installation 
relies on mutual relationships between all three functions.  
 For example, in Chapter 6, two different versions of the retrospective 
New Babylon exhibitions were discussed, both taking place in 2016. I argued 
that the Municipal Museum in The Hague emphasized the aesthetics of the 
models and paintings of the artist Constant, in accord with the 
representational White Cube gallery space of the museum. References to the 
creative process were made by placing the models on the same workbenches 
as Constant had used in his studio, thereby to some extent referencing the 
social space of production. The exhibition in Reina Sofia, on the other hand, 
highlighted the urban research project carried out by Constant for almost two 
decades. In this exhibition scenario the representational space of the museum 
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(and its former function as hospital), was interconnected with the social 
space of production of New Babylon, in which Constant developed a new 
vision for city life and human interaction. Although the models, paintings and 
sketches were still presented as aesthetic objects, there was ample contextual 
reference in the display of documentaries, personal anecdotes, and other 
evidence of Constant’s views and working practice.  
 The case study Drifting Producers highlighted the impact of 
representational space and social space on the spatial design of the artwork. 
The production of the installation was inextricably linked to the spatial 
practice of the metal craftsmen in Cheonggyecheon and the art-and-
community workshops organized by Flying City. The installation artwork 
converted these urban production practices into the spatial design of three 
large models, resembling the network of the workshops. Other constituents of 
the installation likewise conveyed a combination of social space and artistic 
practice. The first display of Drifting Producers in the Artsonje Centre gallery 
still represented the original location, since the gallery was adjacent to the 
Cheonggyecheon district and the participants of the project and other locals 
were present. The informal presentation of the installation in the former 
Tobacco Factory at the Istanbul Biennial was relatively similar to this first 
staging (because of the workbenches on which the models were placed and 
the spatial environment of a former factory), still reminding the public of the 
social practice of the metal craftsmen.  
 A shift occurred when the artwork was relocated to Van Abbemuseum. 
With the consolidation of the urban models and the adjustment of the 
surrounding wooden frame to the gallery space, the spatial design of the 
installation became ‘fixed’ and connected the artwork to the representational 
space of the museum. The social function of the workshops and the 
intercultural dialogues were not reinvigorated, thus disconnecting the 
installation from its former production site. The example demonstrates what 
Charles Esche indicates as an expected outcome of a site-specific project that 
the artwork turns into an aesthetic object in a museum context. In terms of 
the conceptual model, this indicates a predominance of the representational 
space of the museum, at the expense of the lived social spaces of production. 
In addition to this view, another scenario was sketched by the head of 
collections, who suggested that with a future staging, Drifting Producers could 
be a means to revive the discussion on the values (and looming 
disappearance) of craftsmanship worldwide. Despite the current ‘dormant’ 
state of the artwork, the function of representational site-specificity  
interconnected with the museum’s current philosophy  could be revived at 
any moment in the future.  
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Social spaces of production and the social space of perpetuation and care  
 
In the case study of Célula Nave, I proposed a refinement regarding the 
function of social space. Lefebvre defines this function in terms of a shared 
practice, which I split into three subcategories: the social space of production, 
the social space of the visitors’ experience, and the social space of 
perpetuation and care. This distinction enables an examination of the places 
of production and the human actors involved at various stages of the 
artwork’s existence: from the initial production as a site-specific installation 
and the successive moments of the visitor’s experience, to practices needed 
for its conservation and presentation.   
 The case study of Célula Nave brought into focus the significance of 
production places and the human actors involved, starting with the artwork’s 
production in a textile factory, and the artist’s studio in Brazil. This local 
production practice contributed to the meaning of Célula Nave as a site-
specific work of art (emphasizing the social space of production). Due to the 
interactive use during two display terms (emphasizing the social space of the 
visitors’ experience), the artwork entered a state of ‘total loss’, raising 
questions if and how the artwork could be reactivated (social space of 
perpetuation and care). 
 Following the conceptual model, three options for the future existence 
of the artwork were taken into consideration. Restoration would to some 
extent affect the spatial design (by adding a support layer to the original 
structure) and emphasize the social space of perpetuation and care. With the 
option of a refabrication in Brazil, the initial production process would be 
repeated (involving the textile factory and co-workers of the artist’s studio). 
In both options (restoration or refabrication in Brazil), the exhibited artwork 
would restrict the visitor’s freedom of physical interaction (reducing the 
social space of visitors’ experience). As a result, the representational function 
of Célula Nave would be affected too, since offering experiential installations 
to the public would interfere with the aspiration of Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen. If, on the other hand, the artwork was to be refabricated in a 
stronger material (and likely at a different geographical location), the 
functions of representational space and social space of the visitors’ 
experience would prevail at the expense of the initial production space.   
 In the case study of SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion I discussed the 
re-exhibition of the artwork in terms of the social space of production and 
care, and its effect on the spatial arrangement of the installation. The initial 
installation in the ‘experimental laboratory’ in the museum’s basement had 
been the result of a co-production between the artist and museum 
professionals. After Jason Rhoades passed away, the installation was staged 
again in a different space, a White Cube gallery of Van Abbemuseum. The 
analysis traced the underlying strategy for a curatorial intervention, in which 
the centre part of the installation – originally signifying processes of 
cultivation and the ‘semiconscious’ archive of the museum collection – was 
replaced by Donald Judd’s Minimalist artwork Untitled. It was concluded that, 
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although it was a radical solution, the substitution of the inner compartment 
with another artwork could also be seen as a continuation of a ‘dialogue’ with 
the collection (started by Jason Rhoades when he inserted thumbnails of the 
collection into the installation). Despite the transference from the original 
location in the basement, the representational space of the installation was 
activated by this curatorial scenario. Important to note is that the 
intervention can be considered a ‘reversable’ scenario, in the sense that at 
future occasions other display formats could be followed.  
 
The examples of this research show that site-specific installations are indeed 
dynamic networks, which are site and time related. New moments of staging 
will always reinvigorate some of the spatial functions of the network at the 
expense of others. Looking back on the case studies, I concluded that the 
‘ideal’ balance of spatial functions achieved during the initial iteration, is 
seldom achieved again at later stages. Artists develop a site-specific strategy 
for a particular space, context and moment in time, which can never be 
repeated or ‘copied’ in the exact same way in different contexts and/or times. 
In other words, custodians are facing a paradox, which they try to overcome 
by developing strategies for conservation and presentation that are tailored 
to the intended meaning of site-specific installations in the best possible way. 
A pivotal question remains how and whether the artist can – or even should – 
be consulted in the processes of conservation and staging. A preferred 
strategy for museum professionals is to work closely together with the artist, 
but as shown in this study, for a number of reasons artists can disappear from 
sight. Given the inevitability of interpretation by conservators and curators, 
the conceptual model proposes an instrument for substantiating their 
decisions with arguments, with regard to the site-specific functions of the 
installation.  
 
7.4 Museum practices and the extended performance 
analogy 
 
Reaching the end of this dissertation, I would like to return to the theatrical 
analogy on which I elaborated in Chapter 3 and make a few suggestions for 
applying the model in practice. I have frequently used the terms ‘staging’ and 
‘performance’ to indicate the processes needed for the realization and actual 
manifestation of a site-specific installation. The analogy could be extended 
with a description of the experience of the installation in analogy with the 
scenography of a theatrical play. In theatre, we are familiar with the fact that 
each performance has its own scenography. The director and scenographer 
create a ‘scenery’ in which the actors perform the play, making use of the 
spatial dimensions of the stage, light and sound, the arrangement of props, 
the actors’ costumes and the position of the audience vis-à-vis the stage. As 
the performance scholars McKinney and Butterworth state, the scenography 
evolves during the action when actors move around the stage and the spatial 
functions (such as light and sound) are set into motion. The authors describe 
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the scenography as an “orchestration of the performance environment,” 
which is “defined in its realisation and performance rather than its 
intentions.”423 This stance, that a scenography is an active agent for the 
performance, could be applied to site-specific installations as well, with 
regard to the staging and completion of the artwork when it is experienced by 
the audience.  
 As I pointed out in this dissertation, the actual manifestation of the 
installed artwork may deviate from the planned spatial arrangement and the 
‘scenography’ may vary from one iteration to another. Although I have used 
the term ‘spatial design’, in accord with the triadic set of functions of the 
conceptual model, there is some overlap with the term ‘scenography’, which 
is useful for the following argument. I will briefly return to the role of the 
interpreters, by stating that they ‘design’ a scenography when staging a site-
specific installation artwork. It is often the task of custodians to orchestrate 
the spatial arrangement of the installation and to establish connections with 
the spatial environment of the exhibition room (think of light, sound, position 
of the installation in the gallery space, and so on). Compared to a theatrical 
play, they have a (relative) freedom of interpretation. Yet, the distinction 
made by McKinney and Butterworth, between the plan and actual realization 
of the scenography, is worth considering. Because just like with a 
scenography for a theatre play, in staging site-specific installations too, 
differences may occur between the concept (realized in the ‘ideal’ moment of 
the first iteration) and successive iterations.  
 
At the beginning of this research, I posed the question whether a different 
manifestation of a site-specific installation could still be identified as being 
the same artwork, despite modifications of the ‘original’ to new sites and 
times. Given the performative nature of the artworks and the involvement of 
many different actors who contribute to the actual performance of the work, 
the answer depends on how the installed artwork resonates with the network 
of spatial functions of the first iteration – one of those being the spatial 
design. As shown in the examples, both the social space and the 
representational space of a site-specific installation may largely influence the 
spatial design. This is not so different from a play’s scenography, which is 
influenced by fluctuations of the ‘site’ of the performance. 
 In this respect it is worth noting that, like in theatre, a critical discourse 
would be needed in order to assess whether the reinstallation is a successful 
iteration. In agreement with Tina Fiske, I argue that site-specific installations 
can indeed be exhibited in different ways, depending on the context. As Fiske 
also observes, “currently there is little critical way of accounting for 
differences that arise between incarnations of a work, or of the role played in 
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that respect by absence or rupture.”424 Moreover, I have shown that due to 
the complexities involved with staging site-specific installation artworks, 
deadlocks can easily occur and those are often accompanied by long periods 
of storage. Hence, there is all the more need for an awareness of the 
coherence of all spatial functions of the network and their shifts over time. All 
I can say in this respect, is that the analytical instruments provided in the 
proposed conceptual model for site-specific installation art might contribute 
to opening up such a critical discourse, like the one Fiske advocates.  
 Returning to the question whether a given iteration is still recognizable 
as the original work, the crux is how such an assessment can be made. This 
remains a pivotal question in studies of contemporary art conservation and 
curation, because of the transformative and performative nature of the works. 
In Chapter 3, I elaborated, from a conservation perspective, on the views 
offered by Pip Laurenson and others. Embroidering on the performance 
analogy applied to site-specific installations, there is a final theatrical concept 
worth mentioning: the role of dramaturgy, both in reference to studying the 
lives of individual artworks as in respect to the role of the custodians in 
staging site-specific installations.  
 In “Documenting the analogue past in Marijke van Warmerdam's film 
installations,” 
Julia Noordegraaf points to the dramaturgical perspective as a useful 
approach for studying different executions or ‘performances’ of time-based 
media artworks. Applied to curatorial practices, a dramaturg analyses “the 
composition” of the artwork and studies the history of its performances, on 
the basis of which the custodian engages with “the actual practical process of 
structuring the work.”425 Noordegraaf explains that a dramaturgical 
perspective can help to make distinctions between those elements that 
belong to the core of the artwork (the structure of the work) and those that 
may be subject to change (in the actual performance of the work). As 
Noordegraaf states:  
 
 Dramaturgy is tied to two different temporalities: the dramaturgy of 
 the play text remains more or less the same and transcends space and 
 time, whereas the dramaturgy of the play in performance is a unique 
 live event that is always situated in space and time.426 
 
When applied to site-specific installation artworks, an additional note can be 
made that the structuring force of site-specific installations is their 
connectedness to a specific place and time. If no connection was established, 
the artwork would lose its identity as a site-specific artwork. One could even 
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argue that it is at the core of these artworks to re-establish  connections 
through their performance in a given space. The dramaturg could analyse 
how these connections have been realized in the past and, at the same time, 
engage with the iteration at hand. In other words, the role assigned to 
custodians when staging a site-specific installation could be compared to the 
role of a dramaturg, although we have to take into account, as Noordegraaf 
states, that in theatre a dramaturg is usually a professionally trained person, 
whereas in curatorial practices of contemporary art, this role can be taken up 
by more than one museum professional. Usually, decision-making processes 
in museums are the result of teamwork, in which professionals of different 
disciplines collaborate, both from inside and outside the organisation. In 
other words, a team of professionals could play this role and in that sense, the 
dramaturgical approach could be considered a new way of thinking rather 
than a plea for a new ‘position’, next to the ones already fulfilled by the 
conservator, curator, documentalist, registrar or others involved in the 
perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks. At this final note, I propose 
to add a last diagram to the conceptual model, to acknowledge the role of the 
dramaturg as an important factor of influence on the ongoing lives of the 
artworks under discussion. In this context, I also suggest replacing the ‘script’ 
as factor of influence for the notion of ‘scenario’ (as already indicated above). 
(see Diagram 15). 
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Future research 
 
A large part of this dissertation has been dedicated to the perpetuation of 
site-specific installation artworks in a museum context. Those artworks bring 
explicitly to the fore that the production, reception and perpetuation of art 
relates to the specifics of time and space. I have shown that it is possible to 
perpetuate dimensions of the artwork’s site-specificity by redefining the 
connections with a given space, and that these connections can fluctuate over 
time. The proposition of the conceptual model will hopefully prove helpful for 
future academic research and museum practices. However, this investigation 
is not necessarily limited to the group of site-specific installation artworks, as 
the issues at stake apply to other forms of art as well, like for instance art in 
public space or artworks that were destined for historical interiors. In that 
sense, art history is full of examples to which the model of spatial functions 
could be applied as an analytical instrument in order to gain a better 
understanding of the shifts in spatial design, representational spaces and the 
spaces of production. In that sense historical and contemporary art have 
common ground, which is worth exploring further in the future.   
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List of interviews conducted by the author 

 
Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave. It happens in the body of time where truth 
dances 
 
 Interview with Wout Braber (Head of Technical Services Museum 

Boijmans van Beunignen ) and Jaqueline Rapmund (Registrar 
Contemporary Art Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen), 28 November 
2011. 

 Interview with Sjarel Ex (Director of Musuem Boijmans Van Beuningen), 
5 December 2011.  

 Interview with Marjolijn de Bakker (Technical Staff Museum Boijmans 
Van Beuningen), 15 March 2012. 

 Interview with Saskia Rijsdijk (Independent Conservator), 6 May 2012. 
 Interview with Eric Meier (Exhibition Designer and Production Manager 

at MoMA) and Margo Delidow (Contract Conservator for the Whitney 
Museum and Research Fellow at MoMA), conservation studio The Bronx, 
8 July 2012.  

  
Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO. The Secret Life of the Onion 
 
 Interview with Margo van de Wiel, 13 July 2016. 
 Interview Christiane Berndes, 13 July 2016.  
 
Flying City’s Drifting Producers   
 
 Interview with Louis Baltussen, Van Abbemuseum, 13 January 2010. 
 Interview with Perry van Duijnhoven, 13 January 2010. 
 Interview with Bettine Verkuijlen, Van Abbemuseum, 20 January 2010. 
 Interview with Margot van de Wiel, Van Abbemuseum. 20 January 2010. 
 Interview with Christiane Berndes, Van Abbemuseum, 3 March 2010. 
 Interview with Charles Esche, Van Abbemuseum, 24 March 2010. 
 Interview with Jeon Yongseok, Seoul, 20 maart 2011. 
 Interview with Hans Janssen about Constant’s New Babylon Project, 24 

November 2010. 
 Interview with Christiane Berndes, 2 February 2017. 
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Published interviews consulted for the case 

studies  

 
 Skype interview with Ernesto Neto by Museum Boijmans Van 

Beuningen incorporated in a film by Alexander Goekjian, 
“Megastructures: Building ‘Célula Nave’.” Arttube, 10 July June 2009.  
https://vimeo.com/124817865 (accessed 13 August 2019). 

 Video recording of Topology: Spaces of Transformation: Edges of the 
World, panel discussion and presentation by Ernesto Neto. Tate 
conference (part three), 21 January 2012. 
https://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/video/topology-edges-
world-video-recordings  (accessed 13 August 2019). 

 Interview with Ernesto Neto by Bill Arning, 1 January 2000. 
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/ernesto-neto/ (accessed 13 
August 2019). 

 Interview with Ernesto Neto by Nathan Gülick at the occasion of the 
installation of Animal Architecture, January 2007, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0MSbpiXs1w- (accessed 13 
August 2019). 

 Wilcox, Jess. “Anthropodino: A Conversation with Ernesto Neto.” Art 
in America, 26 May, 2009 (online version). 
https://www.artinamericamagazine.com/news-
features/interviews/anthropodino-a-conversation-with-ernesto-
neto/ (accessed 12 October, 2019).  

 Interview with Ernesto Neto by Luiz Camillo Osario. In “Madness is 
part of life,” 7-37. Tokyo: Espace Louis Vuitton, 29 September 2012 – 
6 January 2013. 

 Interview with Jason Rhoades. Heimir Björgúlfsson, “Charisma 
Catcher,” 29 July, 2006. Artnet Magazine. 
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/features/bjorgulfsson/bjorgulfs
son8-23-06.asp (accessed 13 August 2019). 

 Vergara, Leire, “Art, Possibility and Democracy, Interview with 
Charles Esche.” Zehar, Issue 57 (2005). 
http://artxibo.arteleku.net/sites/all/libraries/pdfjs/web/viewer.htm
l?file=http%3A//artxibo.arteleku.net/en/islandora/object/arteleku%
253A5827/datastream/OBJ/view (accessed 18 October, 2019). 
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Appendix  

 
Robert Morris, The Amsterdam Project. Specification for a Piece with 
Combustible Materials executed at the exhibition ‘Op losse schroeven. 
Situaties en cryptostructuren’, curated by Wim Beeren, Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam, 15 March – 27 April, 1969. 
 
Wall text of the instructions to the museum curator by Robert Morris: 
 
“Amsterdam project: 1. Collect as many different kinds of combustible 
materials as are available in Amsterdam – coal, oil, fireplace logs, grass, peat, 
coke, twigs, magnesium, etc. Assign a curator to thinking of more than I have 
listed. 2. Divide the number of exhibition days, less one, by the number of 
exhibition days. 3. Begin with one material and place it in the 9’x 12’ space 
allotted to the work. At eah interval obtainedby step 2 add another material. 
Each material must be placed freely in the space – that is, not in containers. If 
necessary, protet the floor with plastic from the beginning. 4. On the last day 
of the exhibition remove the entrie mass to a designed safe place, outside the 
musuem and ingnate - Robert Morris.” 
 
From: Rattemeyer, C., Gleadowe, T., Harrison, C., Szeemann, H. and Beeren, W. 
(2011), Exhibiting the New Art. 'Op Losse Schroeven' and 'When Attitudes 
Become Form' 1969, New York: Distributed Art Pub Inc., p. 97.  
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Summary  

T. Scholte, Insite / Outsite. The Perpetuation of Site-Specific Installation 
Artworks in Museums 
 
This dissertation is dedicated to a research into the perpetuation of site-
specific installation artworks in a museum context. Site-specificity relates to 
artworks that are produced for specific locations and are often intended for 
temporary exhibitions. From the 1960s onwards, artistic practices show an 
increasing trend of creating site-specific installation artworks at a variety of 
locations, including museums. From the 1990s onward, museums frequently 
commission artists to produce installations for specific gallery spaces. 
Notwithstanding their site-specific and often temporary nature, these 
artworks are widely collected by museums, distributed and reinstalled again 
at different places, in different times. Hence, pivotal questions of this 
dissertation are: What is a site-specific installation and what does it mean 
when the lifespan of the artwork is extended? How are the content and form 
of site-specific installation artworks affected by musealization processes and 
 often inevitable  relocation?  
 In answer to these questions, my research offers a conceptual model for 
the analysis of site-specific installation artworks over time, enabling a 
systematic comparison of successive iterations and the factors that influence 
their presentation as a site-specific installation. The building blocks of this 
conceptual model are derived from various academic disciplines  art history, 
conservation and socio-geography  that will be shaping the model step by 
step.  
 The starting point of the argument is that site-specific installation 
artworks can best be understood as dynamic relational networks, a notion I 
derive from the art historical discourse on site-specific installation art as well 
as from the conservation discourse on contemporary art. From socio-
geography, in particular Henry Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991 
[1974]), I borrow the idea that site-specificity is produced as a network of 
spatial functions. In view of the perpetuation of a site-specific installation 
artwork, I argue that these functions can be reinvigorated when the artwork 
is reinstalled in a specific context and moment in time.  
 With this study I aim to contribute to both the academic field at the 
intersection of conservation, museology and art history, as well as the 
decision-making processes regarding the presentation of site-specific 
installation artworks in a museum context. Hence, apart from a profound 
study of the literature, my research consists of comprehensive case studies, 
based on interviews with a range of stakeholders, archival research, personal 
observation and ethnographic fieldwork during a number of museum projects 
in which I participated.  

Chapter 1 The problem of the perpetuation of site-specific installation 
art, describes the problem of the perpetuation of site-specific installation 
artworks in a museum context. Since the artworks are created for a specific 
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place and time, an inherent paradox occurs when a museum acquires the 
work, meaning that the lifespan of the work is extended. Immanent 
alterations and contextual changes may have considerable effect on the 
artwork’s content and form after the acquisition. Therefore, the research 
question of this dissertation is twofold. The first question addresses the 
connectivity between the artwork and the ‘site’ of its presentation: How can 
we describe this connection and what set of parameters can support a 
comparison between one iteration of the artwork and another? The second 
question concerns the strategies artists and custodians apply in respect of 
the activation of the network of site-specific functions and it foregrounds the 
factors of influence regarding the presentation of site-specific installations. In 
particular relating to the second question, ample attention is paid to museum 
practices and the underlying motives of the decision-makers.  

Furthermore, the chapter provides a first outline of the group of 
works called ‘site-specific installation art’, which can roughly be divided in 
two art-historical periods: the avant-garde period of the 1960s and 1970s, 
when site-specificity was ‘discovered’ as a means to circumvent the 
mechanisms of the art market by creating site-specific works that could not 
(easily) be traded; and a second period from the 1990s onwards, when art 
practices changed under the influence of globalization – at the same time, 
museums started to collect and commission site-specific art. 

Chapter 2 Site-specific installation art from an historical perspective, is 
an in-depth examination of the art historical literature on site-specific art. 
According to a genealogy proposed by Miwon Kwon in One Place After 
Another. Site-Specific Art and Locational identity (2002), three types of site-
specificity can be observed. The first two types are elaborated by Kwon in 
relation to the avant-garde period of the 19760s and 1970s: on the one hand, 
site-specificity establishes a direct, physical relationship between the artwork 
and the site, experienced by the audience in the here-and-now of the 
exhibited artwork (phenomenological site-specificity); on the other hand site-
specificity is conceived as an artistic strategy, i.e. by creating unmovable (and 
untradeable) artworks and therewith offering a critique on the established 
art circuit (socio-institutional site-specificity). The third type emerges in the 
1980s and 1990s, when artists start working around the globe in projects that 
incorporate social, historical and other specifics of a place, often executed in 
collaboration with local communities. The artworks resulting from those 
projects are distributed through the gallery and museum system, therewith 
creating a gap between the site of production and the site of reception. The 
artwork still refers to the original location, but has been moved physically 
(discursive site-specificity).  
 Other authors too have contributed to my understanding of the art 
historical developments of site-specific installations and provided 
steppingstones for my conceptual model. An interesting observation in this 
respect is offered by Kevin Melchionne, who is of the opinion that site-
specificity is an artistic strategy, although the approach not necessarily 
criticizes the institutions nor ties the artwork to a physical location per se. 
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Another observation is made by Nick Kaye, who points to the ‘performativity’ 
of site-specific installations in the sense that these artworks activate the 
connection between the work and the conditions of the (museum) site, not 
only during the initial manifestation of the work, but with each new iteration. 
Site-specific installations repeatedly pose challenges to museum institutions 
when they are being preserved and presented in various contexts.  
 Based on my examination of the art historical discourse and with an eye 
on the conceptual model, I propose to make a triadic distinction of site-
specific functions of the artwork that can be activated when the installation is 
exhibited. First, the artwork’s spatial design and its connection to the physical 
surrounding; secondly, the way in which a site-specific work activates the 
visitor’s experience in the here-and-now and therewith stimulates awareness 
of the socio-cultural context; and thirdly, the discursive dimension of site-
specificity, bridging the gap between the site of production and the site(s) of 
reception; the latter may reach beyond the installed artwork and take a 
variety of forms in the ‘mediation’ of the artwork on display (including 
documentation about its site-specific functions).  
 In Chapter 3 A conceptual model for the analysis of site-specific 
installations, I develop the conceptual model further by elaborating the triadic 
network of spatial functions on the basis of Henri Lefebvre’s social-
geographical theory. In his famous publication The Production of Space 
(1974), Lefebvre deviates from the then prevailing understanding of space in 
terms of the Euclidian laws of geometry. From a social-geographical 
perspective, Lefebvre introduces a performative dimension: the production of 
space. He takes the stance that spaces are no ‘empty voids’ that exist 
independently from the actions taking place. In real life situations people 
inhabit spaces and employ activities in relation to the space. In any 
production practice, Lefebvre argues, there is a reciprocity between the 
physical space, the activities of people, and the symbolic or representational 
function of the space (like the symbolic function of a museum is different 
from that of a factory or a living room). Hence, Lefebvre envisions the 
production of space as the activation of a network of spatial functions, 
specified in his Triad of Spatiality as the physical, social and symbolic.  
 After an in-depth examination of Lefebvre’s theory, I propose to 
incorporate his views into the conceptual model for the analysis of site-
specific installations, by making a similar triadic distinction: the physical 
relationship between the artwork and its surrounding (in concept and 
realization); the social practices and spaces in which the artwork is produced 
and presented; and the symbolic (representational) context of the 
presentation.  
 What is still missing from the conceptual model at this stage, is the 
factor time and the influence of museum practices on the perpetuation of site-
specific installation artworks. Therefore, I include in the second part of 
Chapter 3 this temporal aspect by examining the factors of influence on the 
artworks’ transformation over time. Insights are derived from a current 
movement in the conservation discourse in which installation artworks are 
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compared to a ‘performance’ or ‘live event’. The rationale for understanding 
site-specific installations in terms of their performative quality is that these 
artworks only gain meaning once they have been installed  or ‘staged’  at a 
particular place and moment in time.  
 This view also brings into focus the fact that staging a site-specific 
installation is the result of a decision-making process, which can be analysed 
with a similar set of terms as applied in the performance arts, such as ‘script’ 
and ‘actor’.  I incorporate this view into my conceptual model by developing a 
‘toolbox’ – based on the notions of ‘script’ and ‘actor’ – which supports the 
analysis of the decision-making and the factors of influence for a particular 
iteration. Lefebvre’s theory of the triadic network of spatial functions and the 
performance analogy are complementary to one another, like two segments 
of a walnut. Together they constitute my proposition of a conceptual model 
for the perpetuation of site-specific installation artworks in museum context.  
 Throughout this dissertation, I combine theories, conceptual ideas and 
case studies based on elaborate examination of the artworks and related 
documentation. In Chapters 1, 2 and 3, several historical examples are 
presented in order to develop the argument and the conceptual model. In the 
case study chapters 4, 5 and 6, the model is tested against case examples from 
a more recent date (originating from the first decade of this century). Due to 
their relatively young existence, they pose challenges and dilemmas which 
museums, as yet, have not always solved. The examples were selected on the 
basis of specific questions raised in view of the perpetuation of the artwork in 
a museum context. Each of the main case studies is accompanied with at least 
one comparative case, which has a longer history of musealization.   
 Chapter 4 Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave: extending the lifespan of a 
temporary, site-specific installation in a museum context, examines the 
problem of a site-specific installation artwork that was intentionally of a 
temporary nature and yet has been acquired by a museum. Célula Nave. It 
happens in the body where truth dances (2004) is a room-filling installation in 
the collection of Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. A spatial structure, 
resembling a ‘tent’ or ‘nave’, is made of a delicate, stretchable polyamide 
fabric. The artist intended that visitors enter the nave and move around in the 
interior spaces of the work, touching the sides and the floor of the membrane 
with their hands and feet. After two terms of display, the condition of the 
installation deteriorated to such an extent that the artwork was considered a 
‘total loss’. Célula Nave was commissioned for the main gallery space (the first 
floor of the Bodon Gallery) is in accordance to the museum’s policy to offer its 
audiences experiential, interactive artworks created in commission.  
 This case study first of all examines how the spatial design and physical 
space of the artwork relate to the representational context of the Bodon 
Room. Therewith the case study sheds light on the dilemma caused by a 
contradiction between the intended site-specific functions  including the 
visitors’ physical interaction with the nave’s membrane  and the decision to 
extend the lifespan of the artwork. The notion of ‘script’ helps to analyse the 
factors of influence like, in this case, the haptic qualities of the polyamide 
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fabric and the implicit script to touch the membrane (‘inscribed’ by the artist 
into the spatial design), which eventually caused the damages and current 
state of total loss. Furthermore, the places of production  in terms of 
Lefebvre’s Triad of Spatiality: the social spaces of production  play an 
important role in this case study since they are significant parameters for the 
meaning of the work. With an eye on the current state of the artwork, the 
conceptual model is employed for an exploration of possible scenarios for 
future iterations, taking into account the relation between the production 
process and production place, and the intended site-specific experience of the 
visitor. These options are: restoration of the original, remake under 
supervision of the artist, and remake by another fabricator. 
 Chapter 5 Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO: reactivating site-specificity and the 
social space of perpetuation and care, examines a room-filling installation by 
Jason Rhoades in the collection of Van Abbemuseum. SLOTO. The Secret Life of 
the Onion (2003) was created for the opening exhibition of the new museum 
(2003), as a site-specific installation for the museum’s ‘project space’ in the 
basement. The chapter focuses on the perpetuation of a site-specific 
installation that results from a co-production between the artist and the 
museum. Jason Rhoades involved museum staff members in the preparations, 
e.g. by collecting numerous objects of which the installation is composed 
(most of which refer to cultivation processes in agriculture) and he engaged 
them in ‘uncommon’ activities for a museum context  such as slicing onion 
rings and cooking them in the museum canteen before adding them to the 
installation. The case study analyses the site-specific network by looking into 
the functions of spatial design (the physical site-specificity of the installation 
in the museum’s basement) and the social production spaces in the concept 
and realization of the artwork. Furthermore, the function of representational 
(symbolic) space is analysed in relation to the spatial design, as Rhoades 
incorporated the entire collection of artworks of Van Abbemuseum in the 
installation, in the form of ‘thumbnails’.  
 When SLOTO was reinstalled in 2011, the museum faced two immense 
challenges: in 2006, the artist had suddenly passed away and the original 
location was no longer available as a gallery space. With this second iteration, 
the curators decided to relocate SLOTO to a White Cube gallery space and 
they accommodated its site-specific functions this new location. The 
conceptual model enables the analysis of the resulting shifts in the spatial 
network, in particular regarding the spatial design and representational 
(symbolic) space of the gallery. With the relocation to the White Cube, the 
curators decided to replace one element of the original installation with 
another artwork in their collection: Donald Judd’s Minimalist artwork 
Untitled (1974-1976). This comes down to a (reactivation of the symbolic 
space). The case study clarifies this (radical) solution by looking into the role 
of the actors involved (e.g. the role of the custodians in the production of the 
work) and by analyzing the decision in terms of a curatorial ‘scenario’ (an 
extension of the notion of ‘script’ in this context) for reactivating the work’s 
site-specificity in a new context.   
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 Chapter 6 Drifting Producers: the perpetuation of an installation artwork 
emerging  
from a site-specific project, is dedicated to the installation artwork Drifting 
Producers (2003) by the South-Korean artists’ group Flying City (in the 
collection Van Abbemuseum). This installation is intertwined with a socio-
geographical art project carried out by Flying City over a period of several 
years (2001-2009). Apart from being artists, the collective took on the role of 
urban researchers in Seoul and integrated this research into their installation 
Drifting Producers. The case study examines the transition from a socio-
geographical project into an installation artwork and analyses its 
perpetuation in a museum context with the following questions in mind: To 
what extent and how does the project which has been conducted at a different 
geographical location, still resonate in the materialized installation artwork? 
What happened to the site-specific functions of the installation after the work 
entered the museum collection?  
 As part of this study, I look into to the social network of actors that 
were formed in the early stages of the project (including the local community 
of Seoul, the artists and the future custodians) and I analyse the changes 
within this network after the project has ended and Drifting Producers ‘lives 
on’ as a musealized work of art. By using the conceptual model, I make 
insightful that the representational space of the museum predominates the 
lived ‘social spaces’ of the network of actors involved with the project. I 
conclude that the perpetuation of the installation Drifting Producers has 
inevitably led to a stage in which the artwork has turned into an aesthetic, 
‘site-generic’, art object.  
 Chapter 7 Conclusion, presents the main outcomes of the research and 
reflects on the applicability of the proposed model to museum practices. The 
analyses of the case studies show that the functions of the site-specific 
network are continuously redefined, often with the help of the artist, but 
certainly not always. Sometimes custodians need to reinvigorate the 
functions of the spatial network in a way that could not be foreseen at the 
moment of creation. Hence, one of the main conclusions is that a strategy for 
staging site-specific installations is inevitably based on an interpretation of 
the work’s site-specificity, which is informed by the artist’s instructions, but 
just as well by curatorial concepts and current museum policies. The wish to 
expand the life of a spatiotemporally defined artwork is an inherent paradox 
which cannot easily be solved. Reinvigoration of the site-specific network 
may easily lead to radical changes in the artwork’s manifestation. Yet, if such 
a reinvigoration does not take place, there is a risk that the artwork loses its 
site-specific meaning all together.  
 Finally, I once more return to the performance analogy in relation to 
museum practices. Whereas the notions of ‘script’ and ‘actors’ are beneficial 
for studying the decision-making processes and underlying motives of the 
artists and custodians, the analogy could be extended with the notions of 
‘scenography’ and ‘dramaturgy’, which are familiar concepts in the study of 
theatrical performances. Looking into curatorial strategies for site-specific 
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installations, I suggest that ‘scenography’ could be applied to the analysis of 
the spatial design of the artwork at successive iterations. Furthermore, the 
notion of ‘dramaturgy’ can be applied to the views and practices of custodians 
when reactivating the artwork’s site-specific functions. The dramaturg 
studies previous biographical stages of the artwork and develops a curatorial 
strategy for exhibiting the site-specific installation in the here-and-now. I 
propose that in museum practices a team of professionals, both from inside 
and outside the organization, takes on the role of the dramaturg. In 
combination with the notion that site-specific installations are performative 
works of art, the idea took root that interpretation is an indispensable factor 
in keeping those artworks ‘alive’. By envisioning the role of a dramaturg, 
activation of the network of spatial functions might in the future become an 
accepted strategy for a meaningful perpetuating of site-specific installations 
in a museum context.  
  



 

216 
 

  



 

217 
 

Samenvatting  

T. Scholte, Insite / Outsite. De vele levens van site-specifieke  installatie-
kunstwerken in musea 
 
In dit proefschrift doe ik onderzoek naar het voortbestaan van site-specifieke 
kunstwerken in een museale context. ‘Site-specifiek’ betekent dat het 
kunstwerk is gemaakt voor een bepaalde plaats en voor de beperkte tijd van 
een tentoonstelling. Vanaf de jaren zestig van de vorige eeuw is er in de 
kunstpraktijk een toenemende belangstelling voor site-specifieke 
kunstwerken, gemaakt op uiteenlopende locaties, waaronder het museum. 
Vanaf de jaren negentig geven musea regelmatig opdrachten aan kunstenaars 
om werken voor een specifieke museumzaal te maken. Ondanks het feit dat 
de kunstwerken locatie-gebonden en vaak tijdelijk van aard zijn, worden zij 
op grote schaal door musea verzameld, gedistribueerd en opnieuw opgesteld 
op andere locaties. Kernvragen in dit proefschrift zijn daarom: Wat is een site-
specifieke installatie en wat betekent het wanneer de levensduur van het 
kunstwerk wordt verlengd? Welke invloed hebben de processen van 
musealizering op de vorm en inhoud van het kunstwerk, en wat is het effect 
van  meestal onvermijdelijke  verplaatsing?  
 Om deze vragen te kunnen beantwoorden, ontwikkel ik een 
conceptueel model voor de analyse van site-specifieke installaties, die een 
systematische vergelijking van opeenvolgende tentoonstellingsmomenten 
mogelijk maakt en waarmee factoren die invloed hebben op de site-specifieke 
functies van het kunstwerk kunnen worden opgespoord. De bouwstenen voor 
het conceptuele model zijn ontleend aan verschillende wetenschappelijk 
disciplines  kunstgeschiedenis, conservering en sociale geografie  aan de 
hand waarvan het model stap voor stap ontwikkeld wordt.  
 Het startpunt voor mijn argumentatie is dat site-specifieke installaties 
het best begrepen kunnen worden als dynamische netwerken, een idee dat ik 
ontleen aan kunsthistorische discussies omtrent site-specifieke 
installatiekunst en aan het conserveringsdiscours van moderne kunst. Aan de 
sociaalgeografische wetenschappen, met name Henry Lefebvre’s The 
Production of Space (1991 [1974]), ontleen ik het idee dat het kenmerk ‘site-
specifiek’ wordt geproduceerd als een netwerk van ruimtelijke functies. In 
relatie tot het voortbestaan van site-specifieke kunstwerken stel ik vast dat 
deze functies geactiveerd kunnen worden wanneer het kunstwerk opnieuw 
wordt geïnstalleerd in een specifieke context en op een bepaald moment in de 
tijd.  
 Met dit onderzoek wil ik een bijdrage leveren aan de wetenschap op het 
snijvlak van conservering, museologie en kunstgeschiedenis, en tevens aan 
besluitvormingsprocessen voor de presentatie van site-specifieke 
kunstwerken in een museale context. Daarom bestaat mijn onderzoek, naast 
een diepgaande bestudering van de literatuur, uit gedetailleerd uitgewerkte 
casestudy’s, gebaseerd op interviews met een verscheidenheid van 
belanghebbenden, archiefonderzoek, persoonlijke observaties en 
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etnografisch veldwerk tijdens een aantal museale projecten waaraan ik heb 
deelgenomen.  

In hoofdstuk 1, The problem of the perpetuation of site-specific 
installation art, beschrijf ik het probleem van het voortbestaan van site-
specifieke installaties in een museale context. Aangezien deze kunstwerken 
zijn bedacht en gemaakt voor een specifieke plaats en tijd ontstaat er een 
paradox wanneer een museum het kunstwerk verzamelt, omdat daarmee de 
levensduur wordt verlengd. Immanente veranderingen en veranderingen van 
de context kunnen een aanzienlijke invloed hebben op de inhoud en 
verschijningsvorm van het kunstwerk na de acquisitie. Daarom is de 
onderzoeksvraag van dit proefschrift tweeledig. De eerste vraag is gericht op 
de relatie tussen het kunstwerk en de ‘site’ waarin het wordt gepresenteerd: 
hoe kunnen we deze relatie beschrijven en welke set parameters ondersteunt 
een vergelijking tussen de ene uitvoering van het kunstwerk en de andere? 
De tweede vraag betreft de strategieën die kunstenaars en 
museumprofessionals toepassen om het netwerk van site-specifieke functies 
te activeren, en richt zich op de factoren die van invloed zijn op de 
presentatie van site-specifieke installaties. Vooral in relatie tot deze tweede 
vraag besteed ik ruimschoots aandacht aan de museumpraktijk en de 
onderliggende motieven van besluitvormers.  

Bovendien wordt in dit hoofdstuk een eerste schets gegeven van de 
groep kunstwerken die als ‘site-specifieke installaties’ zijn gecreëerd. Deze 
groep is min of meer op te delen in twee kunsthistorische periodes: de avant-
garde periode van de jaren zestig en zeventig, toen site-specifieke kunst werd 
‘ontdekt’ als een manier om de mechanismes van de kunstmarkt te omzeilen, 
aangezien plaatsgebonden kunstwerken niet (zonder meer) verhandelbaar 
zijn; en een tweede periode vanaf de jaren negentig, toen de 
kunstenaarspraktijk veranderde onder invloed van globalisering – en musea 
tegelijkertijd begonnen met het verzamelen van site-specifieke installaties en 
steeds vaker kunstenaars opdracht gaven om die te creëren.  
 Hoofdstuk 2, Site-specific installation art from an historical perspective, 
levert een diepgaande bespreking van de kunsthistorische literatuur over 
site-specifieke kunst. Volgens Miwon Kwon in One Place After Another. Site-
Specific Art and Locational identity (2002), kunnen er drie types site-
specifieke kunst worden benoemd. Kwon werkt de eerste twee types uit in 
relatie tot de avant-garde periode van de jaren zestig en zeventig: enerzijds 
creëert site-specifieke kunst een directe, fysieke relatie tussen het kunstwerk 
en de locatie, die het publiek ervaart in het hier-en-nu van het 
tentoongestelde kunstwerk (phenomenological site-specificity); anderzijds 
wordt site-specifieke kunst ingezet als strategie: door onverplaatsbare (en 
onverhandelbare) kunstwerken te creëren leveren kunstenaars kritiek op het 
gevestigde kunstcircuit (socio-institutional site-specificity). Het derde type 
ontstaat in de jaren tachtig en negentig, wanneer kunstenaars over de gehele 
wereld projecten gaan uitvoeren waarin sociale, historische en andere 
plaatsgebonden aspecten een rol spelen, vaak uitgevoerd met medewerking 
van plaatselijke gemeenschappen. De kunstwerken die uit dit soort projecten 
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ontstaan, worden verspreid door het systeem van galeries en musea, 
waardoor er een kloof ontstaat tussen de site van de productie en de site waar 
het kunstwerk wordt ervaren door het publiek. Het kunstwerk verwijst dan 
naar de oorspronkelijke site, maar is in fysieke zin verplaatst (discursive site-
specificity).  
 Ook andere auteurs dragen bij aan mijn begrip van de kunsthistorische 
ontwikkeling van site-specifieke installaties en leveren bouwstenen om mijn 
conceptuele model te ontwikkelen. Kevin Melchionne stelt vast dat ‘site-
specifiek’ betrekking heeft op een kunstenaarsstrategie, maar dat deze 
strategie niet noodzakelijk een kritiek is op de kunstinstellingen noch perse 
een verbinding legt tussen het kunstwerk en de fysieke locatie.   Een andere 
bijdrage wordt geleverd door een publicatie van Nick Kaye, die wijst op de 
‘performativiteit’ van site-specifieke installaties, in de zin dat deze 
kunstwerken de relatie tussen het werk en de condities van de ‘site’ activeren 
 niet alleen gedurende de oorspronkelijke opstelling, maar elke keer 
wanneer zij tentoongesteld worden. Deze kunstwerken vormen een uitdaging 
voor museale instellingen wanneer zij behouden blijven en in diverse 
contexten gepresenteerd worden.  
 Op basis van mijn onderzoek naar het kunsthistorische discours en met 
het oog op het conceptuele model, stel ik voor om een drievoudige indeling te 
maken van site-specifieke functies van het kunstwerk, die geactiveerd kunnen 
worden als het kunstwerk wordt tentoongesteld. Ten eerste, het ruimtelijke 
ontwerp van het kunstwerk, dat een relatie aangaat  met de fysieke omgeving; 
ten tweede, de manier waarop het site-specifieke kunstwerk de ervaring van 
de toeschouwer activeert in het hier-en-nu en daarmee bewustwording 
stimuleert van de sociaal-culturele context; en ten derde, de discursieve 
dimensie van site-specifieke installaties, die de kloof tussen de site van de 
productie en de site van de receptie overbrugt. Dit laatste kan verder reiken 
dan het geïnstalleerde kunstwerk zelf en kan zich in verschillende vormen 
manifesteren in het proces van ‘mediatie’ (onder meer in de vorm van 
documentatie omtrent de site-specifieke functies van het werk).  
 In hoofdstuk 3, A conceptual model for the analysis of site-specific 
installations, ontwikkel ik het conceptuele model verder en baseer mij op een 
netwerk van ruimtelijke functies ontleend aan Henri Lefebvre’s 
sociaalgeografische theorie. In zijn beroemde publicatie The Production of 
Space (1974), neemt Lefebvre afstand van de destijds heersende opvatting 
waarin ruimte wordt gedefinieerd in termen van de Euclidische wetten van 
de geometrie. Vanuit een sociaalgeografisch perspectief introduceert 
Lefebvre een performatieve dimensie: de productie van ruimte. Hij neemt het 
standpunt in dat ruimtes geen ‘lege omhulsels’ zijn, die onafhankelijk van de 
acties die erin plaatsvinden kunnen bestaan. In situaties in het dagelijks leven 
nemen mensen ruimtes in gebruik en voeren activiteiten uit in relatie tot de 
ruimte. Lefebvre beweert dat er een wederkerigheid bestaat tussen de fysieke 
ruimte, de activiteiten van mensen, en de symbolische of representatieve 
functie van een ruimte (zoals een museum een andere symbolische functie 
heeft dan een huiskamer). Daarom beschouwt Lefebvre de productie van 
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ruimte als de activering van een netwerk van ruimtelijke functies, in zijn 
Triad of Spatiality gespecificeerd als een fysieke, sociale en symbolische 
functie.  
 Na een diepgaande bestudering van Lefebvre’s theorie, stel ik voor om 
zijn zienswijze op te nemen in het conceptuele model voor de analyse van 
site-specifieke installaties door een vergelijkbare drievoudige indeling te 
maken: de fysieke relatie tussen het kunstwerk en de omgeving (in concept 
en realisatie); de sociale praktijken en ruimtes waarin het kunstwerk wordt 
geproduceerd en gepresenteerd; en de symbolische (representatieve) context 
van de presentatie.  
 Wat hier nog mist voor het conceptuele model is de factor tijd, en de 
invloed van museale praktijken op het voortbestaan van site-specifieke 
kunstwerken. Daarom behandel ik in het tweede deel van hoofdstuk 3 het 
temporele aspect, door de factoren die invloed hebben op de verandering van 
het kunstwerk te bestuderen. Ik ontleen inzichten aan een eigentijdse richting 
binnen het conserveringsdiscours, waarin installaties worden vergeleken met 
een ‘performance’ of ‘gebeurtenis’. De ratio om site-specifieke kunstwerken 
op te vatten in termen van hun performatieve kwaliteiten is dat deze 
kunstwerken pas betekenis krijgen als ze zijn geïnstalleerd – of ‘uitgevoerd’ 
(staged)  op een specifieke plaats en op bepaald moment.  
 Deze zienswijze maakt ook duidelijk dat de installatie van een site-
specifiek kunstwerk het resultaat is van een besluitvormingsproces, dat 
geanalyseerd kan worden met een vergelijkbare set termen als toegepast op 
de performance kunsten, zoals ‘script’ en ‘actor’. Ik incorporeer deze 
zienswijze in mijn conceptuele model door een toolbox te ontwikkelen  
gebaseerd op de concepten ‘script’ en ‘actor’  die de analyse van de 
besluitvormingsprocessen en de factoren die invloed hebben op de uitvoering 
ondersteunen.  
Lefebvre’s theorie van het drievormige netwerk van ruimtelijke functies en 
de performance analogie zijn complementair, zoals de twee helften van een 
walnoot. Samen vormen ze mijn voorstel voor een conceptueel model voor 
site-specifieke installatiekunstwerken die in een museale context 
voortbestaan.  
 
In mijn proefschrift beweeg ik regelmatig tussen theorie, conceptuele ideeën 
en praktijkvoorbeelden, waarvoor ik mij baseer op gedetailleerde 
bestudering van kunstwerken en daarbij horende documentatie. In de 
hoofdstukken 1, 2 en 3 worden meerdere historische voorbeelden genoemd 
om mijn argumentatie en het conceptuele model te ontwikkelen. In de 
hoofdstukken 4, 5 en 6, die gewijd zijn aan de drie primaire casestudy’s, 
wordt het model getest aan de hand van meer eigentijdse voorbeelden 
(daterend uit het eerste decennium van deze eeuw). Gezien hun relatief jonge 
bestaan, stellen zij musea voor andere uitdagingen en dilemma’s, die nog niet 
altijd zijn opgelost. De voorbeelden zijn geselecteerd op grond van de 
specifieke vragen die zij oproepen ten aanzien van het voortbestaan van deze 
werken in een museale context. Elke primaire casestudy gaat vergezeld van 
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ten minste één vergelijkbaar voorbeeld dat een langere geschiedenis van 
musealizering kent.  
 In hoofdstuk 4, Ernesto Neto’s Célula Nave: extending the lifespan of a 
temporary, site-specific installation in a museum context, onderzoek ik het 
probleem van een installatie die bedoeld was als tijdelijk kunstwerk, maar 
desondanks door een museum is aangekocht. Célula Nave. It happens in the 
body where truth dances (2004) is een groot kunstwerk in de collectie van 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. De ruimtelijke constructie, die op een 
‘tent’ (nave) lijkt, is gemaakt van een fragiele, rekbare stof (polyamide). De 
kunstenaar wilde dat bezoekers de nave konden binnengaan en konden 
ronddwalen in de binnenruimten van het kunstwerk, waarbij ze de zijkanten 
en de vloer van de membraan zouden aanraken met hun handen en voeten. 
Na twee periodes van tentoonstellen was de conditie van het kunstwerk 
ernstig verslechterd, waardoor het nu als een ‘total loss’ wordt beschouwd. 
Célula Nave was in opdracht gemaakt voor de grootste tentoonstellingszaal 
(de eerste verdieping van de Bodonvleugel); een voorbeeld van het beleid van 
het museum om het publiek interactieve, experience, kunstwerken aan te 
bieden die in opdracht van het museum zijn gemaakt.  
 Allereerst onderzoek ik in deze casestudy hoe het ruimtelijke ontwerp 
en de fysieke ruimte van het kunstwerk gerelateerd zijn aan de 
representatieve context van de Bodonzaal. Daarmee wordt het dilemma 
belicht dat ontstaat door een contradictie tussen de beoogde site-specifieke 
functies, inclusief de fysieke interactie van de bezoeker met de membraan van 
de nave, en het besluit om de levensduur van het kunstwerk te verlengen. Het 
concept ‘script’ helpt om de factoren die van invloed zijn te analyseren zoals, 
in dit geval, de haptische kwaliteiten van polyamide textiel en het impliciete 
‘script’ om de membraan aan te raken (‘ingeschreven’ door de kunstenaar in 
het ruimtelijke ontwerp), hetgeen uiteindelijk heeft geleid tot de schade en de 
huidige staat van ‘total loss’. Bovendien spelen in deze casestudy de 
productieplaatsen een belangrijk rol  in termen van Lefebvre’s Triad of 
Spatiality: de sociale productieplaatsen  aangezien zij belangrijke 
parameters zijn voor de betekenis van het kunstwerk. Met het oog op de 
huidige toestand van het kunstwerk, wordt het conceptuele model ingezet om 
mogelijke scenario’s voor toekomstige opstellingen te exploreren, waarbij 
rekening gehouden wordt met de relatie tussen het productieproces, de 
productieplaats en de beoogde site-specifieke ervaring van de toeschouwer. 
Deze opties zijn: restauratie van het origineel, een ‘remake’ onder supervisie 
van de kunstenaar of een ‘remake’ door een andere uitvoerder. 
 In hoofdstuk 5, Jason Rhoades’s SLOTO: reactivating site-specificity and 
the social space of perpetuation and care, onderzoek ik een zaalvullende 
installatie van Jason Rhoades in de collectie van Van Abbemuseum. SLOTO. 
The Secret Life of the Onion (2003) was gemaakt voor de 
openingstentoonstelling van het nieuwe museumgebouw, als site-specifieke 
installatie voor een ondergrondse ‘projectruimte’. Ik stel de vraag hoe een 
site-specifiek kunstwerk voortleeft nadat het als een ‘coproductie’ tussen de 
kunstenaar en het museum is ontstaan. Jason Rhoades betrok de 
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museumprofessionals bij de voorbereidingen, bijvoorbeeld door hen de 
talloze objecten waaruit de installatie is samengesteld, te laten verzamelen 
(waarvan de meeste verwijzen naar agrarische groeiprocessen) en ook vroeg 
hij hun activiteiten uit te voeren die in een museale context ‘ongebruikelijk’ 
zijn  zoals het snijden en koken van uienringen, voordat deze aan de 
installatie werden toegevoegd. De casestudy analyseert het site-specifieke 
netwerk door zowel te kijken naar de functies van het ruimtelijke ontwerp en 
de fysieke relatie tot de ondergrondse museumruimte, als naar de sociale 
productieruimtes in conceptualisering en realisatie van het kunstwerk. 
Bovendien wordt de functie van de representatieve (symbolische) ruimte 
geanalyseerd in relatie tot het ruimtelijke ontwerp, omdat Rhoades de 
volledige collectie kunstwerken van het Van Abbemuseum in zijn installatie 
opnam, in de vorm van ‘thumbnails’.  
 Toen SLOTO in 2011 opnieuw werd geïnstalleerd, zag het museum zich 
geplaatst voor twee enorme uitdagingen: in 2006 was de kunstenaar 
plotseling overleden en de oorspronkelijke locatie was niet langer 
beschikbaar als galerieruimte. Bij deze tweede ‘uitvoering’ besloten de 
conservatoren SLOTO naar een White Cube galerie te verplaatsen en zij 
pasten de ruimtelijke functies van het werk aan deze nieuwe locatie aan. Het 
conceptuele model maakt het mogelijk om de verschuivingen in het 
ruimtelijke netwerk te analyseren, met name in relatie tot het ruimtelijke 
ontwerp en de representatieve (symbolische) ruimte. Met de verplaatsing 
naar de White Cube, besloten de conservatoren om een element van de 
oorspronkelijke installatie te vervangen door een ander kunstwerk uit de 
collectie: Donald Judd’s minimalistische kunstwerk Untitled (1974-1976). Dit 
betekent in mijn analyse de reactivering van de symbolische ruimte. De 
casestudy verklaart deze (radicale) oplossing door te kijken naar de rol van 
de actoren (zoals de rol van de museumprofessionals in de productie van het 
kunstwerk) en door de beslissing te analyseren als een ‘scenario’ (een 
uitbreiding van het ‘script’ in deze context) om de site-specifieke elementen 
van het kunstwerk in een nieuwe context te activeren.  
 Hoofdstuk 6, Drifting Producers: the perpetuation of an installation 
artwork emerging  
from a site-specific, is gewijd aan de installatie Drifting Producers (2003, Coll. 
Van Abbemuseum) van de Zuid-Koreaanse kunstenaarsgroep Flying City. 
Deze installatie is verbonden met een sociaalgeografisch project dat Flying 
City heeft uitgevoerd over een lange periode (2001-2009). Als onderdeel van 
hun kunstenaarschap was het collectief actief als stedelijke onderzoekers in 
Seoul en zij integreerden hun onderzoek in de installatie Drifting Producers. 
De casestudy onderzoekt de transitie van een sociaalgeografisch project tot 
een installatie kunstwerk en analyseert het voortbestaan daarvan in een 
museale context vanuit de volgende vragen: In hoeverre weerklinkt in de 
installatie nog het project dat op een andere geografische locatie is 
uitgevoerd? Wat is er gebeurd met de site-specifieke functies op het moment 
dat het kunstwerk in de collectie werd opgenomen?  
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 Als onderdeel van deze casestudy, besteed ik aandacht aan het sociale 
netwerk van actoren dat in een vroeg stadium van het project gevormd werd 
(bestaande uit de lokale gemeenschap in Seoul, de kunstenaars en de 
toekomstige museumprofessionals) en ik analyseer de veranderingen in dit 
netwerk nadat het project is beëindigd en Drifting Producers ‘voortleeft’ als 
een museaal kunstwerk. Door het conceptuele model toe te passen, kan ik 
aantonen dat de representatieve ruimte dominant is ten opzichte van 
levendige ‘sociale ruimte’ van de actoren die betrokken waren bij het project. 
Ik concludeer dat het voorbestaan van de installatie Drifting Producers 
onvermijdelijk heeft geleid tot een fase waarin het kunstwerk is veranderd in 
een esthetisch  niet langer aan een plaats gebonden  object.  
 In hoofdstuk 7, Conclusion, presenteer ik de conclusies van het 
onderzoek en reflecteer ik op de toepasbaarheid van het voorgestelde model 
in de museumpraktijk. De analyses van de casestudy’s laten zien dat de 
functies van het site-specifieke netwerk continu opnieuw worden 
gedefinieerd, vaak met behulp van de kunstenaar, maar zeker niet altijd. Soms 
moeten museumprofessionals de ruimtelijke functies van het kunstwerk 
reactiveren op een manier die niet kon worden voorzien op het moment dat 
het kunstwerk werd gecreëerd. Ik concludeer dan ook dat een strategie om 
deze werken uit te voeren onvermijdelijk gebaseerd is op een interpretatie 
van het site-specifieke kunstwerk, gebaseerd op de instructies van de 
kunstenaar, maar evenzeer op tentoonstellingsstrategieën van de conservator 
en op het museumbeleid. De wens om het leven te verlengen van een 
kunstwerk dat voor een specifieke ruimte en tijd is gedefinieerd, levert een 
paradox op die niet eenvoudig is op te lossen. Reactiveren van het site-
specifieke netwerk kan al snel leiden tot radicale veranderingen in het 
kunstwerk. Maar als die activering niet plaatsvindt, bestaat het risico dat het 
kunstwerk zijn site-specifieke betekenis totaal verliest.  
 Tenslotte keer ik terug naar de performance-analogie in relatie tot de 
museale praktijk. Terwijl de concepten ‘script’ en ‘actor’ nuttig zijn gebleken 
voor het bestuderen van de besluitvormingsprocessen en onderliggende 
overwegingen van de kunstenaar en museumprofessionals, kan de analogie 
uitgebreid worden met de begrippen ‘scenografie’ en ‘dramaturgie’, zoals 
toegepast in de theaterwetenschappen. Met het oog op het uitvoeren van site-
specifieke installatiekunst, stel ik voor om ‘scenografie’ te gebruiken voor het 
analyseren van het ruimtelijke ontwerp van het kunstwerk tijdens 
opeenvolgende uitvoeringen. Het concept ‘dramaturgie’ heeft betrekking op 
de zienswijze en de praktijk van museumprofessionals wanneer zij de site-
specifieke functies activeren. De dramaturg bestudeert de voorafgaande 
biografie van het werk en ontwikkelt een strategie om het site-specifieke 
kunstwerk tentoon te stellen in het hier-en-nu. Ik stel voor dat in de 
museumpraktijk de rol van de dramaturg wordt vervuld door een team van 
professionals, zowel van binnen als buiten de organisatie. Aangezien site-
specifieke installaties als performatieve kunstwerken kunnen worden 
opgevat, meen ik dat interpretatie noodzakelijk is om deze werken ‘levend’ te 
houden. Door daarbij de rol van de dramaturg te omarmen, wordt activering 
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van het netwerk van ruimtelijke functies in de toekomst wellicht een 
geaccepteerde strategie om site-specifieke installaties in het museum op 
betekenisvolle wijze te laten voortbestaan.  
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This dissertation is about installation artworks that are made for a 

specific site and are often intended as temporary works of art. 

They are nevertheless purchased by museums and thus have a 

continued lifespan. An interesting paradox arises when these 

artworks are relocated and put on display in different periods of 

time. This problem prompted me to develop an analytical model in 

order to explain the influence of physical, social and symbolic 

contexts in which the artworks are perpetuated. The ultimate goal 

is to contribute to academic discussions on this topic and to 

support museums in their practice with the often complex issues 

these artworks provoke.  
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