Task 1- Research Report - Visual Enquiry 1 (ADAA5008)
By Millie Jones (2403702) 
How Can Site-Specific Artwork Transform a Site Itself?
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Spiral Jetty, 1970. Robert Smithson.
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House, 1993. Rachel Whiteread.
A site-specific project can bring people to a site that once previously did not have a purpose, transforming its original architectural intention and meaning. By responding directly to a location’s history, atmosphere, or surroundings, such artwork reshapes how the space is experienced. It can reveal or challenge overlooked narratives, shift public perception, or provoke new emotional responses. As viewers engage with the work, the site gains renewed significance and atmosphere, moving beyond its former function. In this way, site-specific art not only occupies a place but redefines it, turning an ordinary or forgotten location into a space of reflection, interaction, and lasting cultural meaning.

An example of how site-specific artwork can transform a site itself is Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970). The Jetty forms a 15-foot-wide spiral that extends over 1,500 feet into the waters of the Great Salt Lake in Utah, USA constructed from black basalt stones and earth sourced directly from the shoreline. Spiral Jetty rejects the traditional commercial gallery system, instead embracing vast scale and direct engagement with nature. What makes Spiral Jetty integral is that the Jetty cannot exist anywhere else. The jetty cannot be moved; it is permanently embedded in the land and removing it would destroy its essence. Its form is inseparable from its environment. Nature actively shapes the work, as fluctuating water levels at times submerge or reveal the spiral, making the landscape a true collaborator. "Smithson envisioned an artwork in a state of constant transformation whose form is never fixed and undergoes decay from the moment of its creation" (Foundation, 2019). Overtime, Smithson’s work has drawn people to a remote location that once lacked clear purpose. The artwork initially gave the site meaning, yet as that original purpose faded (due to gradual environmental erosion) new interpretations and transformations are continuously emerging. This continual evolution ensures that Spiral Jetty will always remain inseparable from its location ensuring that it is forever site-specific embracing the idea that site-specific artwork does transform a site itself. 


Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) is a powerful example of how site-specific work can fundamentally transform a site. By casting the interior of a condemned Victorian terrace house in concrete, Whiteread turned a familiar structure into a haunting monument. The work did more than occupy the site, it redefined it. The house, once a symbol of everyday domestic life, became a space for public memory and debate. Its ghostly presence invited viewers to consider themes of absence, loss and urban change. By solidifying empty interior space, Whiteread made absence visible. The site shifted from a mundane urban plot to a powerful locus of social memory, commenting on housing, loss, gentrification, and the erasure of working-class lives. With regards to how this project transformed the site itself, the audience no longer saw an empty space of land they saw history crystallised, forcing confrontation with what was removed. Even after House was demolished, the site remained marked in collective memory. This shows how art, created in a specific place, can transform how that place is experienced, remembered and valued. By replacing a lived space with a solid memory, and then erasing that memory, House transformed the site metaphorically. It left behind a legacy rather than a structure, redefining the space not through permanence, but through absence, questioning what remains when something is no longer there.

In comparing these two site-specific artworks, it becomes clear how differently artists can transform a place through their chosen medium and intent. Rachel Whiteread’s House engaged directly with an urban environment, casting the interior of a Victorian home and turning a once familiar domestic space into a solid monument of memory. Her work spoke to themes of absence, loss, and the eras of working-class communities. It invited the public to confront social change, questioning what remains after a home and the lives within it are gone. The physical removal of House intensified its emotional impact, leaving behind a legacy rooted in absence.
In contrast, Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty operates within a remote natural landscape, merging art with geological forces. Constructed from earth and rock, it embraces a transformation over time. Rather than reflecting human history, it reveals geological time, inviting contemplation of nature, decay, and permanence. Visitors must journey to experience it, reinforcing its inseparability from the land.
While both works are undeniably site-specific, their transformations are different. Whiteread evokes the ghost of human presence, turning urban loss into memory, whereas Smithson binds art to the earth itself. Together, they redefine how site-specific work transforms a site itself, one through memory and absence, the other through nature and time.

Site-specific art can uncover emotion, history, or natural processes, changing how people experience, interpret, and value a place long after the artwork is gone. Ultimately, the site becomes inseparable from the artwork, forever altered and transformed in purpose, legacy and perception.
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