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How and why is site specific art different to a framed photograph? 
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Site specific art is the form in which a piece of art is created in a certain location. It 
“refers to a work of art designed specifically for a particular location and that has an 
interrelationship with the location” (Tate, n.d.). If taken out of that location, it can lose its 
purpose and meaning. Viewers can interact with these art pieces, creating an experience 
and atmosphere for all. In comparison to a framed photograph, what we see will still 
contain its meaning and intention despite the location in which it can be found. In 
response to the question, I will be looking at the site-specific artworks of The Weather 
Project, Olafur Eliasson and Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Maya Lin showing how they 
differ to a framed photograph.  

 

Olafur Eliasson’s, The Weather Project (2003) was a large installation created in the 
Turbine Hall of Tate Modern in London. Placed at the end of the hall, with the use of 
hundreds of lamps, a giant artificial sun was created. With the use of fine mist thus 
creating a foggy atmosphere, “…he wanted to create the illusion of a meteorological event.” 
(Tate 2003) With this combination, it gave the vision of a sunset or an overcast sky.  
Mirrors were placed upon the ceiling, in addition, therefore doubling the perception of the 
installation.  

With all these elements combined, viewers were encouraged to reflect upon their own 
relationship with nature. The beaming artificial sun invites the visitors in to take part in 
the experience where they can lie down, talk, reflect, becoming part of the installation 
which Eliasson intended for visitors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Maya Lin’s, Vietnam Veterans Memorial (1982) is a strong example of site specific 
located in Washington DC. The memorial doesn’t highlight any aspect of triumph and 
success as it invites visitors to reflect, heal and think of those lost. Taking into 
consideration the key facts of the V shape black granite walls and the location between 
Lincoln Memorial and Washington Monument, if this was to be placed elsewhere, it 
would lose all emotional meaning and purpose.  

The black granite walls positioned in a V shape, with the intention of looking like scars 
left by Vietnam War, display the names of the fallen soldiers. The names in which are 
seen have been positioned in order of their date of death instead of alphabetically. Lin 
does this to show the idea of passage of time and “to create a private and personal connection 
with each viewer to those names.” (Lin, 1982)  

 

 

Sharing the common factor of site specific, both installations have their differences in 
how they have created a different tone in atmosphere. Eliasson’s work creates an 
uplifting, playful environment, creating a connection between nature and art. This gives 
visitors a sense of wonder on the environment and how those experiences change our 
sense on reality.  

On the other hand, Lin’s work has created a reflective space in which has had a more 
saddening impact on visitors as they reflect on those lost in the Vietnam War. Looking at 
Eliasson’s and Lin’s work, their site-specific work highlights the clear difference between 
site specific and a framed photograph.  

Although a framed photograph is still able to contain just as much emotion and can be 
transferred to other locations whilst maintaining its meaning, it does not interact with its 
environment at all unlike site specific. Visitors have a complete change in experience as 
site-specific allows the viewers to become part of the artwork and engage with it.  

Richard Avedon’s “In the American West” (1985) does the opposite when compared 
against Eliasson’s and Lin’s work. As aware, site-specific art is stuck to its location, so it 
doesn’t lose its meaning, however, Avedon’s images do not require them to be tied to a 
specific location. Avedon’s images have been shown in exhibitions before but are able to 



be shown anywhere including museums, galleries and even an online gallery. This is 
because the images he creates do not have to be dependent on where it is placed. His focus 
is not on where the photographs are placed but is on the emotional content his images 
have.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To conclude, site specific art is different to a framed photograph, as with support with the 
work from Eliasson’s, The Weather Project and Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial, a site 
specific is all about its location and how the meaning behind it will be lost if moved 
elsewhere. Whereas a framed photograph is still, contained and can still hold its meaning 
despite its location.   
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