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Location plays a significant role in the meaning of site-specific work. Once displaced 

from its intended site, the meaning can shift or change completely. The relationship 

between the space and the art influences how the work is received. Therefore, the 

question, “How could a work be transferred to another site, changing its 

purpose/impact?” can be dissected to analyse two artworks that have been removed 

from their original intended exhibition location, or ones that have remained in their 

initial site, but would communicate differently if they were moved.  

Additionally, artwork that is still in its intended site can be used to answer this question 

by imagining how the meaning might change if it were moved. Therefore, I believe 

that this question is important to consider when creating site-specific art, as it may 

help to define the work more clearly by imagining how it may be received by viewers 

in different sites.  

The location of an artwork can influence its meaning in several ways, including the 

history and cultural significance of the site, the artist’s relationship with the location, 

audience expectations, and the site’s physical characteristics.  

David, Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1501 – 1504 



 

David in Galleria dell’Accademia (Galleria dell'Accademia di Firenze, n.d.) 

 

The first site-specific artwork is David by Michelangelo, an incredibly famous white 

marble sculpture (Galleria dell'Accademia di Firenze, n.d.) based on the biblical story 

of David and Goliath. Towering at 517cm, the sculpture was originally intended to be 

placed on the roof of Opera del Duomo in Florence, Italy. On this roof, the sculpture 

could have reflected the feat of the biblical character, standing as tall as Goliath may 

have done. “The finished statue was popularly known as 'The Giant’”(V&A, 12 May 

2026).  

However, due to the sheer size and weight of the sculpture, the council decided to 

have it stand outside the Palazzo della Signoria - rather than somehow hoist it onto 

the roof of the Opera del Duomo. Today the sculpture lives in Galleria dell ’Accademia 

in Florence (The History Blog, 2010).  

Michelangelo designed David to be viewed from afar and below. As a result, he carved 

his head and his left hand holding the rock in a way that compensated for the 

perspective from which it was intended to be viewed. Since the piece is now shown on 



a plinth inside the gallery where he can be examined at close range, his proportions 

may appear distorted. This highlights how a change of site can affect the perception 

of an artwork, even if its physical form doesn’t change. (The Guardian, 2002) 

The sculpture’s relocation also shifted its political significance. When it was placed 

outside the Palazzo della Signoria, David became a symbol of Florence’s strength and 

resilience against powerful enemies (Visit Iffuzi , 2023). Although David depicts a 

biblical figure, its location made him a political representation for Florence’s civilians. 

Additionally, David’s victory over Goliath could be interpreted as a metaphor for 

Florence defending itself against opponents. Therefore, David demonstrates how a 

change of site can shift an artwork’s relationship with the surrounding environment 

and with its viewers.  

 

A fibreglass model of David placed on the Opera del Duomo (The History Blog, 2010) 

 

 

 

 

Remembering, Ai Weiwei, 2009 



 

Ai Weiwei’s installation Remembering also demonstrates how location can alter an 

artwork’s meaning. Displayed in 2009 in Haus der Kunst, Munich, Germany, the 

installation consists of 9,000 backpacks (Cunningham, 2026). The colourful backpacks 

represent the deaths of the children as a result of the Sichuan earthquake of 2008, and 

which spell out the words of a mother of one of the children, in Mandarin; “She lived 

happily for seven years in this world.”(Weiwei, 2018)  

Ai Weiwei grew up in north-west China and has been consistently critical of the Chinese 

Government, which is reflected in this highly political artwork. After the earthquake, 

the Chinese government restricted journalists’ access to the area and censored the 

information about the earthquake, which resulted in outrage towards the government 

and overwhelming support for the victims (Weiwei, 2018).  

The choice of Munich as the exhibition site contributed to the artwork’s political impact 

by bringing international attention to the disaster, and by scrutinising the censorship 

surrounding it. Additionally, Germany’s acceptance of the work indirectly criticises the 

Chinese government, by giving a voice to those silenced in their own country. Also, 

the unfamiliar Mandarin text for most viewers in Munich creates a contrast between 

the installation’s bright appearance and the story behind the work. 

If Remembering were to be displayed in China, the installation’s affect may shift 

towards mourning, rather than raising awareness for the censorship internationally. 

The audience’s understanding of the text would most likely create a more immediate 

emotional connection. This demonstrates how transferring an artwork could change 

the most important messages and the impact of a piece.  



 

Although David and Remembering were made about five centuries apart, they both 

represent how location can change the impact and purpose of an artwork. However, 

their relationships to their sites differ. David was relocated multiple times, with each 

site providing a new thematic perspective on the piece. Although it could have been 

religiously prominent on the roof of Opera dell Duomo; and it once represented the 

independence of Florence when it stood outside Palazzo della Signoria; it now gives 

the audience an opportunity to appreciate its craftmanship inside the Galleria dell’ 

Accademia.  

In contrast, Remembering was exhibited in Munich, where its sole location helped 

communicate its themes of censorship to an international audience. However, moving 

the installation to China could create a more immediate connection with the viewers 

due to the personal links with the country, while also placing it within the country it 

criticises.   

To conclude, both artworks demonstrate that location can have as much influence on 

an artwork’s impact as the artwork itself. They highlight the importance of location in 

determining how an artwork is received, and how its purpose and impact can change 

when its relationship with a site is altered. 
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