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How does a site dictate what work is made?
A site dictates what work is made by influencing its content, form, and meaning based on the physical, social, and cultural characteristics of the location. The site’s history, architecture, function, and the way people interact with it shapes the artist's response, creating a unique relationship between the artwork and its environment. The work often emerges from the site’s specific context, altering how the space is experienced or understood. In this way, the site not only provides a physical platform for the art but also becomes integral to its message. 

"Face 2 Face" (2007) by JR is a powerful example of site-specific art, where the location directly shapes both the form and meaning. The project took place along the Israeli-Palestinian border, particularly in cities like Jerusalem and Bethlehem, using public walls and barriers as canvases. JR pasted large-scale portraits of Israelis and Palestinians side by side on these problematic walls, turning the separation barrier into a platform for dialogue. The form of the work: massive black-and-white photographs, was dictated by the harsh, brutalist architecture of the separation wall. These vast, urban surfaces, as Thompson (2015) notes, "amplify the symbolic power of the artwork," making it inseparable from its geopolitical environment. The meaning of "Face 2 Face" is deeply tied to its Middle Eastern context. The walls, which physically divide people, carry a long history of conflict, making them highly charged spaces. By placing portraits on the very barriers that divide communities, JR undermines the wall’s function, using it to promote empathy and shared humanity (Kwon, 2004). Without this specific context, the artwork would lose much of its impact, as the site’s historical and political tension enhances the work’s relevance, and the work would not have the same relevance outside the region’s conflict-ridden context. As Kwon (2004) states, "site-specificity cannot be separated from the spatial, social, and political conditions," and JR’s work demonstrates this powerfully.

"Spiral Jetty" (1970) by Robert Smithson is a classic example of site-specific art, where the form and meaning are intricately linked to its location on the north-eastern shore of the Great Salt Lake in Utah. This impressive earthwork, a 1,500-foot-long spiral of mud, salt crystals, and basalt rock, reflects Smithson’s fascination with the environment. The spiral form mimics natural patterns, highlighting the connection between the artwork and its surroundings (Kwon, 2004). As Smithson noted, "The spiral is a natural form and represents the cycles of life" (Smithson, 1971). The meaning of "Spiral Jetty" is deeply tied to its geological context. The Great Salt Lake’s saline waters and barren landscape symbolise themes of time, decay, and humanity's relationship with nature (Rosenthal, 1995). The fluctuating water levels create an evolving interaction with the artwork; at times submerged, it compels viewers to confront the idea of temporariness. As noted by Thompson (2015), the work "forces engagement beyond mere observation." The remoteness of the site emphasizes its connection to natural processes rather than human observation. 

"Face 2 Face" (2007) by JR and "Spiral Jetty" (1970) by Robert Smithson illustrate distinct approaches to site-specific art, shaped by their contrasting cultural and geographical contexts. "Face 2 Face" is deeply rooted in the Middle Eastern realities of social, religious, and territorial conflict. The separation barrier and urban landscapes of Israel and the West Bank dictate the form and message of the artwork, which humanizes both sides of the conflict through portraits of Israelis and Palestinians showing humour. This site-specific nature engages directly with the geopolitical divisions of the region, using art to challenge power structures and promote peace, an essential theme in contemporary Middle Eastern art (Sussman, 2017). In contrast, "Spiral Jetty" reflects a Western perspective focused on an introspective relationship with nature. The remote and desolate site of the Great Salt Lake shapes a work that highlights environmental awareness, time, and humanity's insignificance in the vastness of the natural world. Rather than addressing human conflict, Smithson’s work engages with themes of decay and transformation, which are central to the land art movement (Bishop, 2004). Ultimately, both artworks demonstrate how site specificity profoundly influences their form and meaning, yet they do so in ways that highlight the differing cultural and historical narratives distinctive in each site’s context.

To conclude in both "Face 2 Face" and "Spiral Jetty", the site commands not only the form but the deeper meaning of the work, illustrating the profound influence of location on artistic creation. "Face 2 Face" responds to the geopolitical tensions of the Middle East, using the separation wall as a symbol of separation and compromise, directly engaging with social realities. In contrast, "Spiral Jetty" reflects the Western fascination with natural forces, using the immeasurable, secluded landscape to explore themes of time and humanity’s insignificance. These works highlight how sites, whether shaped by political conflict or natural geography fundamentally shape the purpose and message of art.
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