VISUAL ENQUIRY 

TASK 1 – Site Specificity
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Site Specific Artwork

For this Task, I will be looking at the question: ‘How could a work be transferred to another site, changing its purpose/impact.’

To look at this further we need to understand what site specific implies to artwork. One stereotypical definition is:

‘As a site-specific work of art is designed for a specific location, if removed from that location it loses all or a substantial part of its meaning. The term site-specific is often used in relation to installation art, as in site-specific installation; and land-art is site-specific almost by definition.’ (Tate)

This is backed up by Richard Serra’s famous dictum "to remove the work is to destroy the work". However, In the book “One place after another” By Miwon Kwon in 2002. This is being challenged by new models of site specificity and changes in institutional and market forces. (Direct-MIT)

I am going to look at threep pieces of artwork to answer the essay question, the first is Banksy, who in 2018 produced the artwork ‘Seasons greetings’ in Port Talbot. On one side it looks like a child playing in the snow, on the other a burning dumpster. Together the snow is now ash... but really Banksy is stating Port Talbot has a pollution issue due to the steelworks. He stated this in a BBC interview, by saying:

"The placing of the work is very clever, in between the blast furnace and the M4, yards from where Richard Burton was brought up and where we've had bonfires for years, you can look at the painting and see the furnaces in the background." (Banksy 2018)

One reason for choosing Port Talbot could be a report earlier that year stating Port Talbot had pollution levels of 9.68 micrograms of particulates per cubic meter, which made it the most polluted town in the UK. (Daily art magazine, May 2022)
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The next is Nancy Holts 1972 ‘Sun Tunnel’.  Where the artist produced four large concrete tunnels in the Utah desert. The tunnels had strategically placed holes in them, so the light could shine through, these hols aligned to the sunrise and sunset and to show the movement of the summer and winter solstices. Holt spent numerous years researching this with aid from astronomers.
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Thirdly, there is Face to Face by JR. here he put large facial portraits of people from Palestine and Israel on opposite sides of the wall dividing them. He did this after spending a week driving around looking at people and coming to the obvious conclusion that they looked the same and spoke the same language. He stated this on his website, stating, ‘It's obvious, but they don't see that. We must put them face to face.’ (www.jr-art.net)
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Looking into the artwork we can see that they are indeed site specific, but would they lose their meaning if moved to another location? 

There are two things to consider here, firstly what the artist was initially stating. For instance, `Banksy in Port Talbot, he drew the artwork and followed up on it by stating it was showing the blast furnaces in the distance. If moved there would be no blast furnaces so although it could easily still show pollution and inner-city fire crime, it would not have the original meaning. 

Likewise, Holts’s artwork most defiantly could not be moves as all the holes are precisely made for the specific spot, moving it would produce an artwork piece of concrete tubes with meaningless holes in them.

Could JR’s artwork be moved, well yes, but would it lose its original meaning? In someways yes, however, the symbolic relationship between both sides of the wall would not. This is instinctively like Mark Wallinger’s artwork, State Britain 2006, where he remade artwork in the Tate Museum, which was originally produced by Brian Haw’s for his Parliament Square protest. This clearly shows that artwork can and does in certain circumstances be moved to another position without losing its meaning. 
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Transferring a site-specific artwork does inevitably lose its original meaning:

‘Site-specific artworks can be temporary or permanent; temporary installations can provoke immediate responses while permanent pieces contribute to ongoing dialogues within their communities.’ (fiveable)

It is this community engagement that make the artworks site specific, they see the originality of it, see it for what it is, in some ways understanding it is almost unimportant if it challenges the viewers thoughts, making the location equally important. Without the original location, there would be no community interaction, and the original meaning would be lost. The artwork then becomes art for the sake of art, to be viewed and appreciated but without that creative process and ownership that is achieve when in its original surroundings.
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"The placing of the work is very clever, in between the blast furnace and the M4, yards from where Richard Burton was brought up and where we've had bonfires for years," he said.
"You can look at the painting and see the furnaces in the background."
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