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Contemporary Art 

Project 3 | Place in art 
 

Exercise 1 Exploring ‘place’ 

Read ‘Place – The First of All Things’ an essay by Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar 

(pp11-26).  

My initial reactions to the essay 

I was intensely relieved to read in the final paragraph the authors’ description of 

place as “this rich, enduring, bewildering, subject” and their statement that “art, like 

place, needs a little time, a little patience and no little sensitivity in order that we 

might then become aware of what else it is, beyond that of which we are first aware”. 

This has helped to put my struggle with this subject into perspective, and enabled 

me to accept that a deeper understanding will come with time, patience and further 

study. 

Despite a degree of bewilderment, I gained a lot from reading this essay and I’ve 

extracted some of the key concepts and ideas below.  

My understanding of place after reading the essay 

Place is as much a construct of the mind as it is physical entity. It may be influenced 

by history and remembrance, culture, events, rituals and the environment. It may be 

about relationships with the world – our place in the order of things. Place may be 

more sensed than understood. Place is an aggregate of many disparate elements.  

Place can be about knowing our place, feeling in the right place, about order and 

‘rightness’ “A place for everything and everything in its place,” as English reformer 

Samuel Smiles said. 

The importance of place is recognised in anthropology, architecture, ecology, 

feminism, globalism, literature, mathematics, music, psychology, urbanism (study of 

cities and the way of life of city dwellers) and almost any area of human activity. 

I found myself thinking about how a physical place may be perceived differently 

when viewed from within.  

“When space feels thoroughly familiar to us, it has become place.” Geographer Yi-Fu 

Tuan (1976) 
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“Places remember events.” James Joyce (Ulysses) 

“The real voyage of discovery consists in not seeking new landscapes but in having 

new eyes.”  Proust (1871 -1922) on the complexities of the places around us and 

how different senses of place may be in conflict. 

Developers, investors or corporations may consider just the economic utility of a 

place (how much money can be made from it) while ignoring the more intangible 

‘sense of place’ which is about character, identity, memories etc. 

Artists, unlike property developers, don’t need to build on what is already in place. 

Instead they may open up art created by others without needing to take its place or 

deny it.  

While we derive pleasure from looking at a particular picture or landscape, a more 

profound engagement may depend on more than the visual, upon those things that 

remain invisible (history, memories, emotions). Perhaps we don’t value places fully if 

we cannot see “the invisible ones of the days gone by” (Hardy’s phrase).  

Reference: Bialowieza Forest in Poland where environmentalists are losing the battle 

to loggers rapidly destroying a once widespread primeval forest and ancient eco 

system, home to Europe’s tallest trees and largest mammals.  

There are fundamental differences between place and space, and place and site (its 

modern replacement. There are many places within place, many regions, each with 

their own identities dialect and dialectics [the art of investigating or discussing the 

truth of opinions]. 

Place and space in history 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) expressed the notion of a pure 

dimensionality that was essentially limitless. This refers to a concept of space. Later, 

the immensity of the universe as revealed by Copernicus (1473 – 1543) and Galileo 

(1564-1642) may have seemed overwhelming and terrifying. The concept of space 

as in an infinite universe gained precedence over place.  

Galileo’s mathematisation of nature – an engagement with things that could be 

measured mathematically – considered qualities of place such as colour, 

temperature and texture as secondary or irrelevant as they couldn’t be calculated. 

When this concept is pushed further place becomes identical to space and both get 

reduced to position or site – a simple location, i.e. a place without any of the human 

elements such as culture, memories, events etc.  
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Philosophers had differences of opinions on these topics which continued into the 

16th, 17th and 18th centuries. 

In 1836 landscape artist John Constable posed the question: “Why then may not 

landscape painting be considered a branch of natural philosophy of which pictures 

are but experiments?”.  

Despite a volatile history of place versus space, at the beginning of the 21st Century 

we have a very strong sense of place as a human, sensory experience rather than 

simply something that can be calculated or measured and located on a map. We 

don’t accept place as purely mathematical model or simple site or location. We retain 

a strong sense of place, even if we find it hard to define. 

Research point 

Make a list of the artists mentioned in Dean and Millar’s essay. Look up at least one 

piece by each of the artists mentioned whose work incorporates text. How many of 

these pieces are relevant to the theme of ‘place’ and how do they reference place? 

Russian born American conceptual artists Komar and Melamid’s People’s Choice 

(1994-1997)  is a poll-based exploration of the  most wanted and least wanted 

paintings in a range of countries including Kenya, Poland, Russia and the USA. The 

results speak of an apparently collective nostalgia for place in the sense of the 

idealised, dreamy landscapes which were favoured over more abstract works. 

Jacob van Ruisdael’s (Dutch 1628/9? – 1682)  moody, melancholic paintings all 

feature place in a romanticised view of nature and landscape. See A Road winding 

between Trees towards a Distant Cottage – we find ourselves thinking about the 

invisible people and stories connected with the cottage (a place within a place) just 

visible at the end of the winding lane. 

Caspar David Friedrich’s (1813-14) painting Chasseur in the Forest depicts an out 

of place French cavalry office alone in a brooding German landscape (as shown in 

the essay). Also see Winter Landscape by the same artist– we have to look hard to 

see the disabled man who has thrown his crutch aside and is sitting against a rock 

with his hands in prayer in front of a tall wooden crucifix nestled within a pine tree. 

Again, the figure is out of place. Why has he chosen this particular place to worship 

when there is a cathedral like building in the distance? Does this simple place have 

some deeper sense of spirituality for him than the lofty cathedral? 

John Constable (1776 – 1837) - Constable’s  work is deeply rooted in place, in the 

Suffolk landscapes where he made many open air sketches to support the 

largescale canvases he painted back in his studio. His work is incredibly well 

observed and noted for its realism and vitality. See The Hay Wain a view near 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jacob-van-ruisdael-a-road-winding-between-trees-towards-a-distant-cottage
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jacob-van-ruisdael-a-road-winding-between-trees-towards-a-distant-cottage
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/caspar-david-friedrich-winter-landscape
https://www.nationalgallery.co.uk/products/the-hay-wain-print/p_NG1207
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Flatford on the River Stour. This site is largely unchanged today and has become 

something of a place of pilgrimage for the many people who have a print of this 

painting on their wall (including at one time my Dad!) 

 

 

Artist Ian Hamilton Finlay’s Garden – Little Sparta set in the Pentland Hills near 

Edinburgh is considered to be his greatest work of art and is home to 275 artworks. It 

certainly looks worth a visit. 

“To the phenomenal reality of a place is added a collage of remembrances; the 

philosophy of Rousseau and Heraclitus, the revolutionary idealogy of 

Robesspierrre…” -  artist Alec Finlay talking about Little Sparta and how a place can 

be enriched as a place for remembrances through art. 

Claude Lorrain (1604/5-1682) & Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665) 

The classical landscapes of the 17thCentury portrayed the pastoral beauty of Arcadia, 

a legendary place in ancient Greece. The position of every rock, tree and animal was 

considered in order to create a harmonious, timeless balance.  

 

Pastorale landscape (1650) , Nicolas Poussin 

 

 

 

The Roman Campagna (1639), Claude Lorrain 

http://www.littlesparta.org.uk/home.htm
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Claude and Poussin drew their inspiration from the Roman countryside and Italy 

continued to be a popular destination for many artists during the 18thCentury as they 

travelled on the Grand Tour with the support of their patrons.  

American conceptual artist Douglas Huebler’s (1924-1997)  Location Piece 

photography project provides examples of how perception of place may be altered 

by emotional state. A detailed description  and the a selection of photos are on pp21-

22 of Dean and Millar’s essay. 

Robert Smithson (American 1938-1973) is famous for his use of photography in 

relation to sculpture and land art.  The essay describes  his photo text work a Tour of 

the Monument of Passaic New Jersey (1967) in which he has photographed places 

of his childhood in a dislocated, distant and unreal manner. He is most well-known 

for his earthwork, Spiral Jetty, made in 1970 which is about place both in terms of its 

physical location and materials. 

References 

The People’s Choice : http://csw.art.pl/new/2001/komar_melamid_e.html (accessed 

12/07/2016) 

Little Sparta website : http://www.littlesparta.org.uk/home.htm (accessed 12/07/2016) 

National Gallery (London) website: https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/jacob-

van-ruisdael (accessed 12/07/2016) 

National Gallery (London) website: 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/caspar-david-friedrich-winter-landscape 

(accessed 12/07/2016) 

National Gallery (London) website: https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/john-

constable (accessed 12/07/2016) 

Evolution of landscape painting / Sara Waterer’s learning blog 

https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2015/09/08/research-point-the-evolution-of-

landscape-painting/ (accessed 13/07/2016) 

Tate website http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/douglas-huebler-1320 (accessed 

13/07/2016) 

Robert Smithson website: http://www.robertsmithson.com/photoworks/monument-

passaic_300.htm (accessed 13/07/2016) 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_art
http://www.robertsmithson.com/photoworks/monument-passaic_300.htm
http://www.robertsmithson.com/photoworks/monument-passaic_300.htm
http://www.robertsmithson.com/earthworks/spiral_jetty.htm
http://csw.art.pl/new/2001/komar_melamid_e.html
http://www.littlesparta.org.uk/home.htm
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/jacob-van-ruisdael
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/jacob-van-ruisdael
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/caspar-david-friedrich-winter-landscape
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/john-constable
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/john-constable
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2015/09/08/research-point-the-evolution-of-landscape-painting/
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2015/09/08/research-point-the-evolution-of-landscape-painting/
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/douglas-huebler-1320
http://www.robertsmithson.com/photoworks/monument-passaic_300.htm
http://www.robertsmithson.com/photoworks/monument-passaic_300.htm
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Exercise 2: Developing your research skills 

Have a look at the work of Katie Paterson… particularly 

www.katiepaterson.org/vatnajokull 

I am so pleased to have been introduced to Paterson’s work. In my brief exploration 

I’ve found her creations to be emotionally moving and exciting. This may be a 

response to their deep connection to space and place… to the universe and stars as 

well as the materials of our planet. I am also absorbed by the way in which much of 

her work forms creative documentaries, recording happenings past and present in 

science and nature. I find the work fascinating, clever and innovative. 

A couple of pieces that particularly struck me are: 

Candle (from Earth into a Black Hole) A candle scented as if journeying from 

planet to planet. 

Paterson has created a scented candle that burns down over 12 hours with a 

journey through space via smell from Earth to the Moon, to the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, 

the stars and all the way into a Black Hole. The candle’s 23 layers each contain a 

unique scent reflecting each place or planet. For example, the clouds and 

troposphere smell like “water, humidity, wet basement, washed towels”  and Ozone 

has “the clean smell after a thunder storm”.  

Perfume making is an occasional hobby of mine which has made me very aware of 

how scent can be associated with place (for example, the smell of green tomatoes 

transports me back to my grandparents’ home where tomatoes were usually ripening 

on the window ledges. I totally get this piece and wish I could experience it directly – 

but the internet doesn’t yet do smells! 

Hollow A microcosmos of all the world’s trees 

Spanning millions of years, Hollow is a miniature of all the world’s forests past and 

present. The sculpture brings together over 10,000 unique tree species, from 

petrified wood fossils from around the globe. From the oldest tree in the world to 

some of the youngest and near-extinct species  Hollow  tells a compelling story of 

change and evolution in time and space. It is a visually appealing outdoor sculpture 

permanently sited in the historic Royal Fort Gardens, Bristol. 

  

http://www.katiepaterson.org/vatnajokull
http://katiepaterson.org/candle/
http://katiepaterson.org/hollow/
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Katie Paterson - Vatnajökull (the sound of) 

How would you define this piece in terms of media? 

As a sound installation supported by text and photography. 

The piece has different layers of existence and has been exhibited in different forms. 

Make notes on this and also on Vatnajökull’s relationship to place and Paterson’s 

use of text. 

Paterson’s 2007  installation offered a direct phone line to an underwater 

microphone in the iceberg filled Jökulsárlón lagoon, an outlet lagoon of Iceland’s  

Vatnajökull glacier that expands as the glacier melts. When you listen in online from 

Paterson’s website you hear a continuous discordant melody of dripping meltwater 

and groaning and cracking ice. It is like listening to the evolution of the planet and 

feels like a direct connection to Europe’s largest glacier which is rapidly eroding. It is 

as if it is talking to us, trying to alert us to the consequences of global warming. 

Vatnajökull was first displayed in Paterson’s MFA degree show at the Slade School 

of Arts in 2007. The installation consisted of a neon text sign with the phone number 

07758 225698,  which visitors could dial to connect to the microphone in the lagoon, 

and three photographs. Virgin media provided technical help. The work existed in 

two places, the gallery and the lagoon.  

Additional layers were provided by a sound recording of the lagoon as well as a book 

of the 10,000 telephone numbers which called during the exhibition making the 

visitors active participants. 

The sound elements provided both by the telephone line and the recording deepen 

the visitor’s relationship with the artwork. The act of physically dialling the phone 

number created a real telephonic connection between the melting glacier and the 

visitor and a direct connection between the glacier and the gallery.  

When you phone the Vatnajökull number today (which I did) you get a message 

which says “Hi this is Katie, please leave a message”. So I left a message to say 

how much I liked the installation and I guess that by doing so I am helping to create 

yet another layer of existence. 

In a phone conversation with the Guardian newspaper while camping out by the 

glacier during installation of the piece Paterson said: "This lagoon is a graveyard of 

glaciers. In a way there is something heart-breaking about this, knowing that you are 

listening to something magnificent being destroyed - but it is also very beautiful, a 

celebration of nature." 
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The artist became obsessed with glaciers when ill with a fever on a previous visit to 

Iceland. She imagined the litres of water she drank were making her part of the 

glacier which supplied the water. Her previous works include recording the sound of 

melting icebergs on a long playing disc and using water from the glaciers to make a 

frozen cast which played and reproduced the sound until it began to melt. 

 

Additional references 

The Courtauld Institute of Art : East Wing Bienniel: 

http://eastwingbiennial.org/post/74002449378/katie-paterson-vatnaj%C3%B6kull-

the-sound-of-2007 (accessed 13/07/2016) 

Guardian newspaper article 8 June 2007 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/jun/08/artnews.art (accessed 13/07/2016) 

  

http://eastwingbiennial.org/post/74002449378/katie-paterson-vatnaj%C3%B6kull-the-sound-of-2007
http://eastwingbiennial.org/post/74002449378/katie-paterson-vatnaj%C3%B6kull-the-sound-of-2007
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/jun/08/artnews.art
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Exercise 3: Gallery or site visit 

Scallop (2003) by Maggi Hambling, 

contemporary British sculptor and painter, 

born 1945, Sudbury, Suffolk 

In the midst of the July heatwave with temperatures over 

30oC a visit to the Suffolk coast at Aldeburgh was infinitely 

more appealing than a trip to a gallery in town and so my 

decision was made to focus on a site-specific artwork. 

Scallop is a three-metre high stainless steel sculpture on 

the beach at Aldeburgh. Anchored deep into the shingle it’s 

designed to withstand gales of 100 miles per hour and is 

definitely here to stay. But it’s not just the wind that lashes 

Maggi Hambling’s sculpture. It has sharply divided opinion 

among locals and art critics and has been hailed as both a 

“modern masterpiece” and an “old tin can”.  

Scallop is a personal project by the artist with private funding (i.e. 

not a commission), to celebrate the life of composer Benjamin 

Britten (1913-1976), who founded the world famous Aldeburgh 

Festival of music and the nearby Snape Maltings concert hall. 

The sculpture has a quotation from Britten’s opera Peter Grimes 

cut out of the sheet metal:  “I hear those voices that will not be 

drowned.” Talking about the quotation in a 2009 BBC video, 

Hambling said “it’s a universal thing, we all have voices inside us”. 

Responding to local criticism shortly after the sculpture was installed Hambling said: 

"The way to approach a work of art is in silence, so it can speak to you. The whole 

thing is a conversation with the sea." She added: "To see that sharp silhouette 

against the sunrise is pretty terrific. For me it explodes from the centre, which 

probably comes from the fireworks on Aldeburgh beach for the Coronation. I was 

seven; I will never forget it." 

After 11 assaults with the spray painted message “tin 

can, move it”, the dissenters’ voices have finally been 

drowned out and the sculpture attracts tourists in droves.  

The vandalism has stopped and the controversy seems 

to have blown over.  
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Hambling is reported to have said:  "When somebody climbs up on it [Scallop] to sit 

down and watch the sea, or when a couple creeps in underneath it to make love, 

then it will be complete." 

My own impressions of the sculpture, which I’ve viewed 

several times, are that it is a work of considerable 

complexity and it doesn’t immediately give its secrets 

away. From some angles it appears like a scallop but it is 

no ordinary sea shell and it takes on different forms 

depending on your viewpoint.  

Influenced by the North Sea storms at Aldeburgh, Hambling started painting 

energetic, frothing waves in 2002 and I can see them in Scallop, in its rounded, 

upward lifting curves and broken outlines. From other viewpoints I see fins and the 

swishing of a giant fish tail. I am also reminded, when looking from the back, of a 

broken, fragmented scallop shell that has washed up on the beach.  When the sky is 

blue, the steel reflects the colour, adding a further connection to the sea. And that 

cold silver-grey stainless steel with its undulating curves 

is a reminder of the North Sea itself. As a memorial to 

Britten it is about time and as a tribute to the waves, sea 

and coastline (beloved by both Britten and Hambling) it is 

about place. 

Over the years I’ve watched many people clambering 

over the sculpture, standing and staring or photographing 

it from different angles but I’ve yet to see anyone having sex underneath it! 

Hambling was born in Suffolk and studied at the East Anglian 

School of Painting and Drawing (1962-4) and then at the 

Ipswich School of Art before moving to London where she 

achieved worldwide acclaim. She has a deep affinity with the 

Suffolk coast and continues to paint here. 

In the 2009 BBC video Hambling discusses her North Sea 

wave paintings, which are full of frothing energy. She says: 

"The older I get  the more I identify with the land which is being 

eroded. The sea is like time - you can do nothing about it. Death 

will come, the sea will come...the constant movement of it is a 

symbol for life.” 



 

 

Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts 1 | Contemporary Art |  Project 3 | Place in art 

 

 

P
a
g
e
1
1

 

Illustrations 

My photographs and A4 drawings and paintings in my sketchbook. 

References 

Daily Telegraph article by Andrew Gimson, January 2004, 
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BBC article (Andrew Woodger) and video 23 September 2009, 
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271000/8271314.stm (accessed 20 July 2016) 
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Read the following article on the Tate website about installation art 

and make notes in your learning log. 

www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/it-installaltion-art 

But is it installation art? Article by Claire Bishop January 2005 

Some key extracts with my thoughts in italics. 

“Almost any arrangement of objects in a given space can now be referred to as 

installation art, from a conventional display of paintings to a few well-placed 

sculptures in a garden. It has become the catch-all description that draws attention to 

its staging, and as a result it’s almost totally meaningless.”  

Became bit of a bandwagon; lost meaning? 

“In the 1960s, the word installation was used to describe the way an exhibition was 

arranged, and the photographic documentation of this arrangement was called an 

installation shot.” 

The distinction between installation art and an installation of works of art has become 

blurred. Both heighten the viewer’s awareness of how objects are positioned 

(installed) in a space, and our response. Space and place being key. 

Sometimes the space itself is an integral part of the artwork – e.g. Kabakov’s 

painting installed in a fictional Soviet Museum. All the paintings are part of the 

installation they are not separate artworks. Desire to create an intense/immersive 

experience for the viewer – often in a space large enough to enter. 

Important installations in modernist history:  El Lissitzky’s Proun Room (abstract 

works bridging paintings and architecture) 1923, Kurt Schwitters’s Merzbau 1933 

(found rubbish materials used in collage).  

International rise in the 1980s, at its height in the 1990s as seen in the massive / 

spectacular pieces that fill museums such as the Guggenheim in New York and the 

Turbine Hall of Tate Modern.  

Critics finally accept installation art despite it being difficult to sell. After all not many 

people have a Turbine Hall to put it in. But only a fraction of installation art is ever 

acquired for the Tate Collection, for example. I imagine there are issues about space 

and storage. Painting, sculpture, photography and video are all preferred as safer, 

more portable and durable investments. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/it-installaltion-art
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/el-lissitzky
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/kurt-schwitters
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The Turner Prize has been won by video installation artists, but site-specific work 

has yet to win the award, with the exception of Martin Creed’s The lights going on 

and off  2001.  

Does installation art just exist for high impact , to pull in the punters and fill 

increasingly huge exhibition spaces such as the Tate’s Turbine hall? (reference 

Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project for the Turbine Hall. http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-

on/exhibition/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project/olafur-eliasson-weather-project 

or the elaborate installation in Kunsthaus Bregenz, Peter Zumthor’s architectural 

landmark)  

http://www.kunsthaus-bregenz.at/ehtml/k_arch.htm - architectural minimalism 

All big wow with little meaningful content? A bit empty in terms of evoking an 

emotional response?  

Reference  Anish Kapoor’s Marsyas – the vast scarlet trumpet he installed for the 

Turbine Hall (2002–3). It’s big but what else is there to think and feel about it? 

http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-anish-kapoor-

marsyas 

In a recent issue [relative to 2005] of Artforum, James Meyer lamented the new trend 

for museums to endorse “an art of size”. He quoted critic Hal Foster on the Bilbao 

Guggenheim: “To make a big splash in the global pond of spectacle culture today, 

you have to have a big rock to drop.” Big audiences are assumed to demand, and 

like, big works: wall-size video/film projections, oversize photographs and 

overwhelming sculptures. Rather than “inducing awareness and provoking thought”, 

wrote Meyer, this type of art is “marshalled to overwhelm and pacify”. 

Did size become everything – like in old Soviet bloc architecture – e.g. former 

Romanian dictator Ceausescu’s Palace designed to make people feel small and in 

awe? 

 

Installation art increasingly solicits sponsorship, contributing to a widespread sense 

among artists and critics that it has reached its sell-by date. 

No one wants to buy it but commercial sponsors go for the big wow and don’t worry 

that it might be ephemeral. 

 

Liam Gillick (known for a series of drawings for buildings that were deliberately faulty 

or unworkable as architecture) observes that ‘the word/phrase [installation art] has 

come to signify middlebrow, low-talent earnestness of production and effect with 

http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/martin-creed
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/olafur-eliasson
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/exhibition/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project/olafur-eliasson-weather-project
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/exhibition/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project/olafur-eliasson-weather-project
http://www.kunsthaus-bregenz.at/ehtml/k_arch.htm
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/anish-kapoor
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-anish-kapoor-marsyas
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-anish-kapoor-marsyas
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-anish-kapoor-marsyas
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/liam-gillick
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neo-profound content. What on earth does neo-profound mean? Gillick, like many, is 

resistant to labelling himself an installation artist.  

 

1990s emphasis on the viewer being involved actively in the work rather than just 

being in a space? Critic Nicolas Bourriaud described as ‘relational aesthetics’ 

 

For 1997’s Untitled (tomorrow is another day) Rirkrit Tiravanija re-created his New 

York apartment at the Cologne Kunstverein and kept it open 24 hours a day, 

allowing visitors to make food, sleep, watch TV, or have a bath. Carsten 

Höller  created his Pealove Room 1993, a small space in which to make love without 

touching the ground (it comprises two sex harnesses, a mattress and a phial and 

syringe containing PEA, the chemical produced by the body when in love),  

Fairly extreme examples of the viewer completing the work! 

 

Other artists have turned installation art into a branch of interior design. Jorge 

Pardo’s http://www.domusweb.it/en/news/2009/04/09/jorge-pardo-at-k21.html funky 

décor for the café bar of K21 in Düsseldorf exemplifies this trend. 

 

Can draw parallels with Mark Rothko’s Seagram murals which were a commission 

for the Four Season’s restaurant in New York. Also makes me think of Grayson 

Perry’s Essex House. Sometimes a fine line between interior design and ‘installation 

art’.  

 

Gregor Schneider’s endlessly reworked Dead House Ur (1984 onwards  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRpHhuxBZVk – the house is the artwork in this 

instance whereas as Jorge Pardo’s work creates interiors as a place for his art. 

The artist-curated exhibition. Mike Kelley’s The Uncanny 1993, re-staged at Tate 

Liverpool, is typical in that it operated on two levels: as an exhibition of objects by 

other people, and as a single work by the artist. For most viewers. Unsettling 

sculptures and polychromatic [why not just say multi-coloured?] human doubles. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-liverpool/exhibition/mike-kelley-uncanny 

Pulling together weird and wonderful objects created by other people as a new piece 

of art. Also John Bock’s tunnels, cabins and platforms with historical ephemera (e.g. 

Rasputin’s fingernails). Viewers had to crawl, climb rickety ladders etc.  

Conclusion: installation art embraces many different approaches which have 

changed in recent decades. It has evolved so that the space / place itself is pivotal to 

the viewers’ experience which is increasingly interactive / immersive (not passive) 

and not necessarily pleasant – i.e. unsettling, creating friction, tension etc. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/carsten-holler
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/carsten-holler
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/jorge-pardo
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/jorge-pardo
http://www.domusweb.it/en/news/2009/04/09/jorge-pardo-at-k21.html
http://www.tate.org.uk/artists/mike-kelley
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/uncanny
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-liverpool/exhibition/mike-kelley-uncanny
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Research point 

Tate article | Artist Rooms: Theme – Language 

Notes on the article 

Use of written or spoken word has been a significant feature of artists’ practice since 

the early 20th Century. At the same time the visual printed word in advertising 

material was increasingly appearing in the urban environment.  

Examples: Francis Picabia’s Fig Leaf 1922 and Kurt Schwitters Mz299 (collage of 

found paper scraps, tickets, papers etc) 

These artists and Marcel Duchamp are associated with the dada movement and 

rejected traditional art materials and subjects and instead used found objects / 

ready-mades.  Duchamp used text by adding the fictional signature ‘R Mutt’ to his 

ready-made urinal (Fountain) questioning the role of artists and the object. 

Duchamp defined artists as able to rethink the world and remake meaning through 

language and in so doing paved the way for conceptual artists, but Sol Lewitt first 

coined the term conceptual art (art that no longer takes the form of a conventional art 

object) and published an influential book in 1967. Also see text based artists Joseph 

Kosuth, Hamish Fulton and Richard Long  

Text and language became a way of challenging the notion that an artwork should 

be a physical object. Language central to artists such as Ed Ruscha and Lawrence 

Weiner.  

Conceptual art such as that produced by the artists above invited the viewer to 

engage with art that is intellectually challenging; often enigmatic, transient or 

seemingly ephemeral. It invites the user to interpret it using their own imagination. 

[Visual language or vocabulary – forms, lines and marks constructed into shapes 

and structures that communicate meaning. This would include the written word, as 

well as signs and symbols. Presumably also sign language, body language, facial 

expression etc. [Added to personal glossary] 

 

  

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/picabia-the-fig-leaf-t03845
https://www.nationalgalleries.org/collection/artists-a-z/s/artist/kurt-schwitters/object/mz-299-gma-4081
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/sol-lewitt-1504
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/joseph-kosuth-1437
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/joseph-kosuth-1437
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/fulton-seven-days-walking-and-seven-nights-camping-in-a-wood-scotland-march-1985-p77618
http://www.tate.org.uk/search?q=richard+long
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/ruscha-pay-nothing-until-april-ar00047
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/weiner-crushed-between-cobblestones-ar00140
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/weiner-crushed-between-cobblestones-ar00140


 

 

Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts 1 | Contemporary Art |  Project 3 | Place in art 

 

 

P
a
g
e
1
6

 

Artists mentioned in the article 

 

Joseph Kosuth e.g. Clock (One and Five) -five elements arranged in a row along the 

gallery wall: a life-sized photograph of a clock, a real clock and three enlarged 

entries from an English–Latin dictionary for the words ‘time’, ‘machination’ and 

‘object’.  

Richard Long – landscape, environment, recorded his long walks (worldwide) with 

text or photos 

Ian Hamilton Finlay – Little Sparta garden (acknowledging Edinburgh’s nickname, 

the Athens of the North) sculptural works with embedded text; aphorisms, poems 

references 

Lawrence Weiner -  Cycle of ten wall texts 

Ed Ruscha - Single word works; visual alliteration; humorous reflection of American 

society using vernacular and slang); Ruscha looked at words as graphic signs in 

their own right. 

Bruce Nauman - Neon tubes/signs, anagrams, playful; self-referential; word games; 

playing with the meaning of everyday phrases and expressions 

Martin Creed – Using language to unsettle and amuse, e.g. Don’t Worry (both words 

needed to give a comforting message) 

Mario Merz – Using neon, words juxtaposed against everyday objects e.g. Che Fare 

(What is to be done? From a pamphlet by Lenin) 

Jenny Holzer – Witty, provocative Protect Me From What I Want from Survival 

Series. 

Joseph Beuys – Blackboards to illustrate ideas / art for social transformation 

Cy Twombly – Blurred lines between painting and writing; scrawled texts and motifs; 

referencing classic literature and mythology 

Personal note 

I’m particularly interested in text in art. I touched upon it briefly in Painting 1 in my 

final assignment piece when I was exploring Shakespeare’s Richard II and 

experimented with using fragments of quotations as a kind of palimpsest. Earlier in 

the year I went on a traditional signwriting course in Suffolk with Wayne Tanswell 

and I have booked to go on a five day course in November with Carter’s Steam Fair 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/joseph-kosuth-1437
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/richard-long-1525
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/ian-hamilton-finlay-1093
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/weiner-crushed-between-cobblestones-ar00140
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/ruscha-pay-nothing-until-april-ar00047
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/nauman-violins-violence-silence-al00223
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/creed-work-no-890-dont-worry-ar01149
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/merz-che-fare-ar00598
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/jenny-holzer-1307
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=protect+me+from+what+i+want+jenny+holzer&rls=com.microsoft:en-US:%7Breferrer:source?%7D&rlz=1I7SNYK&tbm=isch&imgil=9hVlj76bLYcBhM%253A%253BcvFCvSUozIjY7M%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Fblog.andreasneophytou.com%25252Fpost%25252F12167121745%25252Fprotect-me-from-what-i-want-jenny-holzer-from&source=iu&pf=m&fir=9hVlj76bLYcBhM%253A%252CcvFCvSUozIjY7M%252C_&usg=__AJ9KCTDAdIM9cqvuhxDeQPX9LzU%3D&biw=1242&bih=585&ved=0ahUKEwiExfeB_obOAhXJWBQKHVM1A_4QyjcIKQ&ei=wAWSV4TlA8mxUdPqjPAP#imgrc=9hVlj76bLYcBhM%3A
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/joseph-beuys-747
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/cy-twombly-2079
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2016/05/27/assignment-5-paintings-on-a-theme-summary-and-overall-evaluation/
https://learningmojo.wordpress.com/2016/04/12/something-different-a-signwriting-course/
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in Maidenhead which will focus on showman signwriting and art. My plan is to bring 

signwriting in some form into my own practice as well as to use the skill (which I’m 

optimistically hoping to develop!) in some practical projects to help finance my 

studies. 

So this research point is particularly pertinent. I’ve taken a brief look at the work of all 

the artists mentioned and put together a Text in Art Pinterest board which I will 

continue to add to as an ongoing project. I find myself particularly interested in 

researching further the work of Jenny Holzer, Edward Ruscha, Richard Long and Ian 

Hamilton Finlay.  

https://uk.pinterest.com/sarawaterer/text-in-art/
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Case study ‘A Place Beyond Belief’ (by Nathan Coley born 

Glasgow 1967) 

What is your first response to this piece? 

Confusion. I connect the word belief with the outline of the building with the cross on 

the domed roof but I do not understand at any deeper level what this is about. 

What questions are you going to ask in order to make sense of this piece? 

 Where is this place? Is it a real place? Did something happen there? 

 What do the words mean in context? 

 How is the artist connected to the place? Why did he create this piece? 

 What is the building; what does it symbolise? 

What type of work do you think this is? How would you define it? 

Site specific, conceptual art, text-based art combined with photography, installation 

art. 

What do you think the text is about? 

Not sure… is it about disbelief in connection with faith or religion? Is it about some 

unbelievable [probably bad] event that happened in this place? 

Look through the five images on Coley’s website 

Reading the photo credits I now know that the place is Pristina in Kosova but I could 

not tell that from the photographs although I could see it was a densely populated 

area, run down and not prosperous. Looked a bit east European. 

Initial thoughts after listening to the monologue 

I was deeply emotionally engaged with this narrative. It took me back to the 7 July 05 

tube bombings in London and the way I felt travelling on the tube shortly after. I 

recollect telling myself to try to put fear away and get on with life… that every ruck 

sack wasn’t a bomb, or every dark skinned person a bomber.  Like the New Yorker 

in the story, I had to believe I could move on to a place without fear, distrust or 

prejudice. It made me think that ‘place beyond belief’ is as much in the mind as it is 

in the physical environment. 

What other information can you find on Coley’s website about this particular piece? 
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Nathan Coley’s subject is belief, not belief in; his are wavering agnostic explorations. 

He looks at the way in which beliefs are articulated including hand held signs and 

erected signs, as well as religious sanctuaries.  

Coley picks up phrases as ready-mades from private and public sources and places 

them in his art [found text]. In this instance it was the radio story Coley described 

about a New York subway traveller’s response to  9/11 and her conclusion that “we 

have to find a place beyond belief”. 

A Place Beyond Belief  was installed in the small town of Freiburg, Germany, in 

2013, displayed within a Kunstverein (art gallery or non profit art association). Three 

hundred and fifty Jewish citizens were deported from Freiburg in 1940 to a work 

camp. In 1942 most of the survivors were sent to their death in Auschwitz. Today the 

pavements of Freiburg have individual brass plaques in memory of the individuals. 

In 2012 A Place Beyond Belief was installed in a city square in Pristina, Kosovo (a 

place where great atrocities and interethnic violence took place in the 1998-99 war). 

It was unveiled on September 11 (linking it with the New Yorker’s experience) by city 

authorities and illuminated day and night. The work responds to its site – and will 

evoke different responses in different places. Pristina is one site among many. It is a 

site-specific artwork but not single site –specific.  

“A place beyond belief” is a vernacular phrase, used generally when describing a 

deeply disturbing event that has occurred in a specific, named location.  

Where is it actually sited? 

Pristina, Kosova (next to an abandoned Serbian Orthodox Cathedral –  more as a 

symbol of Milosevic’s oppressive regime against ethnic Albanians than as a place of 

religious belief). 

Does this alter your response to it? 

It made me think about it as piece which could speak out in multiple different sites 

where difficult events have taken place. 

Have your views changed after listening to Coley speak about it. If so, why? 

Yes, they have changed.  It made me realise that the piece was not just about 

Kosova but could be related to anywhere in the world where challenging events are 

happening or have happened and where society needs to adjust, come to terms with 

or find a way to deal with hatred, fear and tensions in order to move forward.  
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Do you think contextual information is essential to gain a greater understanding of 

contemporary work? 

I should think that contextual information almost always leads to a greater 

understanding of all art, including contemporary art. 

Studying A Place Beyond Belief confirmed to me that it is necessary to invest time 

and effort in conceptual art in order to be able to respond to it in anything other than 

a superficial way and I found this a fascinating exercise. 

Do you think it [contextual information] should be an essential ingredient? 

No I don’t – art can be appreciated at different levels.  It is interesting to compare an 

uninformed and informed response [as these exercises get us to do] and both are 

valid. 

What do you think about this piece? What do you think it achieves? 

I got a lot out of studying this piece and discovering the multiple layers of meaning, 

the political connections and relationships with the places it has been displayed in. I 

was also intrigued on reading the Guardian article about how Kosovans responded 

to the installation as both a reminder of past atrocities and as a symbol of progress. 

People’s personal responses and interpretations in relation to their own experiences 

of the place in which it is installed are an integral part of this artwork… they make it 

timeless as it could continue to evoke different responses in different places deep 

into the future. 

Have a look through the other work on Coley’s website 

[http://studionathancoley.com/works] – pick two or three pieces that interest you. 

Consider whether you can see connections across his works. Identify some of his 

major motivations. 

Connections 

The appropriation of phrases and their use in different contexts is something of a 

theme; e.g. A Place Beyond Belief and Burn the Village, Feel the Warmth a phrase 

used on social media and mobile phone texts during 2011 riots to express discontent 

and anger. In its original African proverb context it’s a caution about the destruction 

that occurs if young are estranged from society. Coley’s work explores the use of 

words and phrases in different contexts… here it is the shift from oral tradition to 

mobile phone text messaging that has interested him.  

In Unnamed 2012 Coley has taken tombstones out of their original graveyard setting 

and arranged them in a gallery space. These are found objects (how he acquired 

http://studionathancoley.com/works/burn-the-village-feel-the-warmth-utrecht
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them I don’t know!) It’s disconcerting… by moving the tombstones and erasing the 

names, someone becomes no one. It is as if the memory of them as an individual is 

erased too. 

Place and words / text are recurring themes in his work. 

And names are significant too… often his works are named after saints or individuals 

who have been caught up in conflict (the terrorists as well as the victims) e.g. the 

individually named pieces in Parade Sculptures 2015 and Paul 2015.  

Coley has an interest in when nowhere becomes somewhere because of a 

catastrophic event e.g. Brighton after the IRA bombings (Regency Town House / 

House 2015) and Lockerbie… “When nondescript places become the centre of the 

world for a few news cycles.”  

The built environment, monuments, graveyards, gardens, religious buildings… these 

all feature in his work as ways in which humans express themselves and their 

beliefs.  

Belief is sometimes a theme… but not necessarily religious belief. 

Identify some of the major motivations for making work 

Shedding new light on places that have experienced disturbing events, such as 

bombings, terrorist attacks, war time atrocities; how we identify with and express 

ourselves through the built environment; how ‘found texts’ can have different 

resonances in different contexts. Coley’s work is political at times, awareness raising 

and sometimes philosophical.  

 

Conclusion 

Have you been surprised by your responses to any of the works in Part One? 

I have been surprised at how many layers of meaning are uncovered by investing 

time in understanding the context of the work and motivation of the artist. I realise I 

have passed by a lot of conceptual art in the past and seen no more than the tip of 

the iceberg. 

Have you felt inspired by any of the works you’ve looked at? 

I have been particularly inspired by the work of Nathan Coley and A Place Beyond 

Belief because of the way in which his work can be have different meanings read 

into it when displayed in different places. The concept of the ‘found text’ intrigues 
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me. I’m interested in using text in my own art and have found myself dwelling on how 

much ‘bigger’ an artwork becomes if it is not overly literal and enables the viewer to 

respond from the viewpoint and context of their own lives. 

I was fascinated also by the work of Katie Paterson (Vatnajökull) and how she 

creatively documents aspects of the evolution of our planet through her art. I find it 

clever and innovative… and important. 

 

 

 

 

 


