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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This practice-led research examines ideas surrounding the interpretation of place; the 

representation and experience of place are explored in my practice and throughout 

the thesis.  The practice and thesis develop an interdependent relationship where one 

informs the other and each provides a critical platform whereby existing beliefs are 

brought into question and new ideas emerge.  During the research period the practice 

is tested against different circumstances in a variety of situations and novel responses 

are generated.  The thesis critically analyses approaches to interpreting place through 

a number of formats and a variety of sources.  Both practice and theory are examined 

through peer-reviewed conference papers, artist-in-residence programmes and 

publications allowing new ideas to be explored and scrutinized by the academy.  

 

A working method that recognizes the importance and usefulness of serendipity and 

sagacity is established, bringing together my practice and the theoretical scope of the 

research.  My primary focus is to understand and develop critical responses to the 

experience and representation of place within the realm of contemporary art practice.  

The work of W.G. Sebald and the secondary literature surrounding his work plays a 

significant role in providing ways of dealing with the entanglement of knowledge. 

Period Drama is both the name of an artwork and the name I have given to a 

conference paper.  Both explore the convoluted and complex methods involved in 

realizing a site-specific work that challenges fiercely-held beliefs about place.      

 

My intention throughout the research has been to examine a variety of approaches 

that explore the representation and experience of place within contemporary art 

practice.  Prominent within this examination has been the highlighting of the need to 

belong to a particular place and the sense of displacement generated when this need 

to belong is challenged or the nature of this connection is questioned.  
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Fig.1. Still from Stalker. Directed by Andrei Tarkovsky. (1979) 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The artists and writers Jeremy Miller and Tacita Dean in their co-authored book 

Place (2005) suggest that place itself can seem a confusing place in which to find 

oneself, an uncertain place to explore even with someone to guide us. They cite the 

words from the stalker in Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1979 film of the same name to 

illustrate the confusion.  

Our moods, our thoughts, our emotions, our feelings can bring about change 
here. And we are in no condition to comprehend them. Old traps vanish, new 
ones take their place; the old safe places become impassable, and the route 
can either be plain and easy or impossibly confusing. That’s how the Zone is. 
It may even seem capricious. But in fact, at any moment it is exactly as we 
devise it, in our consciousness…everything that happens here depends on us, 
not on the Zone.1 

Throughout my programme of practice-led research I also borrow the stalker’s words 

as a guiding voice and as a mental map throughout the research journey.  I use my 

own practice as a vehicle for exploring ideas surrounding the role place occupies in 

influencing the production and reception of an artwork. A key objective of this 

research has been to give serious critical attention to identify, understand and 

document aspects of current debates surrounding the concept of place in 

contemporary art practice.		I explore its histories and possible futures by creating	

images and texts, and combinations of both, which together constitute a critique of 

place and coincidentally provide a novel working method at the same time. 

 

The research discovers and demonstrates how our experience of place is constantly 

in flux and this mutability means that interpretations and representations are notably 

fallible.  In exploring this epistemological dimension of place-orientated practices, 

the research reflects on how un-knowingness - or not-knowing or synchronicity - 

often acts as a significant driving force within a narrative.  
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The limits of knowledge are seen as significant functions in the interpretation of 

place. I use my own practice to generate and test alternative approaches towards an 

investigation and understanding of place through a variety of different forms such as: 

artist-in-residence opportunities where new work is created; by presenting peer-

reviewed conference papers; and where publishing projects initiated in an attempt to 

disentangle and uncover ideas surrounding place. 

 

The aim and parameters of the research is to examine our fluctuating interpretations 

of the meaning of place within the context of artworks that explore ideas surrounding 

identity, memory and politics.  The research is not intended as a comprehensive 

survey of all the critical writing on place.  Rather, it is an attempt to analyse the 

development and integration of writing on place that has been recognised by artists 

and myself as being influential and significant towards an understanding of place 

within the scope of the research period.  

 

The writing of W.G. Max Sebald (1944-2001) has played a significant role within 

the research.  Like the stalker, he has become a guiding figure throughout this 

research journey, providing potential destinations and modes of travel to get there.  

The influence of The Rings of Saturn (1998), a walk through the landscape of East 

Anglia combining interchangeable relationships of fact, recollection, memory and 

fiction interposed with Sebald’s signature grainy black-and-white photographs which 

have an indeterminate effect on the meandering narrative, has been significant.  In 

addition to Sebald’s own writing, the film-essay Patience (After Sebald) A walk 

through the Rings of Saturn (2010) by Grant Gee has provided invaluable 

commentaries from a number of sources from the literary world such as Rebecca 

Solnit, Marina Warner, Ian Sinclair, Sir Andrew Motion and Robert MacFarlane, 

supported by visual artists Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar. The anthology published 

by The Institute of Cultural Inquiry, Searching for Sebald: Photography after W.G. 

Sebald (2006), extends the breadth and depth of these commentaries by some forty 

authors, providing additional and complementary sources of research focused on 

Sebald’s use of photography that many have recognised as being equally as 

important as his prose narratives.    
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A key focus of this research has been to identify a robust and appropriate working 

method by which I could interrogate aspects of my own practice and others’, and, 

secondly, to identify a working method that would facilitate the making of new 

strategies for studio practice. A Sebaldian Lacuna emerged – the limits of 

knowingness in the relationship between place/work of art. The work of art/place is 

never complete. Revelation arrives apparently accidently – yet always seems 

inevitable. 

 

During 2009 I undertook an artist-in-residence opportunity at the Yorkshire 

Sculpture Park (YSP). The two-month residency was organised by the Huddersfield 

art organisation ArtHouse through a national open call submission.  The residency 

came with a mentoring programme where the selected artists could suggest a mentor 

to advise or assist them during the duration of the residency.  I hesitantly suggested 

Jeremy Millar as he was both an artist and writer and had recently published Place 

(2005) in collaboration with Tacita Dean.  I only had one formal meeting with Millar 

during the residency but I was able to maintain an informal connection with him after 

the residency period.  Later that year I was able to invite Jeremy Millar to give a talk 

at Sheffield Hallam University as part of the Transmission: Host visiting lecture 

programme which culminated in a chapbook-type publication that followed a 

question and answer format.  

 

Approximately halfway through the residency I had a mentoring session with Millar 

where I expressed my concerns on my inability or failure to generate a significantly 

interesting or strong idea to pursue in response to the location.  I explained that I had 

gathered information about the location, its history, some significant events that had 

contributed to its current position, some observations from regular walks through 

YSP’s grounds, and its exhibits but all I had was a tangled web of miscellaneous 

pieces of information.  I expressed my concern at not being able to distil or untangle 

these disparate pieces of information and to shape them into a coherent idea to take 

forward.  Millar instantly enquired why I felt the need to untangle the information, 

thoughts and ideas I had gathered.  He went on to suggest that the process of 

untangling the disparate pieces of information would or could result in the loss of 
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some of their attraction and it was their very entanglement that was most interesting’.  

Millar went on to suggest I read Rings of Saturn by W.G. Sebald as a way of 

understanding that a seemingly entangled narrative or journey can be a poetic and 

lyrical way of representing place.  A secondary and useful piece of advice from 

Millar was to be mindful of the audience or spectator’s ability to bring something 

unknown or unforeseeable to the work and to allow space in the practice for this to 

take place whilst recognising and accepting that this cannot be accounted for.  After 

reading The Rings of Saturn and treating the accumulation of reference material 

without attempting to distil or edit out information I began to view the residency in a 

new way.  By the end of the YSP residency I had produced a new piece of work 

where ideas surrounded place as a mutable entity. This incorporated collective 

memory, historical facts, fiction and myth within a site-specific format and had 

become the catalyst for this research journey. 

Research towards a site-specific work began by examining the commonly held belief 

that the infamous wrestling scene from Ken Russell’s film Women in Love (1960) 

took place at Bretton Hall on the YSP estate. During my residency I discovered that 

the scene actually took place in a different location. My challenge to this fiercely 

protected belief ultimately led to the making of a re-edited version of Russell’s 

famous fight only for it to be finally denied installation at YSP even on a temporary 

basis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2. Period Drama (still) Andrew Sneddon after Ken Russell (2012/13) 
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 Fig.1. Period Drama (still) Andrew Sneddon after Ken Russell 2012/13 

 

Fig.3. The Camellia House at Bretton Hall within the grounds of Yorkshire Sculpture Park, 
South Yorkshire, and intended location/site for Period Drama, a short re-edit of the naked 
wrestling scene in Ken Russell’s 1969 film Women in Love starring Alan Bates and Oliver 

Reed. It would be played on a monitor behind this door and only viewed by an audience through 
the keyhole although sound would be heard throughout the Camellia House. Not realised 
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There are four pieces of published writing in the appendices.  Each makes a different 

contribution to the research; each piece of writing contributes to either the practice or 

to an understanding of the critical position within the thesis.  The three 

Transmission: Host publications with Alec Finlay (2008), Jeremy Millar (2009) and 

Roderick Buchanan (2010) can be seen as a continued conversation with the artist 

after they had presented a public lecture at Sheffield Hallam University.  I invited 

each of these artist/speakers as they had a unique and distinctive connection to ideas 

surrounding the notion of place from the position of being well-established artists.  

By first inviting them to deliver a public lecture to mainly a mixture of postgraduate 

and undergraduate fine art students they were able to ‘unpack’ ideas surrounding 

past, present and future projects.  All three artists were asked if they would 

contribute to the chapbook publication post-lecture.  I had asked my three guests if 

they were willing to focus on aspects of place that I had identified within their 

practice. 

After inviting Alec Finlay to present an artist’s talk I was unable to chair his lecture 

due to a serious and sudden illness but was able to listen to the recording and 

instigate a series of questions via email.  I had visited the Waterlog group exhibition 

that Finlay had participated in at The Collection in Lincoln in 2007.  The 

Transmission:Host publication afforded me the opportunity to direct a number of 

questions to Finlay to further explore his attraction to specific places (specific places 

shared by W.G. Sebald) and whether or not this was a modern-day form of 

pilgrimage.  Finlay disagreed with this observation and simply felt what he was 

doing was gathering experiences of place.  

The next publication was with Jeremy Millar. I was able to follow up on a question 

from the audience where he was asked ‘what constitutes our understanding of 

place?’.  Millar had replied ‘the projection of history onto landscape’.  Initially I had 

been content with this answer but it had become unsatisfactory over a period of time, 

because, because we know, history is subjective.  The publication with Millar 

provided a wealth of material to think through and, combined with his mentoring 

session and my interest in his co-authored book with Tacita Dean, Place (2005), 

became a good source of ideas relating to place, such as place as hauntology and the 
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relationship between art and anthropology.  I also had the opportunity to ask Millar 

about the difference between chance and serendipity in his work.  

The third publication with Roderick Buchanan was very different in that Buchanan 

wanted to treat the chapbook as a vehicle to explore a fantastical and mythical 

Irish/Scottish narrative.  This narrative was titled The History of the World 

According To My Father, and followed the structure of a seventeenth century 

chapbook with no conventional paragraph structures.  I contributed a short section 

where I recalled memories of troop convoys traveling from the mainland to Ireland 

and passing through my hometown in the middle of the night during the 1970s.  I 

learned a valuable lesson with this piece in that a place need not be real in order for it 

to be considered a real place, and that events surrounding this place need not be true 

in order for the story to have meaning and significance.  This understanding 

regarding place became important to the research in the making of Period Drama in 

response to the residency at Yorkshire Sculpture Park in 2009. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 4. Transmission: Host, Guest: Alex Finlay Host: Andrew Sneddon. 
Edited by Dr Sharon Kivland, Artwords Press, London (2008) 

 
‘The Stranger’, Transmission: Host, Guest: Jeremy Millar Host: Andrew Sneddon. 

Edited by Dr Sharon Kivland, Artwords Press, London (2009) 
 

‘The Friend’, Transmission: Host, Guest: Roderick Buchanan Host: Andrew Sneddon, 
Edited by Dr Sharon Kivland, Artwords Press, London (2010)  
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The final publication in the appendices is The Slender Margin between the Real and 

the Unreal, co-authored with Gavin Morrison (Director of Atopia projects) and 

Kiyoshi Okutsu (Professor of Aesthetics at Yamaguchi University, Japan) and edited 

by Dr Sharon Kivland.  Chikamatsu Monazaemon (1653-1724) comments that 'art is 

something that lies in the slender margin between the real and the unreal'. This is the 

origin of a discussion that recalls the experience and associated imaginings of the 

European gardens of the 17th and 18th centuries and their distant cousins, the stroll 

gardens of the Tokogawa and Meji periods of Japan. The shared use of the borrowed 

landscape or 'shakkei' allows for further enquiry into the similarities and difference. 

The three authors, through discussion, correspondence, and visits to particular 

gardens, built a relationship through the sharing of references and experiences. The 

garden reveals itself as a bountiful source of inspiration, a place of escapism, a 

cultural and social signifier, and as a place for thinking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.5. The Slender Margin between the Real and the Unreal,  
co-authored by Andrew Sneddon, Gavin Morrison & Kiyoshi Okutsu,  

London: Artwords Press (2007) 
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The written component of this research is, to a large degree, concerned with retracing 

historical ideas concerning our understanding, need and desire to explore methods of 

representing place, in order to understand our relationship to places that we currently 

inhabit and what has influenced our renewed contemporary relationship with place.  

Today, it seems impossible to separate any study of place from that of space as both 

are intrinsically linked and are often interchangeable in literature and speech, 

therefore it became important to explore this relationship in some depth. An 

interrogation of the cultural meanings embedded within place is paramount in this 

consideration. Place inheres many social and political forces that form it and which 

continue to condition our understanding of place. If place functions as a 

manifestation of those associations then, by extension, the space experience of an 

artwork could be said to reside within the realm of place; space by virtue of our 

experience of it, of what we bring to it is afforded the significance of place. 

 

Throughout the research I have been drawn to lyrical and poetic considerations of 

place, which are often registers belonging to the tradition of Romanticism.  These 

qualities are often represented in landscape painting from the late 18th through to the 

middle of the 19th century creating questions surrounding issues of authentic 

identities and searching for a sense of what is known in German as ‘Heimat’.  As 

Morley and Robins point out in Spaces of Identity from 2002, 

In a world that is increasingly characterized by exile, migration and diaspora, 
with all the consequences of unsettling and hybridization, there can be no 
place for such absolutism of the pure and authentic. In this world, there is no 
longer any place like Heimat. More significant, for European cultures and 
identities now, is the experience of displacement and transition.2 

 

The strongest influence in the research has been the writing of German-born W.G. 

Sebald (1944-2001) along with the seemingly unending supply of secondary writing 

that provides critique and interpretation of his writing. Studying W.G. Sebald’s 

writing has provided both a poetic and lyrical approach to understanding place at the 

same time as providing the suggestion of a working method for the research.  A 

working method that adopts Sebald’s circuitous or meandering approach to the study 

of place has helped to shape the research.  The working method that I have 
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developed has included serendipity and sagacity leading to the need to improvise.  In 

an interview conducted shortly before his death, Sebald unpacks and reveals his 

approach to writing prose narrative and how he treats research with Joseph Cuomo. 

 

And in that you find odd details which lead you somewhere else, and so it’s a 
form of unsystematic searching, which of course for an academic is far from 
orthodoxy, because we’re meant to do things systematically. 

But I never liked doing things systematically. Not even my Ph.D. research 
was done systematically.  It was always done in a random, haphazard fashion. 
And the more I got on, the more I felt that, really, one can find something 
only in that way, i.e., in the same way in which, say, a dog runs through a 
field. If you look at a dog following the advice of his nose, he traverses a 
patch of land in a completely unplottable manner.  And he invariably finds 
what he’s looking for.3 

 
The approach to writing and research that Sebald is describing has been incorporated 

into a working method for this practice-led research where the research and the 

practice have been developed along similar lines of approach.  I see this approach to 

research for both thesis and practice as being in opposition to what Christopher 

Frayling, in his essay Research in Art and Design (1993), describes as ‘critical 

rationalism, which relies on making everything explicit, by revealing the methods of 

one’s logic and justifying one’s conclusions, and which has at its heart of its 

enterprise a belief in clarity…’ Frayling goes on to suggest this method of 

conducting research has been ‘…under considerable theoretical attack for the last 10-

15 years’4.  I have sought to combine what Sebald refers to as being ‘unsystematic 

searching’ with an approach that prioritises and allows for serendipity and sagacity 

within the research process. 

The research methods adopted within the thesis and practice have benefitted from 

allowing serendipity and sagacity to emerge as a natural occurrence.  To explain 

what the pairing means, I refer to Paul André’s two-part model of serendipity 

encompassing ‘the chance encountering of information, and the sagacity to derive 

insight from the encounter.’5 
 

There has been growing interest in researching the use and understanding of 
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serendipity and sagacity within qualitative research.  Whilst unplanned discoveries 

can often be considered valuable they can also be elusive at the same time and it’s 

unreliable nature therefore makes its incorporation questionable in many research 

circumstances. In their 1996 paper, the sociologist and educationalists Gary Fine and 

James Deegan set out three types of serendipity that are analytically distinct 

components of research:  

temporal serendipity (happening upon a dramatic instance), serendipity 
relations (the unplanned building of social networks), and analytic serendipity 
(discovering concepts or theories that produce compelling claims).  Each 
depends on the readiness to seize upon chance events; that is, the 
unstructured, inductive quality of fieldwork often provides leeway to 
incorporate the power of serendipitous findings into the core of a research 
report. 6 

A key focus of the research is the notion that unplanned discoveries can produce 

compelling lines of enquiry to which were not anticipated, and that these discoveries 

can be incorporated into the research.  For example, the artwork created during the 

two-month residency at YSP was an unanticipated discovery that could so easily 

have gone unnoticed were it not for the sagacity to, first of all, recognise it as being 

significant and, secondly, to have the confidence or vision to pursue it.  The 

confidence to act upon aspects of serendipitous findings has been boosted by 

recognizing similar approaches in the work of W.G. Sebald and later in the research 

in the working practice of Tacita Dean and of the exhibition ‘An Aside’. 

An extensive literature search was carried out in order to identify the key theoretical 

sources that would be relevant to the programme of research.  Starting with sources 

from within a fine art tradition such as Miwon Kwon’s One Place After Another: Site 

Specific Art and Locational Identity (2002).  Kwon, who is a curator of 

contemporary art and art educator in the United States, wrote a survey of the 

genealogies and practices that examined various responses to public art and its 

reception.  She highlighted the growing number of contemporary artists travelling the 

world creating artworks in response to particular sites, one after the other at various 

international art biennales and art fairs.  The writing of art critic and curator Lucy 

Lippard was also studied, in particular her seminal book Six Years: The 

Dematerialization of the Art Object, first published in 1973, and On the beaten track: 

tourism, art and place (1999), along with The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a 
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Multicentered Society (1998).  Although undoubtedly influential, these two authors 

and their writing have a significant American flavor and context which doesn’t 

comfortably apply to a British context.  The writing of the British art curator and 

founder/Director of Situations, one of the UK’s foremost producers of arts projects 

that grow out of place, provided closer reference points to the research than the 

American authors.  Claire Doherty has authored public art strategies for the city of 

Oslo, Plymouth and the University of Bristol, led the national Public Art Now 

programme and her publications such as Out of Time, Out of Place: Public Art (Now) 

(Doherty, 2015) have become set texts for curators, artists, and cities across the 

world. Doherty’s other publications that have had a significant bearing on this 

research are Contemporary Art from Studio to Situation (2004) and Situation (2009), 

both of which bring together texts and interviews with key artists, curators and 

writers involved in the issue of context and site-specificity in the contemporary 

international art scene. Doherty’s writing has been invaluable in providing a critical 

overview of significant British artists that are working with place within a wider 

international context. 

 

The research has gained much theoretical knowledge from authors working within a 

wider context in areas such as anthropology, geography and philosophy.  The writing 

of English-born David Harvey has been particularly relevant.  His books, The 

Condition of Postmodernity (1989), Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference 

(1996) and Spaces of Hope (2000), alongside numerous essays, have provided an 

invaluable and critical perspective on how places come into being and how they are 

altered, developed and re-invent themselves through the changing fortunes of 

transferable capital investment.  In a similar light the writing of the late Doreen 

Massey has also provided a geographical perspective with a strong feminist agenda 

on the reconceptualization of place.  Two of Massey’s books, Space, Place and 

Gender (1994) and For Space (2005), have been particularly important to this 

research in providing a mixture of Marxist geography with cultural geography.  This 

critique is strongly pursued in the influential essay Landscape/space/politics: an 

essay (2011) where she collaborated with visual artist Patrick Keiller as part of the 

The Future of Landscape and the Moving Image project, an AHRC project that 
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resulted in Robinson in Ruins (2011). 

 

The notions and ideas surrounding place as a topic of critical discussion and 

examination in contemporary art practice has grown in number and frequency.  This 

is further explored in Clare Doherty’s short essay from 2004 entitled, Curating 

Wrong Places… Or Where Have All the Penguins Gone?  Doherty states that, 

 

The rhetoric of ‘place’ has become the rallying cry for the curator of the 
international scattered-site exhibition or biennial. In 2004, the 
‘International’ component of the ‘Liverpool Biennial’ professed to 
“address and empower place as having value”, commissioning some 48 
artists to produce new works for the city. That same year, Donostia-San 
Sebastian was conceived as “a privileged social site and catalytic trigger” 
for ‘Manifesta 5’, whilst this year the ‘Gwangju Biennale’ purports to 
provide “an impetus to the city of Gwangju to be reborn as a 
geographical metaphor”.  Most notable of recent placed-based curatorial 
assertions was Charles Esche and Vasif Kortun’s opening gambit for the 
9th Istanbul Biennial in 2005, in which they proposed “an exhibition 
structure that folds out of and reveals its context – the city of Istanbul”, 
by commissioning artists to respond both to the “urban location and the 
imaginative charge that this city represents for the world”.7 
 

 
Doherty goes on to question the motifs of the place-based projects by discussing the 

frictions between contemporary art and urban regeneration and cultural tourism. 

Since the mid 1990s, the context specific international exhibition has 
become allied to urban regeneration and cultural tourism, whereby the 
cultural event becomes an ideal cipher for the meeting of international and 
local – hence any thematic title tends to be superseded by the city’s name 
followed by the word ‘biennial’ or ‘international’ and in some cases, as in 
‘Istanbul’, are one and the same. The dilemmas of cultural tourism versus 
criticality notwithstanding, the promotion of place as both subject and site 
for international exhibitions also runs the risk of subjugating art to a 
notion of place that is out-of-date.8 

 

The set of questions raised by Doherty in this essay became a guiding principle when 

considering the focus of the research. The writing of Miwon Kwon became an 

important and pertinent reference point for considering artistic and curatorial 

responsibility to place, site-specific practices and, in particular, the displacement of 

the art object. Or as James Lingwood (Co-Director of ArtAngel) has suggested of 
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such displacement is ‘an art beyond the physical confines of the museum - an art not 

necessary placed but of place.’9 

 

Kwon begins to question an art practice which has its origin in the 1970s and 1980s 

and has operated under a number of names such as site-determined, site-orientated, 

site-referenced, site-conscious, site responsive and site-related, to name but a few. 

She also suggests that this type of practice might be a ‘projective enterprise’, which 

should ‘unsettle’, ‘activate’ and ‘raise questions’ 10 as opposed to being simply 

descriptive of place.  Kwon also notes that,  

‘site-specific practices have become familiar (even commonplace) in the 
mainstream art world, artists are travelling more than ever to fulfill 
institutional/cultural critique projects in situ. The extent of this mobilisation 
of the artist radically redefines the commodity status of the artwork, the 
nature of artistic authorship, and the art-site relationship.’11 

 

The mobilisation of artists combined with the increase of art biennials across the 

globe inevitably makes the notion of a site-specific or place-based practice common 

or misused.  As Nathan Coley explained as far back as 1991, in relation to Windfall, 

a group show at the Clyde Seaman’s Mission in Glasgow, 

 

The artists from abroad expected people to be making work that 
absolutely engaged with the fabric of the building. And that’s not what 
happened. This has been our main topic of conversation in Glasgow for 
the past year or so; we feel the term site–specific has become 
meaningless.12 

Douglas Gordon also expressed his reservations or scepticism with the seemingly 

wide-scale adoption of ‘the method’ by international artists in response to invitations 

to take part in exhibitions that take a city or particular place as research subject, 

interlocutor, social context and physical site of the exhibition rationale. 

 

Like a lot of people, at that time, I was making works that were site-
specific – usually in relation to a scant research visit’s findings, or an 
architectural ’intervention’, or a chanced upon piece of information at the 
site. At some point around 1990 I began to feel uncomfortable about this 
‘method’ of working. Partly because I had learned how to ’do it’ and 
more so because I had experienced many other artists flying into 
Glasgow and completely misjudging the site and the intimacies that exist 
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in unfamiliar places. A lot of the work produced seemed weak and lazy 
to me… 

I was trying to think my way through making something for the Third 
Eye show. I realized that I couldn’t use ‘the method’ in my own city. A 
quick trip to the library, a wander through abandoned buildings, or a 
series of interviews with ‘locals’ was not going to do anything but make 
me realize I already knew too much. Eventually, this frustration with 
‘knowing too much’ led me to try and examine what it was that I did 
know about the place that I considered ‘mine’. I thought I knew people. 
More so, ‘other’ people seemed to be the very thing that made up my 
memories, stories, wishes, past and future of this ‘knowledge’.13 

 

On the wider art scene and a few years earlier Daniel Buren had declared that site-

specific as a term ‘has become hackneyed and meaningless through use and abuse’.14 

These critical issues over site-specific practices were further explored by Douglas 

Crimp’s essay, Redefining Site Specificity in On the Museum’s Ruin in 1993. 

 

Minimal objects redirected consciousness back on itself and the real-
world conditions that ground consciousness. The coordinates of 
perception were established as existing not only between spectator and 
the work but among spectator, artwork and the place inhabited by both. 
This was accomplished either by eliminating the objects internal 
relationship altogether or by making those relationships a function of 
simple structural repetition, of “one thing after another.” Whatever 
relationship was now to be perceived was contingent on the viewer’s 
temporal movement in the sphere shared with the object. Thus the work 
belonged to its site, if its site were to change, so would the 
interrelationship of object, context and viewer. Such a reorientation of 
the perceptual experience of art made the viewer, in effect, the subject of 
the work, whereas under the reign of modernist idealism this privileged 
position devolved ultimately on the artist, the sole generator of the 
artworks formal relationships.15 

 

Both Crimp and Buren set out to chronicle the demise of the gallery and museum.  It 

is important to consider the anxiety felt by Daniel Buren surrounding production in 

the studio and the presentation of artwork in a gallery or museum in the early 1970s. 

The loss of the object, the idea that the context of the work corrupts the 
interest that the work provokes, as if some energy essential to its existence 
escapes as it passes through the studio door, occupied all my thoughts. This 
sense that the main point of the work is lost somewhere between its place of 
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production and place of consumption forced me to consider the problem and 
the significance of the work's place. What I later came to realize was that it 
was the reality of the work, its "truth," its relationship to its creator and place 
of creation, that was irretrievably lost in this transfer.16  

 

I believe this sense of loss or escape of something important that Buren describes 

reflects a need and desire to find an appropriate alternative to the gallery or museum.  

The rise of the alternative spaces to exhibit such as churches, disused industrial 

buildings, warehouses and the like, could be seen as alternative exhibition spaces to 

stem the haemorrhaging of a vital aspect of the work Buren articulates. In so doing, 

the importance of the reception and consumption of artwork becomes paramount.  In 

later years this would be conflated with the necessity of widening participation and 

creating new audiences for visual art, often in connection with securing and 

attracting funding support. 

In Chapter One, I establish why a study of place is both difficult to undertake and 

why it continues to be a subject of study.  Central to this chapter are two essays by 

two leading authorities on place writing, Edward Casey (1939-) and David Harvey 

(1935-).  Casey has published several volumes on phenomenology, philosophical 

psychology, and the philosophy of space and place. Harvey is well recognised as a 

cultural geographer and anthropologist.  I believe these essays provide a good 

comparative study in identifying the most salient aspects of our relationship to, and 

the relevance of place, concerning us today.  The two essays are Edward Casey’s 

How to get from Space to Place in a fairly short stretch of Time (1996) and David 

Harvey’s essay From Space to Place and back again: Reflections on the condition of 

postmodernity (1993,1996). 

A further comparative study of two essay films are also analysed, Patrick Keiller’s 

Robinson in Ruins (2010) and Grant Gee’s Patience (After Sebald) (2012) in order to 

understand how the theoretical discussion on place might be represented. Within this 

specific study a wider frame of reference is established, to include other relevant 

commentators on the subject mapping, the development and exchanges between 

thinkers on space/place.  These include: Michel Foucault’s Of Other Spaces: Utopias 

and Heterotopias (1967); Yi-Fu Taun’s Space and Place: The Perspective of 
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Experience (1977) and Topophilia: a study of environmental perception, attitudes, 

and values (1974); Edward Relph’s Place and Placelessness, (1976); Marc Augé’s 

Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity (1995); Gaston 

Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958);Victor Burgin’s In/Different Spaces: place 

and memory in visual culture, (1996); Miwon Kwon’s One Place after Another: Site-

Specific Art and Locational Identity (2004); Henri Leferbvre’s The Production of 

Space, (1991); Doreen Massey’s Space Place and Gender (91994) and For Space 

(2005); Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, (1962); Jeremy 

Miller’s and Tacita Dean’s, Place (2005); Nikos Papastergiadis’s Spatial Aesthetics: 

Art, Place and the Everyday (2006); Georges Perec’s Species of Spaces and Other 

Pieces (2008); John Urry’s Consuming Places (1995) and The Tourist Gaze (1990); 

W.G. Sebald’s trilogy incorporating The Emigrants (1992), the Rings of Saturn 

(1995) and Austerlitz (2001); Philip Sheldrake’s Spaces for the Sacred: Place, 

Memory, and Identity (2001); Anthony Vidler’s Architectural Uncanny (1992) and 

Warped Space (2000). 

 

In Chapter Two, I consider the role and influence of context and situation for the 

visual contemporary artist, with particular attention placed on the work of John 

Latham and the Artist Placement Group's legacy and influence on current thinking 

with particular emphasis on their three important adages such as ‘Context is half the 

work’, ‘Incidental Person’ and ‘the open brief’17. In the context of site-specific 

practice and the site and non-site dialectic created by Robert Smithson in the 1960s, I 

explore today’s discussions and debates.  

In Chapter Three, I explore the pursuit and generation of knowledge relevant to this 

research.  The pursuit adopts a non-linear approach, favouring a rhizomatic structure 

of acquiring knowledge. I introduce the tripartite structure of failure, serendipity and 

sagacity, leading to improvisation in my practice, and identify similar structures 

within other contemporary artists’ practices. I look at the development of intention to 

the realisation of practice, particularly in the work of Tacita Dean, paying attention 

to the An Aside exhibition (2005) and Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar’s joint 

publication, Place: Art Works, also from 2005. 
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In Chapter Four, and in the concluding chapter of my thesis, I reflect in more detail 

upon my practice as the key part of this research, examining the artworks made and 

how they develop my primary themes. I show how these works, and the contextual 

analysis around them, make a creative, original and contemporary contribution to the 

understanding of how contemporary artists respond to the experience of place and 

the displacement of the artwork. 

 

In moving towards an understanding of my current practice there has been a certain 

amount of looking back at previous projects and practice. This process, as Graeme 

Sullivan maintains, has been important to situate my individual practice within wider 

practices as discussed throughout the thesis. 

In relating outcomes of creative inquiry to relevant issues in the field, there is 
a degree of “looking back” involved as the research process first challenges 
the artist by the need to create and then uses this new awareness as the critical 
lens through which to examine existing phenomena.18  

 

This perspective has been established through new analysis and interpretation of the 

contextual terrain surrounding my practice.  The perspective has also benefitted from 

the testing of ideas and observations through peer-reviewed conference papers and 

journal articles.  Throughout the thesis my own creative practice has been central, as 

the driving force in testing the emergence of ideas and observations.  I leave this 

introduction with a diagram that charts the timing of key outputs such as conference 

papers, exhibitions and publications that have been generative for the thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2002
2003

2004
2005

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014
2015

2016
Conference(
Papers(

‘There’s(No(Place(Like(North’((+++++++++++++++++++++++
Further+North.
Northum

bria+University,+
New

castle,+4thB5th+
Septem

ber,+2014
Keynotes:+Professor+Tim

+
Ingold+and+Dr+Tim

+Edensor.

Ruin(Lust(to(Ruin(Porn:
W
here(has(all(the(rom

ance(
gone?
In+This+Place
School+of+Art+&

+Design
Nottingham

+Trent+University
Nottingham

,+United+Kingdom
28th+April+–+1st+M

ay+2016

‘Tw
o(naked(bearded(m

en(and(
an(open(fire’(((++++++++++
Transm

ission:+Hospitality
Sheffield+Hallam

+University,+
3rd+July+2010

‘I(don’t(know
(w
hat(I’m

(looking(
for(but(I’ll(know

(it(w
hen(I(see(it’+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

1st+Global+Conference+on+
Space+Place,+interB
disciplinary.net
M
ansfield+College,+Oxford,+

15th+Septem
ber+2011

‘The(Act(of(Im
provisation(

w
ithin(the(w

ork(of(Tacita(
Dean’+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
Im

provisational+Attitudes:+
Reflections+from

+Art+and+Life+
on+certitude,+failure+and+
doubt,+Association+of+Social+
Anthropologists+of+the+UK+and+
Com

m
onw

ealth.
Jaw

aharial+Nehru+University,+
New

+Dehli,+India,+3rd+B6th+April+
2012

‘A(Period(Dram
a’((+++++++++++++++++++++++

4th+Global+Conference+on+Space+
Place,+interBdisciplinary.net
M
ansfield+College,+Oxford,+++++++++++++++++++++

9B12th+Septem
ber+2013

‘PLACE(in(tw
o(essayGfilm

s’(+++
The+End+of+Place+as+W

e+
Know

+it:
+Shifting+Perspectives+on+
Literature+and+Place
+University+of+Strathclyde,+
Glasgow

,17th+B19th+
Septem

ber,+2014
Keynotes:+Professor+
Edw

ard+Casey+and+
Professor+Tim

othy+M
orton.

Publications
The(Shock(of(Septem

ber(11(and(the(
M
ystery(of(the(O

ther,(A+350+page+
exhibition+catalogue+that+docum

ents+
how

+30+international+artists+responded+
to+the+events+of+Septem

ber+11+and+
accom

panied+a+group+exhibition+at+
Haus+am

+Lutzow
platz,+Berlin,+Germ

any.+
Initiated+by+Rebecca+Horn,+in+addition+
to+a+num

ber+of+w
riters+w

ho+also+
contributed+to+the+book,+such+as+Susan+
Sontag+and+Paul+Virillo.+

In(the(O
rder(of(Things(((((((((((((+

A+24Bpage+exhibition+catalogue+
to+accom

pany+a+oneBperson+
show

+at+Leeds+M
etropolitan+

Gallery.+Essays+from
+Gavin+

M
orrison,+'Finding+Place+in+the+

Order+of+Things...'+and+Gordon+
Hon+'Fam

iliar+Places'+w
ith+

accom
panying+DVD.+2004

Chusanan,+Published+in+
connection+to+The+Hut:+The+
Tem

ple+project+by+W
eissraum

,+
Kyoto+and+Centre+for+
Contem

porary+Art,+Osaka,+
2007.

Space,for,10,+Catalogue+
m
arking+the+com

pletion+of+10+
residences+hosted+by+
Arthouse,+including+im

ages+
m
ade+during+the+residency+at+

Yorkshire+Sculpture+Park.+2008

 
The,Slender,M

argin,betw
een,

the,Real,and,the,Unreal,+coB
authored+by+Andrew

+Sneddon,+
Gavin+M

orrison+&
+Kiyoshi+

Okutsu,+London:+Artw
ords+

Press,+

Transm
ission:,HO

ST,+Guest:+
Alex+Finlay+Host:+Andrew

+
Sneddon.+edited+by+Dr+Sharon+
Kivland,+Artw

ords+Press,+
London,+2008.

The(Stranger’,(Transm
ission:(

HO
ST,+Guest:+Jerem

y+M
illar+

Host:+Andrew
+Sneddon.+edited+

by+Dr+Sharon+Kivland,+
Artw

ords+Press,+London,+2009.

‘The,Friend’,,Transm
ission:,

HO
ST,(Guest:+Rodderick+

Buchanan+Host:+Andrew
+

Sneddon,+edited+by+Dr+Sharon+
Kivland,+Artw

ords+Press,+
London,+2010.

Exhibitions
The(Shock(of(the(O

ther,++++++++++++++++
Curated+by+Rebecca+Horn
Haus+am

+Lutzow
platz,+Berlin,+Germ

any+

LO
O
P(((((+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Visual+thinking,+Sir+Patrick+
Geddes,+
Yam

aguchi+Centre+for+Arts+and+
M
edia,+Japan.

+A+collabortion+w
ith+M

asayuki+
Yasuhara,+part+of+a+three+day+
international+sym

posium
,+

+Artists,+M
usicologists,+

Philosophers

A(PERIO
D(DRAM

A(((((((((((((((((((((((
A+siteBspecific+video+
installation+intended+for+the+
grounds+of+Yorkshire+Sculpture+
Park+w

here+the+naked+
w
restling+scene+w

ith+Olver+
Reed+and+Alan+Bates+w

as+
supposedly+film

ed+but+this+
particular+scene+w

as+film
ed+at+

Elvaston+Castle+near+Derby.++
Not,realised

CUM
M
NO

CK

In(the(O
rder(of(Things...

Leeds+M
etropolitan+Gallery+

Solo+exhibition.

Artist(((((((((((((((((((((
Residence

Yam
aguchi(University,(Japan(((((((((

2+w
eek+artist+in+Residence+at+the+

invitation+of+Prof.+Kiyoshi+Okutsu+and+
organised+by+Prof.+Alan+Johnston+as+
part+of+YICA+activity.

Period(Dram
a,(SPACE+FOR+10+++

sitespecific+video+instalation,+
Intended+for+Yorkshire+
Sculpture+Park

PhD+Registration+Period+2003B2015,+key+elem
ents+of+practice:

Conference)Papers,)Publications,)Exhibitions)and)Artist)in)Residences



 21 

Notes on the Introduction
                                            
1 Jeremy Millar and Tacita Dean (eds.), Artworks:Place, London Thames and Hudson, 2005, 
p.16. 
2 David Morley and Kevin Robins, Spaces of Identity: Global Media, Electronic Landscapes 
and Cultural Boundaries, Routledge, Abington and London 2002, p103-4. 
3 Lynne Sharon Schwartz (ed.), The Emergence of Memory: Conversations with W.G.Sebald, 
Seven Stories Press, New York, London, Melbourne, Toronto, 2010, p.94.  
4 Christopher Frayling, Research in Art and Design, Royal College of Art Research Papers, 
Volume 1, Number 1, 1993/4, p.3. 
5 André P, Schraefel MC, Teevan J, Dumais ST (2009) Discovery is never by chance: 
designing for (un) serendipity. In: Bryan-Kinns N, Gross MD, Johnson H, Ox J, Wakkary R 
(eds) Proceedings of the seventh ACM conference on Creativity and Cognition, ACM, pp. 
305–314. 
6 Fine, G. A., & Deegan, J. G., Three principles of Serendip: Insight, chance, and discovery 
in qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 9(4), 1996, 
pp.434–447. http://www.minerva.mic.ul.ie//vol2/deegan.html (Last accessed 10/08/17) 
7 Claire Doherty, “Curating Wrong Places…Or Where Have All the Penguins Gone”, Paul 
O’Neill, ed., Curating x 24. Amsterdam: De Appel.  
http://www.publicart.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/Writings/curatingwrongplaces...pdf (Last 
accessed 12/07/15) 
8  Claire Doherty, “Curating Wrong Places…Or Where Have All the Penguins Gone”, Paul 
O’Neill, ed., Curating x 24 . Amsterdam: De Appel. 
http://www.publicart.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/Writings/curatingwrongplaces...pdf  (last 
accessed 29/08/13) 
9 de Ville, Nicholas and Stephen Foster. Space Invaders; Issues of Representation, Context 
and Meaning in Contemporary Art. Southampton: John Hansard Gallery, 1993, p.23. 
10  Kwon, Miwon. Public Art and Urban Identities in Public Art Strategies: Public Art and 
Public 
Space. Ed. Cheryl Younger. New York: New York University, 1998, p.168. 
11 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and locational Identities, MIT, 
Cambridge, 2004, p31. 
12 Nathan Coley, Mathew Slotover, “Northern Lights”, frieze, issue 1, 1991, p.40. 
13 Douglas Gordon, in response to questions sent by the Author (Dr Sarah Lowndes), May 
2002.  Cited in Sarah Lowndes, Social Sculpture: The Rise of the Glasgow Art Scene, Lauth 
Press Limited, Edinburgh, 2010, pp.141-142. 
14 Daniel Buren, “Like a Palimpest: or, The Metamorphosis of an Image,” in Contemporary 
Sculpture Projects in Munster, 1997, ed. Klaus Bussmann, Kasper Konig, and Florian 
Matzner (Munster:Verlag Gerd Hatje,1997),p. 79. 
15 Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins, MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 
London, 1993, p.154. 
16 Daniel Buren, The Function of the Studio, trans. Thomas Repensek, October 10 (Fall 
1979), p.56. This essay, written in 1971 and published here for the first time, is one of three 
texts dealing with the art system. The others were Function of the Museum, published first 
by the Museum of Modern Art, Oxford, and subsequently in Artforum, September 1973; and 
Function of an Exhibition, Studio International, December 1973. 
17 http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/video/art-and-social-intervention-incidental-
person-conference-video-recordings#open239757  (Last Accessed 12/07/15) 
18 Sullivan, G. Arts Practice as Research: Inquiry in the Visual Arts. Sage, London, 2005, 
p.191. 
 
 
 



 22 

Chapter One 
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If two different authors use the words ‘red’, ‘hard’, or ‘disappointed’, no one 
doubts that they mean approximately the same thing… But in the case of 
words such as ‘place” or ‘space’, whose relationship with psychological 
experience is less direct, there exists a far-reaching uncertainty of 
interpretation.1 

                                            Albert Einstein, Forward to Concepts of Space, 1970. 

 

The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in the 
epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the 
near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, I 
believe, when our experience of the world is less that of a long life 
developing through time than that of a network that connects points and 
intersects with it own skein.2 

Michael Foucault, Of Other Spaces, 1986. 

 

In the past three centuries in the West - the period of modernity - place has 
come to be not only neglected but actively suppressed.  Owing to the triumph 
of the natural and social sciences in the same period, any serious talk of place 
has been regarded as regressive or trivial.  A discourse has emerged whose 
exclusive foci are Time and Space.  When the two were combined by 
twentieth century physicists into the amalgam ‘space-time’, the overlooking 
of place was only continued by other means.  For an entire epoch, place has 
been regarded as an impoverished second cousin of Time and Space, those 
two colossal cosmic partners that tower over modernity.3 

Edward Casey, Getting Back into Place, 1993.        
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In Chapter One I have prepared the critical ground for an understanding of place.  It 

is important to be clear that this chapter does not seek to arrive at a definition for the 

word place; it is more concerned with establishing an understanding of the word with 

regard to its use within the research.  Place is subjective, emotional and affected by 

qualities; it means different things to different people at different times.  Within this 

chapter I establish why a study of place is both difficult to undertake and why it 

continues to be a subject of study.  The geographer and author of The Betweenness of 

Place, J.Nicholas Entrikin, has suggested ideas surrounding place are; Sometimes 

competing, and occasionally confusing, claims that have been made and continue to 

be made about the study of place and region’, and he adds, ‘One of the reasons for 

this confusion may be that it is beyond our intellectual reach to attain a theoretical 

understanding of place and region that covers the range of phenomena to which these 

concepts refer’.4 

In order to acknowledge this ‘occasionally confusing’ term and to explore why a 

study of place is both difficult to undertake and why it continues to be the subject of 

many studies, I selected four influential voices that explore the varying registers 

relating to a critical understanding of place. I have identified two leading authorities 

on place-writing and have selected two pieces of their work, to make a comparative 

analysis; Edward Casey’s ‘How to get from Space to Place in a fairly short stretch of 

Time,’ (1996) and David Harvey’s essay ‘From Space to Place and back again: 

Reflections on the condition of postmodernity’ (1993).  

A further comparative study of two essay-films is also explored in order to 

understand why the study of place is important: Patrick Keiller’s Robinson in Ruins 

(2010) and Grant Gee’s Patience (After Sebald) (2012). I leave this chapter realising 

that the two essays and the two essay-films considered, along with their influences, 

do not constitute a clear and accurate definition of what place might be.  However, I 

would argue that they provide an accurate account of the deeply interwoven and 

entangled nature of how place is represented and experienced. 

What connects all four references from this chapter is a relationship to ‘time’, in 

particular the notion of haunting of spaces with a past.  It is this permeable 

membrane of ‘time’ that connects the two essays together. This seepage of time is 
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also considered from two different but complementary advantage points in Grant 

Gee’s poetic and romantic position and Keiller’s geo-political standpoint in the film-

essays. 

I believe it is also important to acknowledge the fact that I do not attempted to 

provide a definition for the word place.  I consider any attempt to do this would be of 

little value as the word ‘place’ appears to mean different things to different people at 

different times.  As a definition of place becomes clear and focused on one page it 

almost purposely becomes hazy and ill-fitting on the next.  The etymology of the 

word ‘define’ suggests something that comes to an end or is fixed. Through an 

evaluation of this first chapter I would suggest that the understanding of the word 

‘place’ is in constant flux and needs to be flexible in order to allow language to keep 

up with its changing meanings. 

This chapter also sees the early stages and identification or acknowledgement of the 

importance of serendipity as a potential working method. In the next chapter I plan to 

build on these discoveries and consider the enhancements that contemporary art 

practices have added to Harvey’s notion that place is a social construct and focus on 

the social processes within contemporary art practices. 

Place can present as a fairly commonly used word within language and in our 

everyday lives; most would feel comfortable in its use and meaning but what at first 

seems a benign and straightforward noun quickly becomes multi-purpose and multi-

layered and the subject of philosophical debates across many disciplines. The 

philosopher Edward Casey asks us to imagine what it would be like if there were no 

places in the world and suggests that ‘our lives are so place-orientated and place-

saturated that we cannot begin to comprehend, much less face up to, what sheer 

placelessness would be like.5 

 

Casey’s proposition and thinking encourages a sense of ‘horror vacui’ and, by 

extension, inspires anxiety and repression.  This is further emphasised by the 

geographer Edward Relph in considering the importance and need to maintain an 

understanding of place: 
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But there is nevertheless a real problem in this lack of formal knowledge of 
place. If places are indeed a fundamental aspect of man’s existence in the 
world, if they are sources of security and identity for individuals and groups of 
people, then it is important that the means of expressing, creating, and 
maintaining significant places are not lost. Moreover there are many signs that 
these very means are disappearing and that ‘placeslessness’ – the weakening of 
distinct and diverse experiences and identities of places - is now a dominant 
force.6 

 

I would like to pick up on Relph’s use of ‘expressing’ and ‘creating’ and to add these 

to one of the four areas outlined for further study and development in David 

Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity (1989). Harvey creates a small list of four 

points that he feels are important in establishing the material groundings of what 

cultural practice might be.  Number one relates to the acknowledgement that 

difference and otherness should always be present in social change.  Number three is 

the need to truly recognise the importance of space and time and to consider 

geography seriously.  The last point is historical-geographical materialism as a mode 

of enquiry in thinking about cultural practice.  It is his second entry on the list that 

attracted my attention in what needs to be considered in thinking about cultural 

practice in place-making, 

A recognition that the production of images and of discourses is an important 
facet of activity that has to be analysed as part and parcel of the reproduction 
and transformation of any symbolic order. Aesthetic and cultural practices 
matter, and the conditions of their production deserve the closest attention.7 

 

Any attempt to clarify or pin down ‘what place is’ is automatically met with a 

barrage of conflicting words and meanings often contradictory in nature; how can 

place be both village and city, home and nation at the same time? There seems little 

doubt that the term place is a contested site. Harvey goes on to suggest that immense 

confusion of meaning makes any theoretical concept of place immediately suspect.8 

 

In the introduction to Place (2005), an anthology of how artists and philosophers 

investigate and engage with ideas surrounding place, Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar 

suggest that ‘place’ is to landscape as ‘identity’ is to portraiture’9. This provides us 

with a significantly simple but practical suggestion as to why place is of importance 

to the contemporary artists.  The importance and attraction of place for the 
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contemporary artist would appear to be a natural extension of the traditions and 

conventions of landscape painting. Jeremy Millar further develops this suggestion 

into a consideration of place as being the ‘projection of history on to landscape’10. A 

similar, but expanded expression to link place with history is attempted by 

Bruggemann, cited in Lilburne’s A Sense of Place: A Christian Theology of the Land 

(1989). 

Place is space which has historical meanings, where some things have 
happened which are now remembered and which provide continuity and 
identity across generations. Place is space in which important words have been 
spoken which have established identity, defined vocation, and envisioned 
destiny. Place is space in which vows have been exchanged, promises have 
been made and demands have been issued.11 

 

Contemporary practices as explored by visual artists are no longer restricted by 

conventions of strict representation or topographical pictorial accuracy.  Concepts of 

representing place and context have continued the legacy of the landscape tradition 

and this legacy can be traced back to the 1960s where a great number of artists such 

as: Robert Smithson (1938-1973); Walter De Maria (1935-2013); Carl Andre (1935-

); Michael Heizer (1944-); Agnes Denes (1938-); and Dennis Oppenheim (1938-

2011), and art movements such as Conceptual Art, Minimalism, Land Art and 

Performance, began articulating new thinking about practice. Robert Smithson’s 

project from 1970 to tow an island around Manhattan (Fig.6.) was never realized 

during his lifetime but was realized in 2015 with the help of the Whitney Museum of 

American Art.  Smithson’s project must be considered the impetus for Alex 

Hartley’s Nowhereisland (2011-12) when he towed an island from Norway to the 

south west coast of England as part of London 2012 Cultural Olympiad (Fig.7.).  

Dennis Oppenheim predicted in 1969 that, 

The more successful work from the minimal syndrome rejected itself, allowing 
the viewer a one-to-one confrontation with pure limit or bounds. This 
displacement or sensory pressures from object to place will prove to be the 
major contribution of minimalist art.12 
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A more pluralistic and critical questioning of the environment in which the viewer is 

confronted by, and invited to discover, the work began to emerge in the 1960s and 

seems to have influenced a generation of artists and cultural thinkers about the 

production and meditation of contemporary art practice. This period can also be seen 

as the birth of the participating viewer and the beginning of the demise of the passive 

viewer. This point is raised by Claire Doherty in the introduction to her first chapter 

of Out of Time, Out of Place: Public Art (Now) called ‘Displacement’, that;  

Tactics involve the displacement of man-made and environmental materials 
and their recontextualization in another place, often with startling results.  
What distinguishes these acts of dislocation, disintegration and dispersion 
from conventional artistic uses of source materials is that the journey from 
one place to another (or the distance between one place and another) is as 
much a part of the artworks conceptual structure as the final form itself.13 

 

In order to fully appreciate the current context of place and the contemporary 

artwork, and its not too distant forefathers, it would be beneficial to undertake a 

review of the history of place and its relation to space by a close analysis of two 

contemporary key thinkers on the subject.  Both David Harvey and Edward Casey 

have written on this history towards creating an awareness that helps us understand 

the significance of key attitudes and how these attitudes have influenced our 

contemporary views on the subject, with particular emphasis paid to the visual arts.  

 

Fig.6 Robert Smithson, Study for 
floating island to travel around 
Manhattan Island, Drawing 
(1970) Plus the realization of 
Smithson’s idea in 2005.  

Fig.7.  Alex Hartley, Nowehereisland, (2011-12) 
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In David Harvey’s 1993 essay From Space to Place and back again: Reflections on 

the condition of Postmodernity and Edward Casey’s 1996 essay How to Get from 

Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time there is a shared acknowledgement 

of the dynamic relation between place and space. 

 

From Space to Place and Back Again: David Harvey 

In April 2004, I attended a two-day international conference at the Institute of 

Romance Studies, University of London, entitled, Place: Aesthetics, Politics, Poetics 

which was supported by the British Academy.  Amongst the speakers were Edward 

Casey (SUNY, Stony Brook) and David Harvey (Johns Hopkins University).  The 

papers presented by Edward Casey and David Harvey left a lasting impression on 

me, particularly the manner of their question and answer session from the audience 

and each other.  Each questioned the others’ points ferociously but in a respectful 

and professional manner.  It was clear that there was academic and professional 

appreciation for each other’s work but also demonstrated a healthy difference of 

ideological opinion.  Nevertheless, it made clear to me that there was tension 

between both positions on the importance of place and how best to understand its 

various aspects. 

This awareness has encouraged me to explore these tensions further by drawing a 

comparative analysis between two similarly titled essays by Harvey and Casey.  In 

1990 David Harvey presented a paper at the Tate Gallery, London, entitled, From 

Space to Place and Back Again: Reflections on the Condition of Postmodernity as 

part of the Futures Conference.  This paper was later published in Mapping the 

Futures: Local Cultures, Global Change in 1993.  The same essay was reworked 

with additional material and reappears in Harvey’s much celebrated Justice, Nature 

and the Geography of Difference (1996).  The later version of the essay benefits 

from an introduction, absent from the 1993 version, entitled ‘The Issue’. 

Harvey creates a significant preamble about an affluent and prosperous 

neighbourhood of Guilford, a district of Baltimore, USA.  He tells us of its 

topography of rolling terrain down to its coastal plains where it meets the Atlantic 
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and of its origin in attracting large cotton-duck mills in the nineteenth century before 

being bought in 1907 by a consortium of wealthy Bostonians to preclude speculative 

tract development. Then the land was turned over to land developers with British 

surplus capital on US soil.  The land was subjected to city planning with the very 

best of sophisticated infrastructure, landscaping, open plan, largely devoid of walls 

or fences situated on spacious curvilinear streets amid small parks. Harvey informs 

us that the 841 individual building lots were a mishmash of eclectic 1920s 

architecture and offered residents of Baltimore the opportunity of escaping the stress 

of urban living in this ruralised part of the city.  He goes on to mention that the lots 

were sold with restrictive and exclusionary covenants excluding non-Caucasians and 

Jews. 

This description leads us to the main point and reason for Harvey’s addition to the 

essay when he reveals that, 

On Sunday August 14, 1994, a brutal double murder occurred in Guilford. An 
elderly white couple, both distinguished physicians but now retired in their 
80s, were found in their bed bludgeoned to death with a baseball bat.14 

 

Harvey cites the role that the media played in stoking the fires of fear and anxiety in 

the local community and supported the call for ‘something to be done’ to protect the 

community such as creating a gated community with restricted access.  A gated 

community would create a distinct barrier or division between the affluent middle 

class population of Guilford with its neighbouring predominantly black and lower 

income residents. The media was also reported as helping to associate other crimes 

such as drug dealing, prostitution and mugging with the double murder and 

suggested it was racial crime again whipping up fear within the community and 

suspicion of the other. Specialists were brought in to support the case for limited and 

monitored access to the Guilford community to make it secure and safe.  However 

five days after the murders it was announced that the grandson – not a random 

intruder from outside the community - had confessed to the killings.  

Harvey uses this story to good effect as an example of how complex and misleading 

any notion of place can be.  He posits the question ‘what kind of place is Guilford?’  
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He suggests that it ‘fits into cartographies of struggle, power and discourse in 

Baltimore city in very special ways.’15 Harvey also encourages us to see this story as 

a ‘grounded feeling’ for what a word like ‘place’ might mean amidst a discussion of 

general relational theory of space-time and environment. 

Harvey considers the language and use of the word ‘place’ as one of the most multi-

layered and multi-purpose words in our language16. He goes on to regard this use of 

language as advantageous and denies any confusion of meaning of the word as 

theoretically immediately suspect.  The fact that space and place are often 

interchangeable in speech and writing could add to the issue, as does the fact that 

place can often refer to locality, neighbourhood, region and territory. It can also refer 

to other terms such as city, village, town, megalopolis, house or room.  Harvey sees 

the looseness of the term as an opportunity to explore the relationships ‘place’ has 

with other concepts in generating meaning. Fundamental to Harvey’s essay is the 

suggestion that, 

Place in whatever guise is, like space and time, a social construct. This is the 
baseline proposition from which I start.  The only interesting question that can 
then be asked is: by what social process(es) is place constructed.17 

 
This statement has been core to how I have viewed the complexity of place. I thought 

I had understood its rational logic of saying places are not natural but made by 

human forces and can easily be undone by the same human forces. Harvey’s 

statement is clearly the response of contemporary critical human geography that 

favours viewing the world through a progressive political agenda. I also see this view 

as a guiding principle as I perceive and experience place through the meanings we 

ascribe to it which come out of a social milieu dominated by Western cultural values 

and the forces of capitalism.  The media, as is well illustrated by Harvey’s 

recollection of Guilford, consumed by politicians, developers and people who live 

and work there, also produces places.  The construction process is clearly seen in our 

cities, with transport links, buildings, residential neighbourhoods, civic communal 

spaces, tree-lined streets and parks all tailor-made for particular communities.   In the 

process of developing a practice through this study I stumbled into a social construct 

that was made about a place by stakeholders of that place.  This particular piece of 
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work, Period Drama, will be explored further and in more depth in Chapter Four.  

However, it offered me a new understanding of how place is socially constructed 

through the maintaining of a false account of a story that was known to be false or at 

very best mistakenly identified for over forty years.  I learned that a social construct 

might not only be built on facts, historical events and truth but also on folklore and 

mythology, even in the modern world.  

In Place: A short introduction (2004) Tim Creswell takes a critical view of Harvey’s 

statement and suggests that the social is only one register of construction and that 

there are others of equal importance, citing Robert Sack’s research in Homo 

Geographicus: 

Indeed, privileging the social in modern geography, and especially in the 
reductionist sense that ‘everything is socially constructed,’ does as much 
disservice to geographical analysis as a whole as has privileging the natural in 
days of environmental determinism, or concentrating only on the mental or 
intellectual in some areas of humanistic geography. While one or other may be 
more important for a particular situation at a particular time, none is 
determinate of the geographical.18  
 

Creswell suggests that thinkers such as Robert Sack and Edward Casey accept the 

presence of the social in the construction of place but also equally value the 

importance of a phenomenon that is essential to being human or being in the world. 

A key observation by Harvey and others is a common description of the transforming 

nature of landscape as one place becomes another, and the visible impact this has on 

residents and stakeholders. 

Old places have to be devalued, destroyed and redeveloped while new places 
are created. The cathedral city becomes a heritage centre; the mining 
community becomes a ghost town; the old industrial centre is 
deindustrialized; speculative boomtowns or gentrified neighbourhoods arise 
on the frontiers of capitalist development or out of the ashes of 
deindustrialized communities. The history of capitalism is punctuated by 
intense phases of spatial reorganization.19  

Harvey also points out the general and individual effect of this construction and 

dismantling of places. The increasing speed of change that is often associated with 

postmodern and post-industrial places and communities creates a society that is 

afflicted by a deep cultural malaise. The competition to attract highly mobile capital 
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and speculative investment in land development between one place and another 

produces winners and losers, can often be deemed antagonistic, and creates tension.  

The idea of competition can also create a deep feeling of rootedness in order to 

develop a strong sense of tradition and identity. Harvey selects a number of cities 

that once had a flourishing industrial past that produced and contributed to the wealth 

of the nation which, due to heavy industrial decline and the movement of mobile 

capital, are now experiencing tumultuous changes in fortune and need to rebrand 

themselves in other ways.  Post-industrial cities are often rebranded as university 

towns, centres of cultural heritage or retail destinations.  However, the signs of a past 

existence are often harder and slower to change.  Along with de-industrialisation 

often comes depopulation as workforces which can be mobile follow the work and 

vacate cities, leaving ruins and traces of former lives behind. 

Urban places that once had a secure status find themselves vulnerable (think of 
Detroit, Sheffield, Liverpool and Lille); residents find themselves forced to ask 
what kind of place can be remade that will survive within the new matrix of 
space relations and capital accumulation. We worry about the meaning of place 
in general when the security of actual places becomes generally threatened… 
Those who reside in place (or hold the fixed assets in place) become acutely 
aware that they are in competition with other places for highly mobile capital.20  
 

The British geographer, Tim Edensor in Industrial Ruins (2005) also echoes 

Harvey’s observation that; 

Britain is testament to the effects of faster modes of capital accumulation and 
the disembedding impacts of global capital flows, dynamic processes through 
which space is purchased, cleared and reassembled, deterritorialised and 
reterritorialised, producing practices which destroy urban space ever faster and 
more efficiently. 
The dynamic colonisation of space by capital infers that all space has the 
potential to become lucrative, whether now or in the future. All space can be 
transformed from useless to prosperous and back again through investment and 
disinvestment.21  
 

Artists and art agencies are often used to spearhead new developments, and to 

identify and create a sense of belonging and sense of pride in places that are in the 

process of change.  Often under the banner of regeneration, projects such as Angel of 

the North (1998) by Antony Gormley are cited as generating interest and inward 

financial investment in locations that have often had a heavy industry past such as 
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the north east of England where the Angel of the North sits on the site of an old 

colliery.  There has been a long tradition and fascination with the ‘ruin’ by artists and 

writers as far back as the eighteenth century, under different names such as ‘Ruin 

Lust’ or ‘Ruin Value’.  According to Brian Dillon,  

…the ruin appears to point to a deep and vanished past whose relics merely 
haunt the present, reminding us of such airy and perennial themes as the hubris 
of Man and the weight of History.22 

I would like to take a short detour away from Harvey’s essay to visit a work-in-

progress that picks up and explores some of the key points Harvey makes but within 

my own practice and which also provides a genealogy of an idea for a body of work 

that responds to a particular place. 

On the last stages of a journey driving back home from Sheffield to Ayr in May 2012 

I decided to take a shortcut. I thought a more direct route would knock off some time 

and get me home sooner.  This shortcut took me through the town of New Cumnock 

in East Ayrshire, a town I had not had any reason to give much thought to for some 

time; it was simply a place and a signpost on the journey home.  Driving through 

New Cumnock for the first time in twenty or thirty years I was instantly struck, and 

eventually shocked, at the state of the town, and was reminded that it is one of the 

most economically-deprived towns in Scotland and of Tim Edensor’s statistic that, 

In Britain, there are far more ruins to be found in northern and central England 
than in the more prosperous south. The production of spaces of ruination and 
dereliction are an inevitable result of capitalist development and the relentless 
search for profit.23  

 
I couldn’t but help notice the signs of economic deprivation and decline inscribed in 

everywhere I looked. The former mining town was now a ghost town with shops 

boarded up, no-one walking the streets, no sign of life, and was a real shock to the 

memory I had of the town as a busy bustling town with a strong tradition and 

identity. My detour had unexpectedly provided me with tangible examples of what 

Harvey had identified; the mining town becomes a ghost town, the social 

construction of place built up over a long period of time can very easily be socially 

and politically deconstructed just as easily.  Also workforces that are fortunate 
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enough to be mobile will move to where there are more employment opportunities 

and leave behind a community to become part of an existing community or start a 

new community all together. 

Later that same night after arriving home I switched on the TV just as a programme 

called Prince Charles - The Royal Restoration started. The programme was 

introduced by Alan Titchmarsh and told the story of how Dumfries House was saved 

for the nation by his Royal Highness Prince Charles.24 Dumfries House sits about a 

mile from New Cumnock and its success as a tourist attraction lies in its large estate 

and the creation of a new ‘settlement’ on the estates boundary called Knockroon.  

The new town of Knockroon would appear to represent New Cumnock’s best chance 

of survival or at best to stem the decline and depopulation of the area. The most 

salient aspect of the programme was the Knockroon housing development in contrast 

to the housing issues of New Cumnock only a mile away.  During the programme, 

Fiona Lees, Chief Executive of East Ayrshire Council, revealed that the Council had 

demolished 200 (low-income) homes in New Cumnock as potential residents could 

not afford to buy or rent them.  Whereas six hundred new homes are planned at an 

even higher threshold for Knockroon in the next few years. 

The Knockroon development is based on the Poundbury new town principle that 

Prince Charles pioneered over 20 years ago in Dorset, in the much more prosperous 

south of England. Knockroon is heavily promoted towards the commuter customer 

by emphasizing the 20-minute commute to Glasgow by car.  The new development is 

also based on an almost conservation village type principle such as no obtrusive 

street furniture, no free decision to change the colour of your own front door, no 

unsightly satellite dishes or aerials.  There is no local pub or any other place for 

social or community gathering.  With a commuter-community the ability to create 

community capital and long-term investment in this area will be difficult as the 

community themselves are prone to being constantly mobile. 

I revisited New Cumnock the following day and visited the sites where houses and 

long-standing communities once flourished, to find nothing left but grassed-over 

areas and steps, streets and cul-de-sacs leading to nowhere.  The empty landscape 

seemed a poignant image of displacement and how a landscape can be inscribed with 
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struggle through the uneven development of the qualities of places.25  

I felt compelled to develop a body of work that explored this perceived relationship 

of uneven development and the amnesia of place. I was struck by the remaining 

infrastructure of roads, pavement and steps which was missing any road sign or street 

name to aid navigation.  I decided to manufacture and re-install the missing street 

signs in a material that suggested a memorial.  I have since been in contact with a 

local monumental stone carver to make three new street signs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Michel de Certeau also articulates and expresses ideas that are relevant to this work 

in his 1985 essay Practices of Space. 

We are struck by the fact that sites that have been lived in are filled with the 
presence of absences.  What appears designates what is no more…[and] can 
no longer be seen…. Every site is haunted by countless ghosts that lurk there 
in silence, to be ‘evoked” or not.26 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.8. Ghost, (working title). Three street names from New Cumnock where the street layout 
remains but the houses have been demolished.  
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I was keen to create a poetic, lyrical response by involving a stonecarver whose day-

to-day job is to carve names of the recently deceased - potentially people known to 

them - and to alter this to names of streets.  Once these stone signs are installed in 

the deserted streets they may well be smashed or stolen but the main idea is to create 

a record of the process and the gesture.  Even if part of the narrative is that the 

gesture is shortlived. As architectural critic and artist Jane Rendell has written, whilst 

thinking about Roland Barthes’s Death of the Author, in her essay ‘Writing in place 

of listening’, 

Fig.9.  FADEN AVENUE, New Cumnock, East Ayrshire, Scotland. 
Other nearby streets are; GREENHILL DRIVE and GREENHILL 
AVENUE. 
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If the ‘reading’ of the story is a place where meaning is constructed then there 
is not simply one ‘truth’ concerning the events and characters referred to. 
And to take this further, into the contemporary theoretical context, the very 
act of ‘telling’ the story may also be understood as a site where meaning is 
constructed.”27 

 

How to Get from Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time: Edward 

Casey. 

To return to Edward Casey’s essay from 1996, I aim to provide a comparative 

analysis with David Harvey’s essay from 1993/6.  There are marked differences of 

approach to each author’s understanding of place as well as some similarities or 

agreements. However, the scope of this thesis does not allow for a point by 

counterpoint breakdown between these two commentators on place. I would like to 

explore a number of the key issues raised by Casey’s essay that I believe to be salient 

with regard to how artists might work with, or be mindful towards, an understanding 

of some of his concepts of place.  

Casey’s approach towards an understanding and engagement with place is based on a 

phenomenological position and borrows much from the German philosopher 

Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Casey’s approach also converges anthropology with 

phenomenology and places an emphasis on lived experience.  Casey also references 

research from anthropology to formulate a distinct position that suggests that place is 

the result of space being a ‘neutral, pre-given medium, a tabula rasa onto which the 

particularities of culture and history are inscribed’28. At the same time he highlights 

the fundamental aspect of contention of ‘what comes first, place or space?’.  The idea 

that space is neutral or indeed a tabula rasa is at the heart of the problem for any 

academic enquiry into an understanding of place.   The term ‘blank environment’29 

refers to a location or site waiting to become recognised as a place is problematic. 

Casey alludes to how often this complexity is cited and with the research by Shmuel 

Samburski we can trace this point as far back as Simplicius (c. 490 – c. 560): 

Since everything that is in motion is moved in some place, it is obvious that 
one has to grant priority to place, in which that which causes motion or is acted 
upon will be. Perhaps thus it is the first of all things, since all existing things 
are either in place or not without place.30 
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It is a much cited and referenced quote (Dean & Millar, 2005, p.14) a reference often 

used in order to affirm the contested relation between space and place. A contest 

fought over in many subject areas. However, as Casey suggests, it is a battle destined 

to result in being shipwrecked on the shores of Pure Reason. Casey’s position of 

‘indefiniteness’ of place is similarly echoed by Harvey’s focus on the construction of 

place and not on the relationship between place and space, which he deems fruitless.  

I would even say that the open-endedness of place, its typological status as 
morphologically vague, its de-finition, creates the semantic space within which 
definite demonstrations and exact localisations can arise.31 

 

The blank environment or the neutrality of the object also allows Casey to further 

question and investigate the idea of space being ‘de-nuded’ of secondary qualities. 

Important qualities to be found within any discussion surrounding definitions of 

place today but which were ignored during the Scientific Revolution (1543-1687), 

and continued to be neglected during the Enlightenment (1637-1804) by scholars 

such as Galileo, Descartes and Locke.  These qualities, as experienced by the 

consciousness through the body such as temperature, colour and texture of a place, 

were ignored as none of these could be converted to calculable measurement or 

tested. ‘A particular limited consideration’32 noted the English philosopher John 

Locke (1632-1704). 

Casey refers to the anthropological research conducted with Fred R. Myers (1948-) 

with the indigenous Pintupi Aboriginal people of Central Australia and suggests that 

these secondary qualities which have been removed, or at best played down, are the 

very substance of how neutral spaces become particular places. The questions that 

arise from the research carried out in Australia are relevant here to identify and 

analyse the means by which places are invested with meaning and value.  At this 

point two main aspects emerge.  The first being the process by which neutral, de-

nuded space becomes place, and the second, the objectifying of these processes. 

Casey also points to the Aboriginal importance of Dreaming, defined by Myers to 

represent the ‘projection into symbolic space of various social processes’.33 Social 

processes in this case might refer to stories, songs or designs that combine together 
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to create an inner representation of a landscape or country that instructs and provides 

others with a mental map of that landscape. These stories often become attached to 

objects and artefacts that become symbolic of previous experience and process, are 

handed down through generations and become objects of exchange through time and 

space. The anthropological reading of the Pintupi people provides a useful insight 

into their everyday practices of living, residing and dying on the land that might be 

called ‘dwelling’ as activities through which place becomes a significant bearer of 

social identity.34 

Casey’s interest in understanding place by use of anthropological and ethnographic 

research, particularly from societies that we might consider pre-modern, is both 

helpful and problematic.  I believe the problem of conducting research of this kind 

with pre-modern societies is that it is difficult to transfer the finding to modern or 

postmodern societies.  Notions of how modern societies dwell, for instance, is so far 

removed from how desert aboriginal people of Central Australia dwell that it makes 

any link tenuous at best.  This observation is further supported by Adorno in that, 

‘Dwelling, in the proper sense, is now impossible.’35
 However the relevance of this 

way of thinking about place is that it exposes raw human experiences, desires and 

our need to know and understand our immediate environment. Casey’s insistence on 

drawing from this type of research does propose interesting questions and he seems 

to be well aware of the tensions involved in any comparative analysis but 

nevertheless has continued to seek verification for his concepts such as being-in-

place. 

Whom are we to believe? The theorizing anthropologist, the arsenal of his 
natural attitude bristling with explanatory projectiles that go off into space? Or 
the aborigine on the ground who finds this ground itself to be a coherent 
collocation of pre given-places at once in his experience and in the Dreaming 
that sanctions this experience? For the anthropologist, Space comes first; for 
the native, Place; and the difference is by no means trivial. 36 

 

Casey also sets up the question of experience versus knowledge that can be used 

when seeking an understanding of place. Casey references Immanuel Kant’s Critique 

of Pure Reason of 1787 which allows him to develop confidence in expanding ideas 

surrounding the importance of the perceiving body as the specific medium for 
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experiencing a place world. As Kant insisted, “there can be no doubt that all our 

knowledge begins with experience.” With a further qualification that “though all our 

knowledge begins with experience it does not follow that it all arises out of 

experience” 37 

I feel that this distinction between two types of knowledge is important in the 

understanding of place as promoted by Casey and Harvey. 

 

Robinson In Ruins: Patrick Keiller, 2010. 

 

As discussed earlier Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar provide a simple but succinct 

suggestion that ‘place’ is to landscape as ‘identity’ is to portraiture.38 I feel their 

assertion invites a close examination of how place is critically articulated and 

represented within a contemporary understanding of landscape and the world around 

us.  By considering the two different philosophical approaches towards an 

understanding of place outlined in the essays studied - by David Harvey and Edward 

Casey - two approaches have been identified.  The first approach is a 

social/economic/political stance and the other from a more phenomenological 

perspective prioritising the importance of the embodied experience.  This section 

looks at a further comparative analysis from two filmmakers and their chosen subject 

matter. I believe Patrick Keiller’s visual art approach to place could be said to follow 

Harvey’s social/economic/political stance with Robinson in Ruins (2010) closely 

reflecting the thinking outlined by Harvey’s consideration of how place is perceived 

and socially constructed. On the other hand Grant Gee’s film, Patience (After 

Sebald): A walk through the Rings of Saturn (2010) follows a more poetically lyrical 

investigation of place as favoured by Casey.  In return, both films provide a valuable 

critique on how images of place inform and confirm meaning. 
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Patrick Keiller’s film Robinson in Ruins (2010) highlights a particular response to 

place within the traditional genre of representational landscape.  This film is often 

seen as the third film in a trilogy with the first two being London (1994) and 

Robinson in Space (1997).  

Patrick Keiller (1950-) has been seen as an architect, photographer, installation artist, 

film-maker, and increasingly is becoming more recognised as an essayist on urban 

planning, architectural decay, reluctantly associated with psychogeography - which 

also includes Ian Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd and Will Self to name three of the most 

well-known contributors. Will Self, provides an interesting anecdote that illustrates 

the importance placed on walking and its seditious nature,  

Once I decided to walk from Pearson Airport outside Toronto just for the hell 
of it and I contacted some Canadian psychogeographers and asked, ‘How do 
you walk into Toronto from the airport?’ It looked like quite a tricky walk and 
none of them had done it, of course. In my opinion, the airport walk is clearly 
the most subversive thing to do because nobody does it and it’s destructive of 
the aim of the man-machine matrix, which is to deny locale. 

What you buy in the air experience is being trajected instantly into another 
place. You’ve bought that other place, so to spend by far longer – it’s eighteen 
miles from Pearson into the centre of Toronto – to spend a long day after 
you’ve had a flight taking half that time is utterly subversive. But anyway none 
of the Canadians had done it and none of them had a fucking clue about how 
they should do it either.39 

 

Fig.10.  Patrick Keiller, Robinson in Ruins (2010) 
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Guy Debord (1931-1994) contributed a great deal to the modern agenda of 

psychogeography as a way to understand the fabric of a place by foot, making 

observations of routine, rhythms of the city and people going about ordinary daily 

business, and pursuing similar ideas of the flâneur in Paris or London. Debord is 

credited with coining the term and explains its meaning here in his essay from 1955; 

The word psychogeography, suggested by an illiterate Kabyle as a general term 
for the phenomena a few of us were investigating around the summer of 1953, 
is not too inappropriate. It does not contradict the materialist perspective of the 
conditioning of life and thought by objective nature. Geography, for example, 
deals with the determinant action of general natural forces, such as soil 
composition or climatic conditions, on the economic structures of a society, 
and thus on the corresponding conception that such a society can have of the 
world. Psychogeography could set for itself the study of the precise laws and 
specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously organized or not, 
on the emotions and behaviour of individuals. The adjective 
psychogeographical, retaining a rather pleasing vagueness, can thus be applied 
to the findings arrived at by this type of investigation, to their influence on 
human feelings, and even more generally to any situation or conduct that seems 
to reflect the same spirit of discovery.40  

 
Guy Debord’s definition is further teased out by Merlin Coverley who adds to the 

above quote by suggesting that psychogeography is ‘the point at which psychology 

and geography collide, a means of exploring the behaviour impact of urban place.’41  

Keiller’s Robinson in Ruins emerged out of a three-year AHRC grant in 2007 under 

the title of ‘The Future of Landscape and the Moving Image’, which ‘explored the 

received ideas about mobility, belonging and displacement, and their relationship 

with landscape and images of landscape, in a context of economic and environmental 

crisis’. 42  The project was a collaboration between Patrick Keiller (artist), Doreen 

Massey (cultural geographer), Patrick Wright (cultural historian) and Matthew 

Flintham’s PhD study on Parallel Landscapes: A spatial and critical study of 

militarised sites in the United Kingdom.  The main character and protagonist in 

Keiller’s film is Robinson who adopts the position of the flânuer. As Chris Jenks, 

Head of the Department of Sociology at Goldsmiths’ College, University of London, 

proposes, 

The flâneur is the spectator and depicter of modern life, most specifically in 
relation to contemporary art and the sights of the city. The flâneur moves 
through space and among the people with a viscosity that both enables and 
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privileges vision…The flâneur possesses a power, it walks at will, freely and 
seemingly without purpose, but simultaneously with an inquisitive wonder and 
an infinite capacity to absorb the activities of the collective, – often formulated 
as ‘the crowd.43 

The film contains a number of sequences of views of landscape and places from an 

almost elliptical journey made around Keiller’s home near Oxford.  The film is 

accompanied by a narrative written by Keiller and spoken by the acclaimed English 

actress and political activist Vanessa Redgrave CBE (1937-), a narrative that speaks 

of the scientific and historical importance relating to the landscape being captured by 

Keiller’s camera.  Robinson in Ruins is distinctly different from his previous two 

films in that they dealt with a largely urban subject matter whereas Robinson in 

Ruins deals with a largely suburban and rural subject matter.  This is further 

evidenced by the number of sequences that dwell for prolonged periods (four 

minutes and 15 seconds devoted to butterflies working the teasel) on shots of flora 

and fauna, such as wild roses, teasel, foxgloves and chestnut tree all steeped in 

symbolic meaning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These shots are captured when the camera is static in a locked-off position and are at 

the mercy of weather conditions to create movement, movement that is almost 

imperceptible at times.  These shots seem painfully long at times however the 

duration of time involved allows and encourages the viewer to look and to think 

Fig.11 Patrick Keiller, Robinson in Ruins (2010) 
Teasels with peacock butterfly, near Woodeaton, England, UK. 
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intensely about the subject on screen.  The longer one looks, the more one sees and 

thinks.  The emphasis on the natural world suggests a reading of the landscape as 

‘continuity of time’ with the relentless passing and returning of each day and season.  

The attention paid to the natural world and its ability to roam and self-seed aids a 

different consideration of the history of enclosures and the people of Otmoor’s fight 

against the enclosure of common land which would deprive them of subsistence to 

live off the land.  Keiller also reminds us that the Enclosure Act also coincided with 

the growth of the Industrial Revolution, particularly in the north, and its need to 

support the freedom of movement of the agricultural workforce to attract workers for 

industry. It was legislated for in 1795, ‘in the interest of freeing hands to go where 

burgeoning capitalist enterprise needed them most’.44 The historical relationship 

between capital and ecology that continues up to the present day is succinctly made 

in the film.  In 2010, at a BFI event, the cultural historian Patrick Wright noted,  

What all the group were trying to do, is to reconnect with what you see when 
you look at a place, field or a wood with a broader sense and not so much in a 
scenic sense but what its realities and determinations are. 45 

 

Throughout Robinson in Ruins there is a tremendous emphasis on historical facts, 

figures and statistics, such as the ever-changing cost of bread and bread riots in 

Egypt or the cost of pension funds of Canadian companies that have invested in the 

UK. These facts and figures are spoken in the voiceover and accompanied by images 

that add to the evidence and research. Encroachment and displacement are also 

regularly mentioned and have become a strong theme running through the film.  This 

emphasis on the accumulation of this type of the historical and social ‘knowledge’ of 

any given place as opposed to capturing and re-presenting experience could be seen 

as typical of Keiller’s preferred response to place.  The tension between ecology and 

accumulation of capital concerns, associated with ideas of a contemporary 

relationship to landscape, is strengthened by Keiller’s use of a quote from Fredric 

Jameson’s The Seeds of Time (1996): 

It seems to be easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of 
the earth and of nature than the breakdown of late capitalism; perhaps that is 
due to some weakness in our imaginations.46 
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Keiller states that his first intention was to use a quote by Theodor Adorno (1903-

1969) from a chapter entitled ‘Refuge for the Homeless’ from Minima Moralia, 

(1944).  Adorno writes that ‘dwelling, in the proper sense, is now impossible’.47  

Keiller decided not to use this quote in the film as he felt it wasn’t true any more and 

considered that it is too often used out of context but nevertheless he does mention it 

in texts relating to the film and its meanings and therefore must feel it still holds 

some noteworthiness.  By citing Adorno’s statement, Keiller draws our attention to a 

significant aspect of his thesis, which is the importance of the need to ‘dwell’ in 

place and the effects or feeling unable to dwell, or finding oneself displaced.  Keiller 

recalls;  

The project (Robinson in Ruins) was prompted by what I described as a 
discrepancy between, on one hand, the cultural and critical attention devoted to 
experience of mobility and displacement and, on the other, a tacit but 
seemingly widespread tendency to hold on to formulations of dwelling that 
derive from a more settled, agricultural past. While the former was extensive, it 
often seemed to involve regret for the loss or impossibility of the latter, and 
hence to reinforce, rather than rethink, some questionable ideas.48 

 

It seems likely that Adorno would have opposed Martin Heidegger’s (1889–1976) 

notion of dwelling or Desien, as the very essence of existence - the way humans exist 

in the world. Heidegger used the illustration of a farmhouse in the Black Forest to 

make his point: 

Here the self-sufficiency of the power to let earth and heaven, divinities and 
mortals enter in simple oneness into things, ordered the house. It places the 
farm on the wind-sheltered slope looking south, among the meadows close to 
the spring. It gave it the wide overhanging shingle roof whose proper slope 
bears up under the burden of snow, and which, reaching deep down, shields the 
chambers against the storms of the long winter nights, It did not forget the altar 
corner behind the community table; it made room in its chamber for the 
hallowed places of childbed and the 'tree of the dead' – for that is what they 
called a coffin there; the Totenbaum - and in this way it is designed for the 
different generations under one roof the character of their journey through 
time. A craft which itself sprung from dwelling, still uses its tools and frames 
as things, built the farmhouse.49 

 

Heidegger’s quote is useful in this thesis as it suggests a way of dwelling and living 

in place but which is surely out of date and impossible to be a reality for most but 
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could, nevertheless, still represent a desire or ideal goal. This may also explain the 

desire to understand place in all its various and complex registers. Edward Casey 

posits the notion that ‘to dwell’ can be seen as both to stay rooted to a familiar 

location as well as to wander, explore and get lost.  Casey sees the significance of 

paying attention to the desire to dwell in the understanding of place, 

For dwelling-as-residing is not necessarily sedentary; not the literal absence of 
motion but finding a comparatively stable place in the world is what matters in 
such dwelling. Such finding is possible even when in motion. The earth offers 
continual if sometimes uncomfortable accommodations as one moves across its 
surface. If human beings may peregrinate in place, so they may also dwell 
stably even as they move from place to place.50 

 

Casey takes his references from Greek mythology in his customary thorough 

historical investigation of origins of thought.  Casey cites the Olympian goddess 

Hestia who is connected to domestic life and is often symbolized by contained, 

intimate activity that happens around the hearth.  Her opposite is Hermes, god of 

thieves who is messenger to the Gods.  Casey draws up an opposition to Hestia as 

operating from the home whereas Hermes has a more mobile characteristic of 

wandering and travelling.  As with all dichotomies, each requires the other to delimit 

meaning; in order to appreciate the familiar, safe place and the known, one must 

understand the consequences of leaving or displacement from the familiar and 

embrace the unknown. The hestial and hermetic refer to two modes of embodiment, 

the stationary and the mobile and to two ways of conceiving and actualising 

dwelling. 

Keiller’s film also provides us with a reference to Henri Lefebvre’s The Production 

of Space (1974) which appears to be important to him and moves us towards an 

understanding of his practice which also offers a breakdown of the significance of 

the visual in informing this understanding of place.  Keiller points to Lefebvre’s 

‘conceptual triad’ of spatial practice, representations of space and representational 

space ‘with the aim of developing novel definitions of economic wellbeing, based on 

the transformative potential we attribute to images of landscape.’51 

Lefebvre considered spatial practice as ‘embodying a close association, within 

perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes 
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and networks which link up the places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and 

leisure).’52  Representations of space include ‘the space of scientists, planners, 

urbanists, technocratic, subdividers and social engineers as a certain type of artists 

with a scientific bent - all of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with 

what is conceived… This is the dominant space in any society (or mode of 

production).’53  Representational spaces are described, 

…as directly lived through its associated images and symbols, and hence the 
space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, but also some artists and perhaps of those, 
such as a few writers and philosophers, who describe and aspire to do more 
than describe. This is dominated – and hence passively experienced space 
which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate.54 

 

I believe Keiller views Lefebvre’s ‘conceptual triad’ as providing the conceptual 

framework for the film Robinson in Ruins and the exhibition The Robinson Institute 

which was shown at Tate Britain in 2012, the first Tate Britain Commission, made in 

response to Tate’s collection of British and international art, and supported by 

Sotheby’s. The Robinson Institute considered the origins of the current economic 

crisis. Throughout The Robinson Institute images of landmarks and locations in the 

English landscape were employed to illustrate the development of capitalism. 

Researchers working on The Robinson Institute have revisited Robinson’s last known 

journey, presenting his findings and film footage as an exhibition that features works 

by artists, mainly from Tate’s collection, by writers, historians, geographers, 

cartographers and geologists, and a variety of other objects.  Audiences were invited 

to retrace Robinson’s steps and consider the connections that he made. Penelope 

Curtis, Director, Tate Britain, said, 

Patrick Keiller has risen to the challenge of the Tate Britain Commission in an 
exceptional way with a new installation that enables us to look at the Tate’s 
collection in relation to some of the issues that Britain faces today, 
demonstrating how similar concerns run through time. Patrick Keiller’s 
sustained interest in understanding the English landscape, and what it can tell 
us about the origin of some of the world’s problems, strikes a perfect chord 
with the Tate collection.55 

 

The narratives uncovered and constructed by Patrick Keiller in both Robinson in 

Ruins and The Robinson Institute help to animate and bring to life unruly stories, 
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…the stories we stumble across in this landscape are often entangled with each 
other, but they are autonomous too and lead off in other, unrelated, directions. 
There are always loose ends in space.56 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Patience (After Sebald): A walk through the Rings of Saturn, Grant Gee, 2012. 

 

Originally, whilst considering oppositional stances to the representation of place as 

posited by David Harvey and visually explored by Patrick Keiller, I initially saw 

Grant Gee’s essay-film, Patience (After Sebald)): A walk through the Rings of Saturn 

(2012) as presenting a polar opposite to Patrick Keiller’s Robinson in Ruins (2010).  

The essay-film Robinson in Ruins has all the hallmarks of an overriding interest in a 

cost-benefit framework within which we do so much of our thinking about nature 

and the landscape around us. There are regular references to the constantly 

fluctuating cost of bread or oil and the ownership of parcels of land in the UK by US 

global companies, often for strategic military use or for long-term financial 

investment. I originally felt there was only a secondary glance or attention paid to the 

romantic, imaginary, poetic or lyrical aspects of images of landscape within Keiller’s 

essay-film or Harvey’s writing, whereas Grant Gee’s film Patience (After Sebald): A 

walk through the Rings of Saturn (2012) follows a more poetically lyrical 

investigation and experience of place as in line with Casey by way of 

phenomenology.  However, both essay-films provide a valuable critique on how 

Fig.12.  Patrick Keiller, The Robinson Institute, 
Tate Britain: Exhibition, 27 March – 14 October 2012. 
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images of place inform and offer meanings of place.  I would argue that my research 

on Gee’s essay-film still provides interesting counterpoints to the representation of 

place by Harvey and Keiller but now I see them as less oppositional but 

complementary.  This shift in understanding is further explored in this section.   

By way of an initial detour, and before I explore Gee’s essay-film Patience (After 

Sebald), I’d like to recall an important and apposite exhibition called Waterlog57 that 

I attended in 2007.  The exhibition encouraged me to pay close attention to what has 

quickly become known as a ‘Sebaldian’ approach to a variety of registers such as 

memory and loss, place-making, trauma or poetic narrative.  It also provided me with 

an opportunity and reason to invite two artists from the Waterlog exhibition to 

deliver a lecture on their extended working practice as part of a public lecture 

programme. Alec Finlay and Jeremy Millar accepted and also agreed to explore the 

influence of place upon their practice within two chapbook-type publications (see 

Appendices pp. 175-190 and 192-207).  I was also drawn to the serendipitous and 

circuitous concerns and working methods of Tacita Dean, which later developed into 

a conference paper and journal article and is further explored in Chapter Three of this 

thesis. 

A guiding presence throughout the exhibition was the writing of the late W. G 

Sebald, (1944-2001), in particular, the notion that if ‘place’ is the settling of history 

on to landscape, is everywhere, in some sense, imprinted with memories of the past?  

Sebald's novel/memoir/travelogue The Rings of Saturn (1998) formed much of the 

inspiration for the touring exhibition and subsequent conference where artists and 

writers consider our relationship to place and its recollection. The exhibition 

publication Waterlog – Journeys Around an Exhibition included essays and poetry 

by Tacita Dean, Brian Dillon, Matthew Hollis, Robert MacFarlane, Jeremy Millar 

and George Szirtes.  Brian Dillon writer, art critic, and the UK editor of Cabinet 

magazine described the exhibition, 

Waterlog is in this sense an exhibition about curiosity, about our capacity to 
drift from one place, one history or one subject to another and still have no 
notion how we navigated the darkness in between. This is one of Sebald’s 
disorientating skills as a writer: one is constantly turning back to see by what 
unnoticed sleight of hand he took us, say, from modern Norfolk to seventeenth-
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century Holland, from the Forbidden City of the 1860s to a darkening view of 
Berlin in November 1933.58   
 

In a similar vein of thinking Ken Worpole, the writer, member of the UK 

governments Urban Green Spaces Task Force and advisor to the Commission for 

Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), has said, 

It is the work of the late W.G. Sebald that has been most crucial to the re-
imagining of the region. Most importantly Sebald has woven East Anglia back 
into a European narrative, since his writings are replete with references to the 
inter-connectedness of the Eastern shoreline with the dark places of European 
history.59 

 

I believe this register, as described by Dillon and Worpole, of looking at the visual 

representation of place and landscape through memory and loss, along with Sebald's 

own direct ruminations on the subject, to be incisive in distinguishing a poetic and 

lyrical approach to representation of place. Eight days before W.G. Sebald's untimely 

death in 2001 he gave a radio interview with Michael Silverblatt for the Bookworm 

series, Sebald revealed an approach to how he dealt with images of places relating to 

landscape and history.  Sebald suggests that, 

The reader needs to be prompted that the narrator has a conscience, that he is 
and has been, perhaps for a long time, engaged with these questions. And this 
is why the main scenes of horror are never directly addressed. I think it is 
sufficient to remind people, because we’ve all seen images, but these images 
militate against our capacity for discursive thinking, for reflecting upon these 
things. And also paralyze, as it were, our moral capacity. So the only way in 
which one can approach these things, in my view, is obliquely, tangentially, by 
reference rather than by direct confrontation.60 

 

According to artist Lise Patt, curator and editor of Searching for Sebald: 

Photography After W.G. Sebald, and also the Director of The Institute of Cultural 

Inquiry (ICI);  

Sebald’s project was quickly embraced by a wide range of post-medium artists 
who were laying the groundwork for a fictive genre in art.  Adopting processes 
mediated by the foot, captured by the lens, and fuelled by the archive, these 
visual practitioners had eschewed mediums bounded to traditional materials, 
adopting instead concepts that reached beyond the realms of art - particularly 
memory, trauma, and loss – the same leitmotifs of Sebald’s troubled 
Nachgeborenen (born-after “the war”) conscious.61 
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To explore this observation further it would be helpful to consider the visual artist 

Simon Pope’s contribution to the Waterlog exhibition as it also highlights the 

transformative and generative potential of walking in relation towards an 

understanding of place.  In the same interview, Sebald commented that ‘The walker’s 

approach to viewing nature is a phenomenological one and the scientist’s approach is 

a much more incisive one, but they all belong together.’62   Pope’s Memorial Walks 

(2007) accessed the museums of Norwich and Lincoln’s collection of landscape 

paintings of the locale predominantly from the first half of the nineteenth century 

when depictions of the landscape were often influenced by Romanticism in a riposte 

to the fear of the impact of the Industrial Revolution and the dependency on 

rationalism of science in the age of Enlightenment. 

 

 

In Pope’s Memorial Walks an invited participant chooses a painting that portrays 

trees or woodland in particular from the museums’ collections and then memorises it. 

They must then walk to a location of Pope’s choosing – generally within striking 

distance of the gallery – at which point they are invited to describe the painting from 

memory, a process of recollection which is recorded on tape and photographed.  The 

paintings are hung within the gallery, although most are draped with black silk, 

reminiscent of the ancient Dutch ritual practiced in homes in which there had been a 

death, whereby landscape paintings and mirrors were draped with mourning ribbons 

in order that the departing soul would not become distracted upon its final journey.  

This project demonstrated to me the powerful nature of depiction of places and 

landscape as well as the importance of superstition alongside the historical need for 

Fig.13.  Simon Pope, The Memorial Walks (2007) 
Waterlog, A Journey around an Exhibition. 
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modern day pilgrimage and the restorative potential of walking.  As Christina 

Kraenzle, Professor of Languages, Literature and Linguistics at the University of 

Toronto, observes ‘Sebald’s walking tours share the underlying principle of the 

pilgrimage: the investment of place with the power to unite the physical and the 

intangible, the living and the otherworldly’63.  Rebecca Solnit, also echoes this, and 

writes; 

Pilgrimage is premised on the idea that the sacred is not entirely immaterial, 
but that there is a geography of spiritual power. Pilgrimage walks a delicate 
line between the spiritual and the material in its emphasis on the story and its 
setting.64 

  

Grant Gee’s essay-film or cine-poetry essay Patience (After Sebald) follows the 

format of the development of a theme or an idea rather than a plot and is often seen 

as a cinematic accompaniment to a narrator reading an essay.  The late Chris Marker 

(1921-2012) is often seen as the modern-day pioneer of the genre from the 1960s 

onwards; in particular La Jetée (1962) and Sans Soleil (1983) are good examples that 

may have influenced Gee.  The genre combines a blend of documentary, fiction, and 

experimental film, making use of creative and imaginative editing styles.  Gee 

considers the narrative of W.G. Sebald’s 1995 (published in English in 1998) book 

The Rings Of Saturn as the starting point for the film and takes the viewer through a 

walking tour of Suffolk with Sebald’s book as a guide. 

Patience (After Sebald) is a richly layered film with carefully edited interviews from 

a range of eminent scholars, artists, writers and publishers which all provided varied 

and diverse takes on Sebald’s writing, leaving the viewer space to apply their own 

thinking.  Gee edits these talking heads65 with scenes from East Anglia, clips from 

archival documentary footage including World War II, The British Fishing Industry 

and silkworm production along with slow panning shots of pages from the book that 

incorporate text and images. 

There are too many specific places to explore within the scope of this thesis that 

provide a comprehensive account of the film’s attention to place and how an 

audience might be jarred into being encouraged to think about new relationships with 

these places.  However, there are a number of key locations in the film and book that 
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are particularly relevant to this chapter.  The first location I’d like to consider is 

Somerleyton Hall near Lowestoft, where Sebald and Gee explore the generative 

potential of being in a place that has the power to conjure up other places and other 

times at the same time, 

There are indeed moments, as one passes through the rooms open to the public 
at Somerleyton, when one is not quite sure whether one is in a country house in 
Suffolk or some kind of no-man’s-land, on the shores of the Arctic Ocean or in 
the heart of the dark continent. Nor can one readily say which decade or 
century it is, for many ages are super-imposed here and coexist. 66 

 

According to Mark Fisher, this ‘jumbling up of time’ (alterpolarity), the montaging 

of earlier eras, has ceased to be worthy of comment; it is now so prevalent that is no 

longer even noticed.67 This note of caution is worth remembering as is the critical 

view of Richard Mabey when he considers Sebald as belonging to the ‘pathetic 

fallacy’68 group of writers where description can be hyperbolic, full of elaborate, 

excessively ornate literary passages that can sometimes lose the reader within overly 

romantic and poetic rhetoric.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Somerleyton Hall is depicted in The Rings of Saturn by a photocopy of a photocopy 

where the degraded quality of the image suggests a plume of light emanating from 

the glass roof structure suggesting an evening event in the past, lit by gaslight.  This 

Fig.14  W.G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn (1998) 
Image of Somerleyton Hall appears on page 34. 
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simple device of a degraded image is also used in similar but different effect when 

Gee, with the help of novelist and literary theorist Marina Warner examines a 

passage where Sebald talks about herring fishing in the North Sea that almost 

seamlessly moves on to images of dead bodies, leaving the reader to wonder if the 

place depicted is Bergsen Belsen.  Both Sebald and Gee prepare the reader and 

viewer respectively for this connection between the death of herring to the death 

camps in Germany within a few lines in the book and a few transitions in the film. 

We are engrossed by the mixture of facts and myths relating to herring, in particular 

their fascinating transformation in colour through death.  Then we are suddenly 

reminded that the narrator continues his walk and, in turn, is reminded by the 

immediate dark atmospheric landscape between Lowestoft and Southwold of an 

article about the death of Major George Wyndham Le Strange who served in the 

anti-tank regiment that liberated the camp at Bergen Belsen on the 14th of April 

1945. We are further encouraged to make the connection between these two events 

when Sebald informs us about the inspector of the Rouen fish market, a certain Noel 

de Marinière, and his investigation into,  

…the fishes’ capacity to survive, which he did by cutting off their fins and 
mutilating them in other ways. This process, inspired by our thirst for 
knowledge, might be described as the most extreme of the sufferings 
undergone by species always threatened by disaster. 69 

 

 

 

Sebald’s writing on the herring could quite easily be said to be discussing the 

heinous acts of medical experiments conducted by his compatriots within the 

Fig.15. W.G. Sebald,  
The Rings of Saturn (1998) 
Image appears on page 54. 
 

Fig.16.  W.G. Sebald,  
The Rings of Saturn (1998) 
Image appears on page 54. 
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concentration camp.  This particular section is also selected by Lise Patt (co-editor of 

Searching for Sebald) for particular attention in Gee’s film as for her it demonstrated 

a number of disjunctures that made her consider the text in a new light.  Gee helps 

the viewer with carefully chosen, slowed-down footage juxtaposed with transitions 

between a postcard of fish to images of Bergen Belsen.  This particular section 

makes Patt want to study the book again in more detail to seek sections like this that 

‘call out for interpretation’ and makes her declare that Sebald is very important to 

contemporary artists. She goes further and suggests that Sebald is both writer and 

artist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark Fisher, author of Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (2009), and 
more recently Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost 
Futures (2014), provides a refreshingly more sceptical take on the work of Sebald 
and suggests that; 

When I read Rings of Saturn, I was hoping that it would be an exploration of 
these eerily numinous spaces. Yet what I found was something rather different: 
a book that, it seemed to me at least, morosely trudged through the Suffolk 
spaces without really looking at them; that offered a Mittel-brow miserabilism, 
a stock disdain, in which the human settlements are routinely dismissed as 
shabby and the inhuman spaces are oppressive.  The landscape in The Rings of 
Saturn function as a thin conceit, the places operating as triggers for a literary 
ramble which reads less like a travelogue than a librarian’s listless daydream. 70  

Fig.17.  Grant Gee, Patience (After Sebald) A walk through the Rings of Saturn, 
(2012) 
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He goes on to say that, “Sebald’s novels fit into any discussion of place and 

enchantment only very awkwardly: his work is more about displacement and 

disenchantment than their opposite.”71   

I’d like to end this discussion on the Grant Gee’s essay-film by considering A 

Firework for W.G. Sebald (2005-6) by visual artist Jeremy Millar. Gee’s film 

finishes on a filmic montage of Millar’s photographs and an image of the author.  

Millar takes for his starting point the image and story of the Lowestoft lighthouse 

which also features predominantly in Peter Greenaway’s 1988 film, Drowning by 

Numbers.  Millar focuses on the character Smut from Greenaway’s film who is 

fascinated with death and sets off a firework in a macabre ritual every time he 

encounters a death - human or animal - in order to celebrate their life.  Millar 

borrows this ritual and applies it to the spot on the A146 in Farmington Pigot where 

W.G. Sebald was involved in a fatal car crash.  Millar sets off a series of fireworks 

and takes four photographs of the plume of smoke left behind as a record of both 

ritual and memorial, which takes the form of a pilgrimage to the place of Sebald’s 

death.  Later on when Millar is studying the photographic evidence he notices that 

the fourth and final image of the plume of smoke bears a striking resemblance to the 

distinctive feature of Sebald with his bushy mustache.  Millar decides to present the 

four photographs in sequence with an explanatory text. 

 

 

 

Fig.19 Jeremy Millar, A Firework for W.G 
Sebald (2005) Installation View, CCA, Glasgow, 
March 2011 
 

Fig.18 Jeremy Millar, A Firework for W.G 
Sebald (2005) 
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The reason for citing Millar’s work is that it illustrates a number of key aspects as to 

why artists are attracted to place and how place in return can influence the decision-

making process of the artist.  It is possible to imagine Millar initially setting off on a 

pilgrimage to the accident spot on the A146 to pay his respects to the writer when he 

stumbles across - we could say surreptitiously - an image or a result he was not 

anticipating or expecting. Millar’s assertion of seeing the features of Sebald in the 

smoke plume is another aspect worth noting. Millar’s imagining of the ghostly 

presence of the spectre of Sebald conjures up the notion of the hauntology of space 

as posited by Jacques Derrida.  ‘To haunt does not mean to be present, and it is 

necessary to introduce haunting into the very construction of a concept.’72   Mark 

Fisher, further expands this idea where he suggests; 

Hauntology was the successor to previous concepts of Derrida’s such as the 
trace and différence; like those earlier terms, it referred to the way in which 
nothing enjoys a purely positive existence. Everything that exists is possible 
on the basis of a whole series of absences, which precede and surround it, 
allowing it to possess such consistency and intelligibility that it does.73 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I feel that this passage below, by Sebald in Austerlitz, could be seen as an apposite 

reply to Millar’s haunting image taken at the place of Sebald’s fatal car crash. 

Fig.20  Grant Gee, Patience (After Sebald) A walk through the Rings of Saturn (2012) 
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…if time did not exist at all, only various spaces interlocking according to the 
rules of a higher form of stereometry, between which the living and the dead 
can move back and forth as they like, and the longer I think about it the more it 
seems to me that we who are still alive are unreal in the eyes of the dead, that 
only occasionally, in certain lights and atmospheric conditions, do we appear in 
their field of vision'.74 
 

In Chapter One a number of points of view are explored as to why a study of place is 

both difficult to undertake and why it continues to be the subject of many studies.  I 

selected four influential voices that explore the varying registers relating to a critical 

understanding of place. The two leading authorities on place-writing provide a 

comparative analysis; Edward Casey’s ‘How to get from Space to Place in a fairly 

short stretch of Time,’ (1996) and David Harvey’s essay ‘From Space to Place and 

back again: Reflections on the condition of postmodernity’ (1993).  A further 

comparative study of two recent essay-films was also explored in order to understand 

why the study of place is important; Patrick Keiller’s Robinson in Ruins (2010) and 

Grant Gee’s Patience (After Sebald), (2012). I leave this chapter realising that the 

two essays and the two essay-films considered, along with their influences, do not 

constitute a clear and accurate definition of what place might be. 

What connects all four references from this chapter together is a relationship to 

‘time’ in particular, the notion of haunting of spaces with a past.  It is this permeable 

membrane of ‘time’ that connects the two essays together. This seepage of time is 

also considered from two advantage points such as Gee’s poetic and romantic 

position and Keiller’s geo-political interest.   

I believe it is also important to acknowledge the fact that I have not attempted to 

provide a definition for the word place.  I consider any attempt to do this would be of 

little value as the word ‘place’ appears to mean different things to different people at 

different times.  As a definition of place becomes clear and focused on one page it 

almost purposely becomes hazy and ill-fitting on the next.  The etymology of the 

word ‘define’ suggests something that comes to an end or is fixed. Through an 

evaluation of this first chapter I would suggest that the understanding of the word 

‘place’ is in constant flux and needs to be flexible in order to allow language to keep 

up with its changing meanings. 



 60 

In the next chapter I plan to build on these discoveries and consider the role 

contemporary art practices has added to Harvey’s notion that place is a social 

construct and focus on the social processes within contemporary art practices. 
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Indeed the deterritorialization of the site has produced liberatory effects, displacing 
the strictures of fixed place-bound identities with the fluidity of a migratory model, 
introducing the possibilities for the production of multiple identities, allegiances, and 
meanings, based not on normative conformities but on the non-rational convergences 
forged by chance encounters and circumstances.1 
Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Notes on Site Specificity, 1997. 

 

The bulldozing of an irregular topography into a flat site is clearly a technocratic 
gesture which aspires to a condition of absolute placelessness, whereas the terracing 
of the same site to receive the site stepped form of a building is an engagement in 
the act of "cultivating" the site. . . . This inscription . . . has a capacity to embody, in 
built form, the prehistory of the place, its archeological past and its subsequent 
cultivation and transformation across time. Through this layering into the site the 
idiosyncrasies of place find their expression without falling into sentimentality.2 
 
Kenneth Frampton, Towards a Critical Regionalism, 1983. 
 

[T]he elaboration of place-bound identities has become more rather than less 
important in a world of diminishing spatial barriers to exchange, movement and 
communication.3 
 
David Harvey, From Space to Place and Back Again: Reflections on the Condition of 
Postmodernity.1991. 
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In Chapter Two I consider the role that context and situation play in shaping and 

informing this research.  A consideration of how context and situation help to shape 

the representation and experience of place is essential and has helped formulate the 

working methods for this research.  This chapter provides a critical framework and 

understandings observed and borrowed from a number of artists, artworks and 

organisations.  These findings are explored further and are ‘put into practice’ within 

the two-month artist-in-residence programme at Yorkshire Sculpture Park in the 

making of Period Drama, (2012/13), a video installation intended to be installed 

inside the Camellia House at Bretton Hall.  This chapter also provides the theoretical 

thinking for Ghost (2015-), three stone or marble carved street signs for a sculptural 

piece intended for an area of New Cumnock in East Ayrshire, Scotland. 

 

The research question that concerns this chapter is ‘by what means or processes does 

a sense of place become able to be represented?’  I have been asking and exploring 

the same or similar questions in previous work and have been studying the work and 

practices of other artists for whom similar issues surrounding place have been central 

to their practice. 

I begin this chapter by exploring Claire Doherty’s preference for the term situation 

over context.  Exploring Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North (1998) and Jeremy 

Deller’s Battle of Orgreave (2001) develops this further by considering alternative 

Fig. 21.  The Camellia House at Bretton Park Estate, Yorkshire Sculpture Park. 
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strategies for the representation of place where context has a close attachment to time 

and history.   

I have concentrated my attention on two specific examples of contemporary art 

practice that address the broad spectrum of the thesis by considering contemporary 

art’s contribution to place-making alongside other disciplines such as urban/human 

geography, history, politics, philosophy and anthropology.  By considering Antony 

Gormley’s Angel of the North (Gateshead, 1998) and Jeremy Deller’s Battle of 

Orgreave (Sheffield, 2001) I will explore and highlight methods of constructing a 

sense of place by these two artworks that are similar in theme, in that both sites are 

connected to the disappearance of aspects of the British coal industry and both deal 

with locations that have a strong sense of place within the local community, but from 

two very different approaches.  I will raise issues concerning place-making and 

representation of place that have been adopted in the realisation of the works. In 

order to best understand how and why these artists have responded to the context in 

the way that they have, it is important to retrace these approaches, revealing our 

understanding of, and desire to explore, methods of representing place and how this 

enquiry has influenced our renewed contemporary interest and understanding of 

place. 

I then consider ideas that suggest a number of the artists I have are chosen as 

examples of theories share many similar working methods with anthropology, 

particularly ideas surrounding fieldwork.  I suggest that the Artist Placement Group 

(APG) is to be credited with developing these ideas - that are being used today - 

with particular emphasis on the three important adages such as ‘Context is half the 

work’, ‘Incidental Person’ and ‘the open brief’.4 

Throughout this chapter I explore the influence that place has played upon the 

decision-making process of a number of artists in the making and presentation of 

their practice.  This includes the fluid nature of context/situation as it is affected by 

time, and unanticipated interventions outside of the artist’s control such as with 

Antony Gormley’s Angel of the North.  I also consider how Jeremy Deller’s use of 

storytelling provides an alternative to the more popular, and possibly the more 

publicly accepted, representation of art as a form of ‘place-making’ as characterised 
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by Gormley’s sculptures in public spaces in that Deller’s 2001 re-enactment of a key 

event within the 1984 miners’ strike provides an alternative telling of history and 

place but can be difficult work to communicate.  

In 2009 Claire Doherty delivered a lecture at Glasgow School of Art called The 

Event of Situation: Contemporary Art, Place & Time as part of the Friday Event 

series of visiting lectures.  During the lecture Doherty made a case for questioning 

the use of the word ‘context’ within contemporary art practice as being unsuitable 

now and not fit for purpose in describing the type of work that is currently being 

produced under the current register of ‘place-responsive or context-specific projects’.  

Within Doherty’s lecture the word ‘context’ is well-examined and considered to 

describe the spatial and temporal matrix through which an artwork is produced but 

she finds the scope of the word to be limited and refers to it as being simply 

descriptive, illustrative and less active or dynamic than the preferred ‘situation’. 

Doherty makes the claim that ‘situation’ may provide a more accurate and better fit 

for the new type of work being produced that has emerged out of the context-specific 

rubric, suggesting that, 

…‘situation’ has the additional capacity to capture the ‘presenceness’ of the 
moment of an encounter with an artwork.  The ground of its making the 
spatial and temporal architecture through which an artwork is produced and 
how we experience it.5 

These ideas are further developed through Doherty’s choice of anthology of relevant 

texts as editor for SITUATION: Documents in Contemporary Art published by the 

Whitechapel Gallery, London, again in 2009.  Doherty’s selection is influenced by 

her role as a curator, writer and academic and traces the evolution of site-specific art 

from the 1960s where the displacement and dematerialization of the art object is 

historicised and which now plays an established and crucial role within the present 

divergent implications for the art object in the global era.  Doherty is keen to raise 

the issue of appropriateness of terminology, as she sees an increase in curatorial 

initiatives and projects that are now demanding or expecting artists to respond to a 

specific situation, which is seen as a shift from site-specific responses.  The shift also 

seems to be demanding a more discursive component to the work where the audience 

has the opportunity to offer feedback and enter into dialogue with the artist in real 
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time as the work unfolds.  Doherty cites Grant Kester’s (Professor of Art History 

University of California, San Diego, and the founding editor of FIELD: A Journal of 

Socially Engaged Art Criticism) use of the term ‘Littoral art’ as a particularly useful 

term to further understand situated practice. 

 
It is necessary to consider the Littoralist work as a process as well as a 
physical product, and specifically as a process rooted in a discursively 
mediated encounter in which the subject positions of artist and viewer or 
artist and subject are openly thematized and can potentially be challenged and 
transformed. I am particularly interested in a discursive aesthetic based on the 
possibility of a dialogical relationship that breaks down the conventional 
distinction between artist, artwork and audience - a relationship that allows 
the viewer to "speak back" to the artist in certain ways, and in which this 
reply becomes in effect a part of the "work" itself.6 

 
It is worthwhile at this point to reflect on a flipside of this type of approach identified 

by artist, writer, curator, and educator Bruce Barber in his essay The Question (of 

Failure) in Art Research which appeared in Rethinking the Contemporary Art 

School: The Artist, the PhD, and the Academy (2009).  Barber recalls an anecdote, a 

partial conversation he overheard between two curators who were bemoaning and 

‘getting tired of receiving proposals for festivals that were based on relational 

aesthetics’ and went on to expand on this observation about ‘work that is simply 

thrown together on the spot and dusted with some social signifiers.’7  Barber goes on 

to cite similar concerns and dissatisfaction expressed by an art writer friend of his 

who expressed reservations about the participatory, socially-engaged practice work 

created by a certified relational artist by asking or questioning; “who is the real 

working artist here when the exhibition is under the imprimatur of the artist but is 

really the work of the community groups working at his behest?”8 

This way of working is not necessarily considered new but has been evident from the 

1990s. Nicolas Bourriaud’s book Relational Aesthetics (1998) and the consequent 

confusion of ‘relational’ with ‘social engagement’ has conflated meaning together 

with understanding and consequently distracting the art world away from examining 

the more finely nuanced practices that genuinely seek audience participation in the 

realisation of an artwork. Doherty provides us with an outline of artists that desire 

audience participation in her short essay from 2006 Curating Wrong Places…Or 



 70 

Where Have All the Penguins Gone? 

For example, those artists who invite participation, often through a complicit 
engagement with their subject, but who essentially remain the signatories of 
their work (Thomas Hirschhorn, Phil Collins, Santiago Sierra), from those 
who those embed themselves within the social fabric of a city through 
intervention (Francis Alÿs, Minerva Cuevas, Roman Ondák), from those who 
work collaboratively effecting a kind of ‘social sculpture’ (Superflex, 
Wochenklasur). So, to speak of context as a metaphor, prediction and lived 
reality necessitates less an emphasis on the ethics of artistic engagement than 
on a differentiation between types of engagement and the potential for 
resonance in the resulting exhibition beyond metaphor, prediction or lived 
reality.9 

Doherty’s engagement with particular aspects of contemporary art that operates 

outside of the gallery realm explores the notion of context and audience participation 

with the Situations research group that started out in 2002 as a public art-

commissioning programme within the University of the West of England in Bristol, 

under Doherty’s supervision.  In 2012 it left the university and became an 

independent arts charity with its studio based at Spike Island in Bristol.  According 

to the organisation’s website, Situations sees itself as, 

Working beyond the boundaries of a gallery or museum context offers a rich 
and often challenging set of conditions. We begin from a more dynamic 
understanding of place than a physical site, inviting artists to contribute to the 
lived experience of a place. This consideration of situation (a set of 
conditions, locations, people, moments in time and circumstance) rather than 
location means that every newly commissioned project starts with a process 
of becoming locally embedded.10 

In 2013 Doherty and Situations.org produced a poster for distribution that outlines 

twelve new rules for public art. These rules are clearly intended and considered for 

public art projects that are born out of a commissioning, and possibly competitive, 

process for public spaces.  I believe they may also provide a guide to understanding 

and valuing other artworks that are inspired by similar registers but may not be 

authorised by the commissioning process.   

My intention in this chapter is to examine a number of ideas surrounding the notion 

of context and/or situation posited by Doherty and others that have a bearing on my 

own practice and that of other artists identified within the research.  I will look at the 

prevailing model and trend for large public art commissions and, by contrast, a 



 71 

model that deals with similar situations but takes a completely different trajectory, 

and in the process, provide a route map for others to follow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the study of particular artists and artworks such as Antony Gormley’s Angel 

of the North (Gateshead, 1998) and Jeremy Deller’s Battle of Orgreave (Sheffield, 

Fig.22. Situations New Rules for Public Art (2013) 
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2001) two works that are similar in theme but demonstrate very different approaches 

to place-making and representation of place are considered. This chapter also allows 

for thoughts to emerge and to test the role that serendipity and sagacity has had on 

the formulation and reception of these works. Both artworks created a great deal of 

heated public debate at the time of their reveal, and continue to do so, and have 

generated interesting discussion points within contemporary art practice, art theory 

and art used within a regeneration context, as well as encouraging community 

engagement that questions and interrogates the idea of place.  

 

I don’t know what I’m looking for but I’ll know it when I see it. 

As we have seen in Chapter One the cultural geographer and philosopher David 

Harvey suggests that like space and time, place is a social construct and the only 

interesting question left to be asked on the subject is by what social process(es) is 

place constructed?11 

In considering the question ‘by what means or processes can a sense of place be 

created?’ I have been asking, and exploring, the same or similar questions in my own 

work as a visual artist, and have been studying the work and practices of other artists 

for whom issues surrounding place have been central to their practice. 

The subtitle of this section is also the title of a peer-reviewed conference titled, 1st 

Global Conference, Space and Place presented in 2011 and organised by Inter-

Disciplinary.net in Oxford.  The conference paper explored the initial, wary 

acceptance by locals of the Angel of The North, followed by dislike and feeling the 

money could have been better spent on other services, to becoming completely 

adopted and valued by the community. Making decisions in commissioning 

permanent or fixed-term public art combined with the fickle and ever-changing 

public responses to contemporary art practices that often involves large, expensive 

projects and have long periods of gestation in being realised often sit awkwardly at 

first in the environment and, with their immediate audiences, can sometimes be 

passionately disliked and then passionately protected by the very same audiences. I 
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am reminded of Douglas Crimp’s comment on public opinion in his essay Redefining 

Site Specificity from 1993 when he declares that, 

The public’s ignorance is, of course, an enforced ignorance, for not only is 
cultural production maintained as the privilege of a small minority, but it is 
not in the interests of institutions of art and the forces they serve to produce 
knowledge of radical practices even for their specialized audience.  And this 
is particularly the case for those practices whose goal is a materialist critique 
of the presuppositions of those very institutions.  Such practices attempt to 
reveal the material conditions of the work of art, its mode of production and 
reception, the institutional supports of its circulation, the power relations 
represented by these institutions-in short, everything that is disguised by 
traditional aesthetic discourse.12 

 

It is possible to trace both artists’ influences from a previous generation of artists and 

art practices from the 1960s through the 70s and into the 80s.  The work of Richard 

Serra, Robert Smithson, Hans Haacke or Michael Asher and aspects of the art 

movements of minimalism, conceptualism, earthworks and institutional critique are 

all detectable in their practices. The Angel of the North (1998) and The Battle of 

Orgreave (2001), cited here, arguably fall under the term site-specific art. Alternative 

terminology that captures these approaches to practice have also been called context-

specific, debate-specific, audience-specific, community-specific, project-based, 

public art. 

 

 

The historical significance of the notion of place and its changing influence on the 

production and displacement of the art object within contemporary art practice is key 

to this section.  The contemporary artist would appear to share similar interests with 

Fig. 23.  Stills from The Battle of Orgreave by Jeremy Deller (2001) 
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other disciplines towards an understanding of how place might influence our 

emotions and actions. Disciplines such as architecture, philosophy, geography, 

anthropology and sociology all share an interest in answering the question ‘what is 

place?’ and ‘how can an understanding of it inform specific practices?’ 

On the 15th February 1998 Antony Gormley’s ‘Angel of the North’ was installed on a 

hillside on the south side of Gateshead, greeting road traffic on the A1 and rail 

commuters on the east coast line.  It was conceived as a ‘landmark sculpture’ to mark 

the approach into Gateshead and the site of the former Team Valley Colliery baths 

was decided upon as the site of the sculpture at a very early stage. This area had been 

mined from the 1720s until production ceased in the late 1960s. Gormley described 

the location for the sculpture,  

The lower Team Valley is not an idealised landscape, it is a working place 
where agriculture, farming, light industry, road, rail, terraced housing and flats, 
open ground and football fields contribute to its character.  I hope that the work 
will add something to this diversity of activities, not dominating but working 
with the scale and robustness of the marshalling yards, the motorway, the 
valley itself and the multiplicity of its human uses.13   

The sculpture is considered to have achieved its goals of creating a positive impact 

on social exclusion, encouraging civic pride, regeneration of the local economy and 

improving the general quality and attraction of the region to inward investors. At the 

cost of £800,000, much of this support was provided by the Arts Council Lottery 

fund (£584, 000), the European Regional Development Fund (£150,000), Northern 

Arts (£45,000) and the shortfall was found by local business sponsorship.  In return, 

according to Gateshead Council, this public art project is credited with being the 

catalyst in creating an estimated £600m of urban development for the region. This 

includes: the £22m Gateshead Millennium Bridge linking Gateshead to the 

Newcastle Quayside which opened in 2001; The Baltic: Centre for Contemporary 

Art which opened its doors in 2002; and the £70m iconic Sage Gateshead music 

centre, designed by Sir Norman Foster & Partners, which opened in 2004.  Along 

with audience viewing figures or people  passing from the road and railway, the 

number of people seeing The Angel of the North is believed to be in the region of 

90,000 people every day, which is more than one person every second or 33 million 

people every year. In addition, Gateshead Quays is one of the largest urban 
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regeneration programmes in Europe, and it is now acknowledged that these 

developments would arguably not have progressed without the catalyst of major art 

projects, for example, the Angel of the North14. It’s difficult to argue that The Angel 

of the North is not a runaway success story and a credit to all involved in the project.  

It is now recognised as an icon and symbol of regeneration, both regionally and 

nationally, with many visitors from overseas wanting to know how the Gateshead 

Council achieved this remarkable transformation. 

Almost eight years of planning, fundraising and outreach educational programmes, 

artists’ talks and public debate combined with media coverage contributed to the 

project’s success, and an increased awareness of place through the media coverage of 

the Angel of the North and a renewed attachment to the locale by locals.  The 

education program that ran throughout the whole process involved around 1400 

school children and has secured an understanding and appreciation for generations to 

come. A further unplanned but nevertheless significant happening occurred on the 13 

May 1998, when The Angel was draped in a 9-metre long replica of Alan Shearer’s 

Newcastle United No.9 football shirt during United’s appearance in the 1998 FA 

Cup Final.  

 

This single event could be recognised as a turning point in the artwork’s 

development and its public acceptance by the local community.  An acceptance that 

Fig. 24. Angel of the North by Antony Gormley (1998) 
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wasn’t always present.  In the early stages of the project the projected cost was a big 

concern and considered by the majority of locals as being too expensive and the 

monies could have been better spent directly on social projects such as housing, 

hospitals or job creation.  But as the project neared completion it was understood and 

finally accepted by the local population that the funding could not have been 

transferred and that no local taxes were spent on the sculpture.  I am reminded of a 

comment made by conceptual artist Mel Bochner in an interview with Hans Ulrich 

Obrist and Sandra Antelo-Suarez about his thoughts on the context surrounding the 

production, interpretation and reception of an artwork.  Bochner reveals his view that 

context can be fluid, temporal and highly susceptible to unimaginable actions, 

The moment context is created it evaporates almost immediately. Once that 
timeframe is lost each subsequent interpretation, each subsequent change in 
historical contradictions transforms the meaning of that work. All 
interpretations become part of that work. Even the misuse of it becomes part 
of the work. 15 

As a clearly recognisable piece of public art, the sculpture constitutes a robust sense 

of place and could be represented as a model or benchmark to other councils and arts 

organisations.  One only need think of Juame Plensa’s Dream from 2009, set high on 

top of Sutton Manor Colliery near St Helens, and again overlooking the busy M62. 

Or Mark Wallinger’s monumental sculpture of a lifelike white horse which will sit 

next to the A2 in Kent near Ebbsfleet, which over the next 25 years is due to see 

regeneration in the shape of more than 10,000 new homes. The landmark will be 

visible to travellers as they pull out of Ebbsfleet International train station bound for 

the continent and to motorists as they drive to and from Dover.  This could become 

Britain’s largest piece of public sculpture. At a projected cost of £2 million (which 

will no doubt rise), it will be more than twice as expensive as Antony Gormley's 

Angel of the North. At 50 meters, it will be well over double the Angel's height.  At 

the time of writing this chapter another piece of public art has been announced for 

the border crossing between England and Scotland.  Cecil Balmond’s design, the 

Caledonian Star, is set to sit near the small border town of Gretna, overlooking the 

M74, and again will have estimated viewing figures of 10 million every year. 
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As an alternative to these monumental ‘signpost’ pieces of sculpture that have very 

quickly been adopted as the prevailing model, and have also heralded regeneration 

projects and symbolise a community’s new sense of place, there is Jeremy Deller’s 

Battle of Orgreave from 2001 that provides by contrast a meaningful but 

uncomfortable artwork that re-enacts a sense of place and time. The Battle of 

Orgreave was conceived by Jeremy Deller, commissioned and produced by Artangel 

in association with Channel 4, and is a re-enactment of a decisive day of the miners’ 

strike. Jeremy Deller recalls, 

On 18th June 1984 I was watching the evening news and saw footage of a mass 
picket at Orgreave coking plant in South Yorkshire in which thousands of men 
were chased up a field by mounted police. The image of this pursuit stuck in 
my mind for years I wanted to find out what exactly happened on that day with 
a view to re-enacting or commemorating it in some way. It would not be an 
exaggeration to say that the strike, like a civil war, had a traumatically divisive 
effect at all levels of life in the UK. 16 

Deller's work exists as a re-enactment (performance), a book (The English Civil War 

Part II) and a DVD made with Mike Figgis that largely follows a documentary genre 

with interviews with miners, policeman and politicians combined with archive 

footage from 1984 and behind-the-scenes footage of the re-enactment. Due to the 

sensitive nature of work and its potential to re-open old wounds as the event being 

constructed was in ‘living memory’, Deller and Artangel were prepared to call a halt 

to the project if local people felt hostility or antagonism towards the project or found 

it to be in bad taste. 

Fig.26. The Ebbsfleet Landmark by Mark 
Wallinger (2011) 

 

Fig.25. Dream by Juame Plensa, , set 
high on top of Sutton Manor Colliery 
near St Helens (2009) 
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In considering both artists’ approaches with regard to constructing a sense of place 

through the work that they have made, I initially felt that one approach was better or 

stronger than the other but can see now that both are important in their own way and 

whether they are assimilative or interruptive17 in nature, they are important in 

understanding how a sense of place is constructed. 

In Claire Doherty’s essay entitled Curating Wrong Places…Or Where Have All the 

Penguins Gone? (2006) Doherty considers Jeremy Deller’s Battle of Orgreave 

(2001) as “one of the most significant art projects to respond to place of the past five 

years.”18  Similarly Claire Bishop, a London -based art critic, also views the aesthetic 

experience contained within Deller’s project as being an example of how,   

“The best collaborative practices of the past ten years address the 
contradictory pull between autonomy and social intervention, and reflect on 
this antinomy both in the structure of the work and in the conditions of its 
reception”19 

Bishop goes on to cite Jeremy Deller’s Battle of Orgreave as ‘locus classicus’ of 

recent participatory art because it was ethically commendable as well as irrefutably 

political as it brought back into popular consciousness ‘an unfinished messy 

history’.20  For others, such as artists Cummings and Lewandowska, it was ‘a rich, 

profound, and provocative contemporary art work that uses the legacy of a Marxist 

cultural critique to bring one strand of this ideological text explosively into the 

present’.21  Not all coverage of Deller’s Orgreave project have been positive. An 

2001 article by Jonathan Jones, art critic for the Guardian, starts off fairly positively 

by suggesting that Deller’s approach is similar to that of history painting, a genre of 

painting that depicts both defeats and victories, and Deller’s project soon attracts 

criticism for selecting a battle to re-enact that is safely assimilated to an established 

version of national identity.  He is critical of the timing of the event, as he believes 

that not enough time had passed between the actual event in 1984 and the re-

enactment in 2001 to allow for distance or objectivity.  In an article for Art Monthly 

Dave Beech attempts to a provoke his readers into questioning Jeremy Deller’s 

‘Battle of Orgreave’,  

Its sentiment is heartwarming, but its merits hang in the balance. Is it one of 
the most poignant spectacles that a contemporary artist has managed to 
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produce or a triumph of naivety?22  

Beech goes on to suggest that Battle of Orgreave is a welcome and significant 

‘placeholder’ for an absent politics and mourns art’s own traumatic loss of political 

muscle.  In response to Deller’s work Beech and JJ Charlesworth both cite Victor 

Burgin’s famous distinction between the notions of the ‘representation of politics’ 

with the more systematic attention to the politics of representation23 where the art 

produced politicises its own forms of address and modes of attention which is in 

subtle contrast to art with political content.24  JJ Charlesworth25 has also been 

attracted to the importance of The Battle of Orgreave. He believes that,  

 
The meaning of Orgreave depends on the place that the events at Orgreave 
hold in the consciousness of contemporary British Culture… For all the 
idiosyncrasy of Deller’s varied output, Orgreave’s significance and 
popularity turned on its assimilation of a widely accepted version of history, a 
narrative already established prior to the work.26 

There has been a great deal of media and critical coverage of Deller’s ‘Battle of 

Orgreave’ since its inception in 2001.  However, this section of the thesis is 

concerned with identifying the role place has had on the decision-making process of 

artists and how they have focused their attention on, and have explored, the 

accompanying context as a substantial component of the artwork.  It is not the 

intention to dwell specifically on the merits or points of contention of this work here 

but there is, I believe, a great deal to be gleaned towards this identifying process by 

airing a number of comments and observations about this work towards this 

identifying process. 

I am reminded of the cultural geographer Edward Soja’s book, Thirdspace: Journeys 

to Los Angeles and other Real-and-Imagined Places, published in 1996, in which he 

expresses his concerns for a re-assessment leading to a new or updated understanding 

of space which he argues to be as important as history or society.  He argues for 

serious consideration and treatment of the importance of the triangulation between 

the coordinates of ‘spatiality-historicality-sociality’.  I believe Deller also operates 

within these co-ordinates of triangulation. 

As we approach the fin de siècle, there is a growing awareness of the 
simultaneity and interwoven complexity of the social, the historical, and the 
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spatial, their inseparability and interdependence. And this three-sided 
sensibility of spatiality-historicality-sociality is not only bringing about a 
profound change in the ways we think about space, it is also beginning to 
lead to major revisions in how we study history and society.27 

 

Jeremy Deller seemed to be all too aware that it was likely he could face criticism of 

his choice to re-enactment a particular event within the miners’ strike of 1984 as it 

could be seen to be in bad taste, exploiting raw emotions still strongly felt within the 

immediate community.  This reaction is further explored by Tim Etchells (1962-) a 

British artist and writer based in Sheffield and London. Etchells is the artistic 

director of Forced Entertainment, a world-renowned experimental performance 

company founded in 1984. Etchells is also currently Professor of Performance at 

Lancaster University.  Etchells actually took part in the 2001 re-enactment and wrote 

about the experience for Tate Magazine a few months later.  He adopts a creative 

writing stance with a healthy measure of stream of consciousness.  The writing is 

both highly descriptive as well as being thoughtful and reflective; 

I’m getting shivers down my spine. I start to think what it means to go back 
to a place. To go back to a house in which one once lived, to get the memory 
hit from its walls and echoes. Or, even to further, what it means to go back 
into an event – to map the past, then put your body through its emotions.28  

Indeed, through the time I spend talking to miners and ex-miners and during 
the re-enactment itself I learn one thing over and over – that the wounds of 
Orgreave (personal, political, socio-economic) are too raw, too problematic 
and too unhealed to allow things to be played or watched as pure spectacle. 
(Perhaps it is this status – as film shoot where the film is less important than 
staging the action, or as a re-enactment bonanza whose drama is so charged it 
becomes questionable entertainment that makes Deller’s project so 
valuable.29 

I am wondering what it means to be part of a generation whose symbolic, 
physically defining moment is not a victory (the overthrow of a regime, the 
end of an unjust war), but a defeat.30 

 

I find Etchells’ closing observation particularly chilling as I have taught at a 

university in South Yorkshire since 1992 and have had the pleasure of working with 

ex-miners and various generations of families affected by the miners’ strike of the 

early 1980s.  From my own experience there is clearly a need for research to be 
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carried out that explores the impact and legacy of the strike action. Alas, the scope of 

this research task does not permit. 

In Deller’s own words he seems taken aback at the response from a number of the re-

enactment participants that Etchells recalls.  The re-enactment could be seen to 

provide a form of therapy where participants were afforded the luxury of time and 

emotional distance to fully re-evaluate the sequence of events and to have the media 

coverage publicly scrutinised.  

I was surprised people said it was a healing experience. That wasn’t really 
why I did it. I wanted to remind people that something had happened there – 
not the locals, because they knew exactly what had happened. If anything, it 
was about digging up a hastily buried corpse and giving it a proper post- 
mortem.31  

In an interview with Patrick Barkham for the Guardian newspaper Deller reveals an 

explicit reference to his true modus operandi when he discloses an important or 

influential artwork to his thinking; 

I like art that exists in people's minds more so than it does in reality, he says – 
art that people tell each other about. In the 1970s, the artist Chris Burden was 
shot in the arm with a gun as a piece of work. I doubt if he made much 
money out of that but as an idea they don't come much stronger, and you'll 
never forget that I've told you that.32 

 

When Jeremy Deller or the Battle of Orgreave are cited within scholarly articles, 

they are often accompanied by Francis Alÿs and his collaboration piece with 

Cuauhetémoc Medina, Rafael Ortega and 500 volunteers, When Faith Moves 

Mountains (2002).  These two artists and these two particular works are seen as 

significant ‘placeholders’ within the development of contemporary art practice as 

they are both considered to represent good practice within socially engaged practice, 

they are place-specific, they are politically motivated and share the fact that the 

action lasts for a day but is recorded and lives on in film and also more importantly, 

lives on through the spoken word and collective memory within a given community 

and beyond in potentially different formats and versions.  I feel it is important to 

study this particular piece by Francis Alÿs as he and When Faith Moves Mountains 

adds and supports an important aspect of how artist’s decision-making is affected by 
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a particular place and context. 

My own reaction to the place [where I arrive to make a project] is itself 
subjective: it is a bit of a dance in between my own concerns or obsessions 
that I carry with me over there and their meeting with that place, that clash 
that will eventually lead to a concrete reaction, a piece, or nothing.  And it is 
never just about the place.  Let me make a personal remark: the cases where I 
feel that I have been successful in offering an answer to the local situations 
encountered, where the proposals did not ‘hit a nerve’, in the local 
community, and sometimes abroad, these happy cases did not occur because 
one proposal was necessarily better than another. It is more because my own 
concerns at the time happen to coincide with the concerns of a certain place at 
a certain moment of its history.33 

Francis Alÿs’s When Faith Moves Mountains enlists 500 local volunteers to barely 

displace a sand dune located on the outskirts of Lima, Peru, a mere 10cm along a 

500-meter long line across the dune.  The act is often called absurd or pointless but 

the work has the potential to be read as really being about the artist’s ability to 

mobilise a large number of participants in a joint collective effort. Alÿs in his own 

words has revealed; 

I think you could even say that the project addresses four different publics; 
the people who experienced the moment others [who] will see the 
documentation, but then there are also those who will listen to the stories and 
could spread the rumours about the events. And, finally there are the people 
who will read this book. I think these for ‘statements’ may function in 
parallel and also complement each other independently.34 

 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 27. Francis Alÿs in collaboration with Cuauhtémoc Medina and Rafael Ortega. When 
Faith Moves Mountains (2002) 
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I believe when Alÿs’s intentionally deployed rumour into circulation he had no real 

knowledge of what might develop. Accepting ‘not knowing’ becomes an important 

development in contemporary art practice.  Neither Deller and Alÿs have followed a 

conventional studio art practice education: Deller studied Art History, specialising in 

the Baroque at the Courtauld Institute, London, and the University of Sussex, and 

Alÿs came to art practice via architectural history at the Institute of Architecture in 

Tournai (1978-83) and engineering at the Istituto di Architettura in Venice (1983-

86). This route towards contemporary art practice may seem unconventional but it 

also provides an understanding of both artists’ reluctance to follow traditional art 

practices but to favour a broad disciplinary approach to practice in both making, and 

particularly distribution of ideas, in response to places or situations.  Alÿs expands 

his decision-making process to explain his interest in developing rumour or 

storytelling within his practice.  

My reaction was to insert a story into the city rather than an object. It was my 
way of affecting a place at a very precise moment of its history, even just for 
an instant. If the story is right, if it hits a nerve it can propagate like a rumour.  
Stories can pass through a place without the need to settle. They have a life of 
their own. If the script meets the expectations and addresses the anxieties of 
that society at the right time and place, it may become a story that survives 
the event itself. At the moment, it has the potential to become a fable or an 
urban myth.35 

I find this response and thinking about place particularly significant within this 

practice-led investigation as I discovered unintentionally or accidentally, the potency 

of storytelling to place construction during a two-month residency at Yorkshire 

Sculpture Park, generating Period Drama (2012-13).  However, this piece represents 

a good example of how an object can be displaced, in this case by a rumour, and still 

contribute to an understanding of place, and how an artwork can become an 

important component of a place.  I believe Period Drama borrows many traits from a 

number of the artists explored in this section.  It was unfortunate for the work not to 

be installed as intended.  My feeling was that the work represented an unwanted 

reminder of a falsehood about a particular place and possibly represented a threat to a 

well-established belief that was proved to be untrue.  This belief challenged YSP’s 

version and telling of a particular and iconic moment in cinematic history.  History 

and heritage is big business and can become highly valued ‘unique selling points’ 



 84 

generating considerable income.  The USP of a place once established is fiercely 

defending and protected any threat to it regardless of its significance that threat is 

regarded as potentially damaging.  Places are always ‘becoming’, always in flux and 

always changing.  When the secure status of a place becomes vulnerable - in this 

case the fairly benign bragging-rights of an iconic location and setting for film scene 

- stakeholders become acutely aware that they are in competition with other places 

for highly mobile capital.36 

 

From Art to Anthropology and back again  

 

 

 

 

This section of the thesis examines and highlights key aspects of the wider character 

of contemporary art practices that encompass techniques from anthropology.  I 

believe some of the methods or approaches to working with information gathered by 

interviewing and fieldwork are deeply resonant with my own practice.  The focus is 

to trace the genealogy of contemporary arts use of anthropology and ethnographic 

research methods or as sometimes referred to as the ‘Ethnographic Turn’. 

Anthropology and ethnographic research has provided guiding principles for artists 

and their developing use by contemporary artists is seen as a way of interrogating 

their own position, the work produced and its dissemination, in response to a 

particular place and context.  There are many similarities and crossovers between the 

Fig.28. Joseph Kosuth. The Play of The 
Unmentionnable. Brooklyn Museum, 
New York (1990) 

 

Fig.29. Fred Wilson, Mining the 
Museum. The Contemporary Museum 
and the Maryland Historical Society 
(1992) 
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two disciplines such as the use and interpretation of visual material (photography and 

film), the need to engage in a variety of fieldwork environments and the notion of 

observer participant in site-specific practices.  For the purpose of this thesis I aim to 

restrict the scope of the research to a small area of these intersections.  The main 

intersection is the importance of fieldwork in anthropology and ethnographic 

research that is equally as important within contemporary art practice. 

In anthropology the term fieldwork usually refers to a prolonged stay of the 
anthropologist in a particular culture, in order to gather first hand material 
based on ’participant observation’ and primary sources, subsequently to be 
written up for publication. Fieldwork involves (at least in its traditional form) 
both elements of cultural distancing or ‘othering’ ...as well as appropriation 
and partial assimilation (or emulation) of the host culture (in its most 
romanticised forms termed ‘going native’37  

The above description could easily be describing the role of the artist-in-residence 

model familiar to current art practice.  The notion of ’participant observer’ could 

easily be a useful term to describe the position adopted by the artist in many site-

specific engagements.  Another key concept to analyse is the relationship and/or 

difference between ethnographic authority and artistic authorship? I intend to scope 

out this terrain and to consider how it might apply to my practice and a number of 

other artists.  James Clifford38 suggests that ethnography is simply “diverse ways of 

thinking and writing about culture from the standpoint of participant observation.”39 

The connection between contemporary art practices and the discipline of 

anthropology is not necessarily a new phenomena or an incongruous partnership.  

This relationship can be traced back to two seminal essays.  Joseph Kosuth published 

a text entitled The Artist as Anthropologist in 1975 and Hal Foster published his 

essay entitled, The Artist as Ethnographer, in Return of the Real in 1996.  Kosuth 

makes a case for ‘anthropology art’ brought about by praxis and cultural fluency 

with a criticality that depicts while it alters society40.  Kosuth suggests that the artist 

as anthropologist is attempting to acquire the skills and tools that the anthropologist 

has already attained through training and experience.  According to Kosuth, the skills 

the artist requires are two-fold; to attain like the anthropologist, to attain a fluency of 

understanding of a culture through observation and participation. Normally the 

culture is unfamiliar or unknown to them but for the artist it is suggested that this is a 



 86 

goal but also the secondary tool of fashioning acceptance of an outcome or a 

successful praxis that sits within and extends the boundaries of his own culture.  He 

also makes a claim that the disciplines of anthropology, philosophy and sociology 

are as important and crucial to art’s development in the late 1960s and 1970s as art 

history or cultural studies. 

I believe Kosuth’s 1975 essay is an important step in establishing a link between an 

advanced art practice alongside critical thinking with anthropology.  The appearance 

of his essay in the first edition of Fox alongside other co-editors Michael Corris, Mel 

Ramsden, and fellow artists Terry Atkinson, Dave Rushton, Michael Baldwin and 

Paul Wood also associated at one time or another with the provocative and highly 

influential Art & Language group.  Kosuth’s essay is broken into two parts and is 

composite in style with a mixture of narrative argument punctuated with quotes from 

others in a non-linear fashion.  It makes for an interesting read but also a difficult 

read at times.  Part one is a range of provocative yet unattributed quotes from a range 

of sources including Albert Einstein, Karl Polanyi to Max Weber and Bob Scholte. 

They explore and comment on the relationship between scientific investigation of 

nature and the role religion plays in this investigation.  However, the second part of 

Kosuth’s essay is more pertinent to this study and explores the connection between 

theory and praxis with a particular emphasis on an anthropologised art form.  He is 

critical of the dominant art form at	the time and suggests that abstract painting 

simply, 

…finds itself as a collapsed and empty category, perpetuated out of nostalgia 
that parades as a self-parody, due to the necessities of bankrupt mythic 
historical continuums, but ultimately settling for its meaning in the 
marketplace.41  

It seems that this unequivocal attack on conventional and conservative art forms of 

the time is to provide the context for a new and exciting alternative to art practice.  

He goes on to add that conceptual art is better placed and more accepting of a 

rationalist scientific critique than abstract expressionism. 

Our earlier conceptual art, while still being a "naive" Modernist art based on 
the scientific paradigm, externalized features of the art activity which had 
always been internalized - making them explicit and capable of being 
examined. It is this work which initiated our break with the Modernist art 
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continuum and it is this work which constitutes perhaps the legitimate history 
of ''conceptual art".42 

Kosuth makes an important observation in this essay by noting the difference 

between the anthropologist and the artist.  He asks why the	anthropologist as a 

(scientific) professional can feel comfortable to ‘anthropologize’ his own society? 

This seems to make sense opposed to the artist as an anthropologist.  He simply 

makes the suggestion that the artist as anthropologist is better tooled to investigate 

his/her own society as he/she is not a professional scientist and therefore not 

‘outside’ or suitably distanced from the society he/she is studying as the 

anthropologist would certainly try to establish according to his/her training.  Kosuth 

is well positioned to articulate the similarities and differences between art and 

anthropology as he studied with Bob Scholtz and Stanley Diamond at the Graduate 

Faculty of the New School of Social Research for a number of years before 

publishing this essay.  It might also be worth noting here that the artist Susan Hiller 

also studied postgraduate anthropology at Tulane University, New Orleans, 

completing her PhD in anthropology in 1965.  This crossover of disciplines is 

interesting in understanding the importance and attraction of anthropological 

methods of study to artists and the confidence it afforded the development within the 

artistic academy.  However, although Joseph Kosuth might be credited with 

instigating and recognizing the potential crossover and shared approach to studies of 

context, it was Hal Foster’s essay The Artist as Ethnographer (1996) that provided 

substance and popularized the connection between the two disciplines. 

Twenty years later Hal Foster constructs what could be said to be a conflicting 

position to Kosuth in that the artist as anthropologist has gone too far and the artist 

has become a pseudo-anthropologist or quasi-anthropologist.  He takes the position 

that the advanced artist only superficially mines the surface layers of the 

ethnographic methods.  Foster’s essay continues to explore the relation between 

contemporary art practice and ethnographic research methods.  When Foster reflects 

on the issues being addressed in the 1980s such as the AIDS crisis, abortion rights 

and apartheid he argues that, 

In this new paradigm the object of contestation remains in large part the 
bourgeois-capitalist institutions of art (the museum, the academy, the market, 
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and the media), its exclusionary definitions of art and artist, identity and 
community. But the subject of association has changed: it is culture and /or 
ethic other in whose name the committed artist most often struggles.43 

It is this change or shift in ‘association’ that is of interest to this thesis.  It would 

appear that he considers the older paradigm of art as the production of objects for 

visual and aesthetic consumption, along with the artist as sole producer of the art 

object, is becoming displaced and is no longer fit for more contemporary concerns.  

This shift is key in understanding advanced arts interest in acquiring new alternative 

methods of production.  The methods established and deployed by the ethnographer 

become attractive and provide an additional set of tools to the traditional studio 

knowledge and expertise to approach this new and developing paradigm that Foster 

suggests.  Familiar to both is the notion of ‘fieldwork’ but the participant/observer 

requires careful attention.  For a practitioner to enter into a given community or 

social grouping to study how the social space surrounding people frames them they 

must be aware of their own position and how their presence might influence the data 

they aim to observe or collect.  This particular aspect was something that plagued the 

APG project when artists associated or identified with the workers on the shop floor 

and therefore influenced how they observed management and hierarchies.  Stuart 

Brisley’s placement with the Hille Furniture Company in the 1970s and Ian 

Breakwell’s placement/residency with the DHSS at Broadmoor and Rampton high-

security hospital are examples of where the relationship between artist and 

community became problematic.44 

Foster’s use of the term ‘quasi-anthropological art projects’ throughout his essay is 

an important aspect to consider.  In reference to the art project where the artist as 

ethnographer is considered he suggests that such projects,  

… promote a masquerade of this disturbance; a vogue for traumatic 
confessional in theory that is sometimes sensibility criticism come again, or a 
vogue for pseudo-ethnographic reports in art that are sometimes disguised 
travelogues from the world art market.   Who in the academy or the art world 
has not witnessed these testimonies of the new empathetic intellectual or 
these flăneries of the new nomadic artist?45 

Foster takes the analysis of the artist partial adoption of ethnographic methods when 

he says that ‘few principles of the ethnographic participant-observer are observed, let 
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alone critiqued, and only limited engagement of the community is effected.’46  This 

would suggest that partial borrowing of methods from another discipline unless 

applied under strict scientific condition could only yield superficial data and faulty 

conclusions.  However, this relationship between artist and ethnographer has created 

an ‘envy’ of the other – the artist would appear to be envious of the authority of the 

scientific status of the ethnographer and in turn the ethnographer would appear to be 

envious of the artist’s apparent freedom that is not controlled or guided by scientific 

conventions. 

 

Artist as Incidental Person 

The art critic Craig Owens (1950-1990) in his very short text, The Indignity of 

Speaking for Others”: An imaginary Interview, quotes from the English art historian, 

T.J. Clark’s The Absolute Bourgeois: Artists and Politics in France, 1848–1851 

(1973). Owens and Clarke ruminate on the artist’s desire to push at the boundaries, to 

question the relevance of their own discipline and to consider potentially useful and 

interesting methods and approaches from other disciplines. 

The problem for the revolutionary artist in the nineteenth century - perhaps it 
is still the problem - was how to use the conditions of artistic production 
without being defined by them. How to make an art-work that would not stay 
on an easel, in a studio, in the Salon for a month and then on the wall of a 
sitting-room in the Faubourg Saint Germain? How to invent a means of 
artistic distribution to bypass the art market or exhibition? How to destroy the 
normal public for art, and invent another? How to make art ‘popular’? How 
to exploit one’s privacy, and the insights it allowed, and yet escape from it?47  

 

In a similar fashion this apparent frustration seems to sit comfortably alongside 

Claire Bishop’s use of Dan Graham’s quote ‘All artists are alike. They dream of 

doing something that’s more social, more collaborative, and more real than art’48 that 

accurately captures the dissatisfaction with the prevailing or dominant forms of art 

practice and limited avenues of distribution open to artists. 

This palpable, unsettled expression and remembering could be considered the 

starting point for the Artist Placement Group (APG) founded by artist John Latham 
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(1921-2006) and Barbara Steveni (1928-) in 1966.  APG’s remit was not only to 

rethink or question the artist’s role in society but also to provide viable options 

through experiments in the conventional infrastructure of patronage and new 

methods of operation for artists and institutions.  

APG’s contribution to how contemporary artists respond to place, context or 

situation cannot be overlooked.  There are three key concepts that are important to 

consider to gaining an understanding of how artists respond to place and decision-

making.  The first is the notion that, ‘the context is half the work’. This statement 

alone provides a challenge to the idea that art should be considered to be autonomous 

and indifferent to its context and surroundings.  APG attempted to question 

conventions that art is only to be found within an art gallery or museum and 

questioned the environment, setting and situation in which art was experienced.  The 

second concept is the ‘open brief’ which, alongside a feasibility study, was also 

introduced by APG and that we may now take for granted. However, at the time of 

APG’s conception it provided much needed creative space for artists to operate 

within society and communities.  I believe the most important contribution from 

APG was the conceptual framework surrounding replacing the word ‘artist’ with  

‘incidental person’, a term much less loaded with prejudice and stereotypes 

providing a new relationship for the artist to adopt with organisations; a phrase that 

appears to have given artists who worked in a site-responsive fashion at that time, the 

possibility of reinventing their role and the objects made, or the displacement of the 

object-making away from the model of simply the production of objects for visual 

consumption.  As an observation and testimony by Derek Lyddon, Chief Planner of 

the Scottish Development Agency, at the time of Latham’s own residency in 

Scotland now records, 

The object of APG placements may be described as ‘organisation and 
imagination’; to place an artist in an organisation in the hope that his creative 
intelligence or imagination can spark off ideas, possibilities and actions that 
have not previously been perceived or considered feasible; in other words to 
show the feasibility of initiating what has not occurred to others to initiate. 
Hence the product is not an art work, but a report by the artist on new ways of 
looking at the chosen work areas and on the action that might result.49 
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At the time, APG members and their mission statements were not without their 

detractors.  The art critic Peter Fuller (1947-90) was amongst APG’s strongest 

critics, particularly with APG’s decision to consider an artist’s role within an 

organisation to automatically be deemed neutral or a free agent.  In order to place 

artists within organisation’s APG had already agreed that the chosen artist would 

contractually promise not to harm the host companies, which removed the artist’s 

right to find fault50.  This point is particularly apposite as I also fell foul of the 

unwritten but assumed or simply accepted agreement during an artist-in-residence 

program at Yorkshire Sculpture Park in 2009 that is explored in more depth in 

Chapter Four. 
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“There are known knowns.  
These are things we know that we know.  
There are known unknowns.  
That is to say, there are things that we now know we donʼt know.  
But there are also unknown unknowns.  
These are things we do not know we donʼt know.”1 
 
Donald Rumsfeld, 2002. 

 

I shall reconsider human knowledge by starting from the fact that we can know more 
than we can tell.2 

Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 2009. 

 

(Socrates:' I understand the point you would make, Meno. Do you see what a 
captious argument you are introducing - that, forsooth, a man cannot inquire either 
about what he knows or about what he does not know? For he cannot inquire about 
what he knows, because he knows it, and in that case is in no need of inquiry; nor 
again can he inquire about what he does not know, since he does not know about 
what he is to inquire. 'Sofists, 500-300 BC, as cited by Socrates, who disagreed with 
it. (Plato)3 

Pek Van Andel, Anatomy of the Unsought Finding, 1994. 
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In Chapter Three I explore and identify working methods relating to my own practice 

and others; specifically the focus of the enquiry of this research is to examine how a 

particular approach to practice can best respond to place that is constantly in flux. 

The research explores the interpretation, representation and experience of place.  By 

exploring this epistemological dimension of a situated practice I develop an 

argument that suggests the tripartite structure of failure, serendipity and sagacity 

leading to improvisation is a robust and accurate reflection of action in practice.  I 

arrive at this structure through a consideration of my previous practice and an 

analysis of the practice of selected artists and, where possible, their writing as well as 

their practice. 

The research reflects on how unknowingness (or not knowing or synchronicity) often 

acts as a significant driver.  This has been an awareness that has gradually built from 

the earliest stages of the research by noticing that interesting and significant 

encounters happen almost accidentally.  This is an approach also identified recently 

by curator Elizabeth Fisher and artist Rebecca Fortnum in their book On Not 

Knowing How Artists Think, 2013.  The book and ideas arose from a symposium of 

the same name held at Kettles Yard, Cambridge, in 2009.  Since its publication it has 

proved popular and the ideas have been accepted and adopted by many artists, 

academics and students.  The ideas contained in the book provide an alternative 

analysis to philosopher and urban planning professor Donald A.Schön’s (1930-1997) 

articulation of how professionals think and make decisions; 

Usually reflection on knowing-in-action goes together with reflection on the 
stuff at hand.  There is some puzzling, or troubling, or interesting 
phenomenon with which the individual is trying to deal.  As he tries to make 
sense of it, he also reflects on the understandings which have been explicit in 
his action, understandings which he surfaces, criticizes, restructures, and 
embodies in further action. 

It is this entire process of reflection-in-action which is central to the ‘art’ by 
which practitioners sometimes deal well with situations of uncertainty, 
instability, uniqueness, and value conflict.4 

Schön’s analysis outlined in his book The Reflective Practitioner, How Professionals 

Think in Action (1983) has provided a remarkable contribution to practitioners with 

an understanding of how decisions are made.  I argue that the decision process that I 
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have suggested and incorporate into the tripartite structure, echoes that of Schön.  

However, the inter-dependence of each of the registers differ and I consider and 

argue the use of serendipity and sagacity is a closer and possibly better match for my 

own practice and for the art practice cited in this chapter.  I believe the writer-artist 

and academic Emma Cocker provides an accurate description of how I perceive the 

role sagacity plays within the tripartite structure, 

 
To navigate an uncertain ground requires some skill, due care and attention.  
Against logic, it is necessary to know how to not know.  Here, knowing is 
different to the knowledge of the encyclopaedia, for its forms of knowing of 
or knowing that are not equipped to cope with the contingencies of this 
terrain.  A different knowing to knowledge then, perhaps more aligned to 
confidence.  Confidence is the knowledge that the right decision will be made 
when required; it involves trusting that a response will be performed 
intuitively at the propitious time.5 

In studying the nature of improvisation as a curatorial and practice-based 

methodology I have considered the group exhibition An Aside (2005), curated by 

Tacita Dean, which involved relying upon chance events and intuitive sagacity. Dean 

has shown that the unforeseen can allow the unimaginable to emerge. It is also 

important to remember that the unimaginable would not be achievable if it were not 

possible to improvise with care, judgement, and dexterity.  Also, by reflecting on a 

selection of concrete examples of Tacita Dean’s own creative practice in order to 

understand the nature of improvisation in contemporary art practice in response to 

place, I have suggested that there is a tripartite structure at play.  I have suggested 

that this structure incorporates failure, serendipity and sagacity, leading to 

improvisation.  By visiting a number of key works by Dean, where initial failure or 

unforeseen circumstances impacted on achieving the intended outcomes of projects, I 

have discovered that this tripartite structure exists beyond my own practice.  These 

circumstances have allowed for the importance of serendipity and sagacity in the 

decision-making process of an artist whose practice is concerned with the 

representation and experience of place to be explored. The resulting improvisation 

demonstrates the value of intuitive sagacity in this tripartite structure.  Mac Giolla 

Leith references Dean commenting on her practice in this particular manner, 

“uninvited disappointments which are unbelievably painful at the time become 

productive in hindsight”6. Within Dean’s own practice there exists a “Sebaldian 
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paradigm”: the allocation of trust and confidence in circuitous routes by wandering 

and wondering.  I believe this confidence could be read as the equivalent of trust in 

her ability to improvise, accumulated over time through a tacit understanding of 

practice and possibilities. 

Although Dean doesn’t actively court failure she has learnt to accept disappointment 

and to build it into her practice as a positive element. As Hans-Joachim Muller has 

observed; ‘having a goal after the goal means that, in fact, the goal you failed to 

reach cannot have been the ultimate, perfect one.’7 Equally Dean has accepted 

chance encounters of a serendipitous nature and has found ways of incorporating 

them into her own practice. The use of intuitive reasoning in the form of sagacity is 

an important latent skill that leads directly to effective and creative improvisation.  

The research question that concern this chapter is, ‘Can we identify different notions 

of ‘objective’ (and indeed ‘non-objective’) chance?  

Anthropologist Michael Agar (1945-2017) provides one possible framework for 

thinking through some of these questions, suggesting how ethnographers might work 

towards an understanding of what is valued and not valued within a community. He 

offers four registers within qualitative research that, through the process of 

serendipity, can convert ‘good fortune’ or happenstance into significant and 

important findings. Calling these occasioned, core, derivative and mandated he 

considers them as four stages or breakdowns within the research process.  

In Agar’s 1982 essay, Towards an Ethnographic Language, he attempts to develop a 

general way to talk about ethnography, as he considers the problems faced by 

ethnographers as both interesting and at the same time almost embarrassing. He is 

concerned that two studies of similar groups may differ from each other, and that 

comparing different ethnographers’ reports, supposedly about the “same” thing, 

would be confusing. He also identifies the way an ethnographer’s training, 

experience, and personal history is likely to make any generalisation even more 

difficult. He uses the example of Freudian theorists and kinship specialists to suggest 

how difficult they would be to compare as they would be interested in, and pay 

attention to, different aspects of a study. 
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Agar goes on to identify the importance within ethnographic study of expectations 

not being met, so that the unexpected emerges. He also suggests that the process by 

which a breakdown emerges and travels towards understanding should be called 

‘resolution’ and goes on to say that the process of resolution is an emergent one 

triggered by the breakdown. Agar’s observations rest clearly within ethnography but 

provide a very useful framework to help understand how artists who court the 

unexpected work towards resolving their practice by adopting improvisational 

tactics. 

The occasioned breakdown within ethnographic practice might simply be those 

issues that emerge in the course of doing ethnography. Core breakdowns are 

discoveries that make up the focus of the ethnographer’s final report. Agar identifies 

the derivative breakdown as discoveries that are not greatly significant or useful 

within the overall account of the project but nevertheless are worthy of mentioning.  

The mandated breakdown is those discoveries that the project sets out to make.  

In a sense this type of breakdown is often viewed as ‘hypothesis testing’ and is 

strongly related to initial intentions that encourage questioning one’s understanding 

of situations and is therefore relevant to the understanding of and re-presenting of 

place by the contemporary artist.  I believe I have followed Agar’s breakdown within 

and through my own practice and the results have shaped my own decision-making 

process in responding to the complexities of place in my practice.  In what follows I 

have drawn on Agar’s structure to consider an artist whose body of work openly 

courts the vagaries of improvisation within a practice.  

Agar would clearly be thinking of how ethnographers might work during conducting 

fieldwork with groups towards understanding what is valued and what is not valued 

within their community. How the anthropologist might work with communities and 

groups seems similar to the way a number of contemporary artists operate by 

borrowing a number of techniques from anthropology.  Techniques familiar to the 

anthropologist for creating a written report share similarities in form to some 

contemporary art projects.   

Another contemporary of Tacita Dean and Jeremy Deller is Roderick Buchanan, 
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whose recent commission from the Imperial War Museum was Legacy (2012).  I cite 

Buchanan’s work here as he plays an important role in this research by providing an 

interesting response to place that explores history, geography, myth and politics.  

Through the question and answer session after his public talk at Sheffield Hallam 

University in 2010, I was able to ask Buchanan about his use of many of the 

attributes borrowed from anthropology such as fieldwork and in particular the 

dynamic of the participant/observer.  The audience was surprised by the position that 

Buchanan established between the two groups, in that he made no attempt to resolve 

issues or mend differences, he adopted a clear impartial position.  Many in the 

audience expected Buchanan to at least attempt to broker understanding.  Buchanan’s 

work left space for the audience to occupy and to questions their own expectations as 

to why they assumed the artist’s role was to broker some sort of understanding.  The 

writing I co-authored with Buchanan as a result of the invitation takes the form of 

telling a story about place, history, myth and legend.  The writing takes the original 

structure of an eighteenth century pamphlet of continuous prose.  The public lecture 

and interview with audience, along with the publication, contributed to the 

recognition that ideas surrounding place can be explored through fiction and the role 

of the artist operating outside of the galley/museum sector can still cause anxiety and 

misunderstanding.     

His response to the Troubles in Northern Ireland and their aftermath represent an 

important example as artist as ethnographer.  He spent much of his time maintaining 

open channels and recording the communication with Black Skull Corps of Fife and 

Drum and Parkhead Republican Flute Band, two of Scotland’s prominent Loyalist 

and Republican flute bands.  Again Buchanan, like Deller, extends and applies 

techniques and strategies of the ethnographer and constructs a project like Legacy, 

2006-12 that celebrates differences opposed to identifying aspects that might lead to 

resolving differences. 
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Tacita Dean’s curated group exhibition An Aside (2005) takes its title from the 

theatrical convention in which an actor addresses the audience directly without 

interrupting the flow of action on stage. The play and the other characters are 

normally oblivious to the actor’s independent dialogue with the audience and the 

play continues over the course of the aside. Dean’s An Aside was an artist-curated 

exhibition project initially conceived by Roger Malbert and instigated by the 

Hayward Gallery’s National Touring Exhibition program.  This program also 

includes group exhibitions curated by Michael Craig-Martin Drawing the Line 

(1995), Richard Wentworth’s Thinking Aloud (1998), Susan Hiller’s Dream 

Machines (2000), and Mark Wallinger’s The Russian Linesman (2009). 

Tacita Dean admits that sometimes the exhibition fits with this description and 

sometimes it doesn’t. Curated group exhibitions organized by art historians and 

curators often follow a particular theme, a chronology, a perceived nationality, or a 

restrictive understanding of medium. An Aside is also sometimes referred to as ‘the 

exhibition without an idea,’ but a more apposite description within this context 

comes from Max Andrew in a review of the exhibition for Frieze magazine: ‘An 

Aside - a hothouse of suspicion and bluff that festered with an off-key atmosphere of 

wayward anthropology.’8 Art critic Adrian Searle describes it as,  

 

 

Fig.30. Legacy, Roderick Buchanan, installation view (2012) 
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Constructed almost as a picaresque novel might be, one thing leading to 
another by way of accident, serendipity and oblique association. Dean goes 
backwards and forwards in time, from place to place, one thing leading to 
another, discovering and recovering works one would never imagine seeing 
together.9  

In a way that seems related to Agar’s four registers of breakdowns - in particular the 

‘occasioned’ that which comes up in the course of the project serendipitously and 

moves to the centre of attention and becomes its core attraction - Searle clearly 

recognizes Dean’s skill and experience, gained over time, in embracing these 

unknowns and converting them into known findings. The link between elements of 

Dean’s practice and what can be described as ‘intuitive sagacity’ will be discussed 

below in reference to the research of Daniel Liestman. 

These exhibitions, curated by high profile and influential artists as opposed to 

seasoned curators, allowed for a new approach to curatorial practice and afforded the 

artists the opportunity to experiment with alternative methods that might be closer to 

their own working methods evident in their own studio practice.  Adrian Searle 

articulates the tension between curator and artist/curator, 

All too often, group exhibitions are a bore: strangled by “relevance” and 
spurious authority, the sense that some issue or other is being dealt with, 
definitively.  These are bulwarks of the anxious curator.  Artists often 
make the best curators, firstly because they have a better feel and 
engagement with objects and images, secondly because they are 
altogether quirkier, freer, by nature more interesting – which is why they 
are artists in the first place.  They think differently and have a more 
personal stake in looking at and thinking about art. 10 

Dean draws upon the associative processes she uses in her practice to weave 

connections from one work to the next. These meandering narratives would appear to 

be concrete examples that embody the spirit of improvisation and celebrate what the 

Surrealists called ‘Objective Chance’. Unpredictable encounters, stories, 

recollections and remembrance combined with what Dean admits to be a 

‘dilettante’11 approach to the Surrealist’s preferred modus operandi, provide the 

necessary guiding principles for the exhibition and accompanying publication.  

Throughout Dean’s practice as curator and artist she attempts to develop tactics 

within her working method that remain openly receptive to the formation of 
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unexpected confluences of thought that may not be accessible to those who must 

maintain certainty in order to keep anxiety at bay.  Dean subscribes to Andre 

Breton’s understanding of the objective chance process of ‘external circumstances 

acting in response to the unspoken desires and demands of the human psyche’12. The 

artist is also wary of the fragility of this process and seeks to protect its immaterial 

existence and apprehensively relates to it as ‘explaining a dream, which invariably 

dies in the telling’.13  

Dean actively seeks out chance to a point that could be said to verge on superstition.  

Since she was seven or eight the artist felt she had an ability to find four-leaf clovers 

and has built up a collection that has been exhibited alongside her other works. 

I had always courted chance, and the ease with which I found four-leaf 
clovers made me too sure of this special relationship. When I first showed my 
collection in 1995, for the first time in my collector’s life, I became paralysed 
by an ability to find any more four-leafed clovers. It was as if I had turned the 
accidental action of finding a clover into something altogether too self-
conscious. I had played an uncomfortable game with Fortune and she had 
shunned me for my ostentation. I suddenly searched too hard and could no 
longer find.14  

Dean says in her own words that she has “shown no fidelity to the true unconscious 

process: some of my decisions have been associative, while others feel they have 

been very formally arrived at.”15  I feel that there can be significant and useful 

parallels drawn between Dean’s artistic practice and the writing of W.G. Sebald. 

Dean has made her interest and fascination with Sebald’s writing widely known16. 

There is a shared interest in apparently unrelated information combined with 

fortuitous discoveries that seem to be key components within the writer and artist’s 

work.  In conversation with Joseph Cuomo, Sebald talks about how The Rings of 

Saturn came about, 

But then as you go along, you find things. I think that’s the advantage of 
walking. It’s just one of the reasons I do that a lot. You find things by the 
wayside or you buy a brochure written by a local historian that is in a 
tiny local museum somewhere, which you would never find in London. 
And in that you find odd details, which lead you somewhere else, and so 
it’s a form of unsystematic searching, which of course for an academic is 
far from orthodoxy, because we’re meant to do things systematically. But 
I never liked doing things systematically. Not even my Ph.D. research 
was done systematically. It was always done in random, haphazard 
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fashion. 17 

In the introduction to Searching for Sebald: What I Know for Sure, Lise Patt suggests 

that; 

A wide range of post-medium artists who were laying the groundwork for a 
fictive genre in art quickly embraced Sebald’s project. Adopting a process 
mediated by the foot, captured by the lens, and fuelled by the archive, these 
visual practitioners eschew mediums bound to traditional materials, adopting 
instead concepts that reached beyond the realms of art - particularly memory, 
trauma, and loss. 18  

An artist included in An Aside, Lother Baumgarten is credited by Dean for initiating 

the structure, as well as the concept, for An Aside. Baumgarten’s work Da gefällts 

mir besser als in Westfalen (There I like it better than in Westphalia) - El Dorado 

(1968-76) consists of slides detailing the vegetation, human rubbish, and 

documentation of spontaneous sculptures made in situ from material he would find 

while walking along a stretch of the Rhine between Düsseldorf and Cologne. These 

images were displayed alongside a soundtrack based on what he imagined the 

Amazonian jungle would sound like (he had never actually been there). A common 

element between Baumgarten’s work and Dean’s curatorial approach to An Aside is 

the embodiment of the Situationists’ interest in wandering and wondering. This now-

familiar attribute to psychogeography is executed through the act of ‘derive’19 

(drifting) and seems important in conditioning the mind in order to recognize 

serendipitous discoveries leading to acts of improvisation. These are all conscious 

tactics to focus attention on qualities of experience that would normally be 

consumed; they have no presence when we are caught up in a causal world and don’t 

take time to wander. 

Baumgarten’s recollection of seeing a mysterious figure walking a dog along a 

stretch of the Rhine - a figure who later turned out to be fellow German artist 

Gerhard Richter - indirectly provided Dean with a starting point or cryptic clue 

towards suggesting another piece for the An Aside exhibition. Baumgarten suggests 

that a particular painting by Richter must surely have been inspired by the location. 

This sets Dean off on a quest to track down this painting. She fails to secure the 

Richter painting for the exhibition but in the act of tracking it down by thumbing 
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through a catalogue of Richter drawings, she comes across drawings by another 

artist, Isa Genzken (1948-).  Seeing these materials causes Dean to establish 

associations between them and Richter’s and Blinky Palermo’s dual portrait busts 

(Zwie Skulpturen fur einen Raum von Palermo, 1971). Her thoughts then relate 

Richter and Palermo’s work with Joseph Beuys’s self-portrait bust of 1947, followed 

by Marisa Mertz’s (1926-) head sculptures from the mid-to-late-1980s. This train of 

associations and connections could have gone in several directions, many of them 

potentially obvious, following the Richter painting and its possible origin. But Dean 

avoids these straightforward rational connections, and instead follows a more 

circuitous journey, adhering to the ‘dilettante’ approach to decision-making in visual 

art. It seems important here to acknowledge that the notion of the dilettante is 

referred to in a positive light as a form of wisdom - the conviction and confidence to 

comfortably ignore safe decisions in favour of riskier alternatives, or to choose 

unfamiliar and uncharted routes. 

In a certain light, An Aside represents a series of improvisations. Dean instigates the 

project; she actively seeks out the unpredictable and the non-linear in ways that 

could not have been pre-imagined given the form of the exhibition or its significance, 

suggesting a creative inventiveness of the highest order,  

“Nothing is more frightening than not knowing where you’re going, but then 
again nothing can be more satisfying than finding you’ve arrived somewhere 
without a clear idea of the route”.20  

But if, as already mentioned, improvisation seems to be in danger here of becoming a 

catch-all phrase, Michael Agar’s ideas about ethnography provide a useful 

framework for distinguishing between (but also for integrating) different forms of 

unexpected situations or findings, triggering the need for the artist to improvise. The 

occasioned breakdown within the ethnographic process might simply be those issues 

that emerge in the course of doing ethnography. Within contemporary art practices, 

however, ‘occasioned’ could be read as discoveries that naturally occur when one is 

involved in creative practices. For Agar, ‘core’ breakdowns are discoveries that 

make up the focus of the ethnographer’s final report. Core, within art practice, could 

suggest the discoveries that are evidenced within the final exhibition. The ‘derivative 

breakdown’ that Agar identifies consists of discoveries that are not significant or 
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useful within the overall account of the project, but are nevertheless worth 

mentioning. The ‘mandated’ breakdown would appear to be those discoveries that 

the project sets out to make. This breakdown could be read as the artist’s initial 

intention for the project to be undertaken. 

Dean has referred in her own words to her own practice as welcoming chance, chaos 

and contingency as her working allies. However I’d like to suggest an alternative 

reading of her practice in term of failure, serendipitous and sagacious discovery 

leading to the employment of improvisational tactics.  In a talk on Dean’s work at 

The Common Guild, Caoimhin Mac Giolla Leith also hesitates and questions Dean’s 

use of chaos within her work; he struggles to see or pinpoint active chaotic elements 

within her practice.  There are certainly breakdowns present, to use Agar’s useful 

terminology, there are departures from the artist’s initial intention and creating the 

unexpected and surprise, and the breakdown brings out interesting problems for 

attention to be resolved by the artist.  I would like to suggest that these breakdowns 

are a form of failure but, 

When failure is released from being a judgemental term, and success deemed 
overrated, the embrace of failure can become an act of bravery, of daring to 
go beyond normal practices and enter a realm of not knowing.21   

Within the process of resolution of breakdown, Agar suggests that the emergence of 

such breakdowns needs to be understood with an openness and sensitivity to its 

newness. I feel that the use of ‘serendipity’ and ‘sagacity’ fits this state better than 

Dean’s choice of the word ‘chance.’ Serendipity is typically misunderstood and used 

synonymously with chance, coincidence, luck or providence. Equally, ‘the happy 

accident,’ the discovery of things without seeking them, is also attributed to 

serendipity. However, if we consider serendipity alongside the power of ‘sagacity,’ 

we get closer to Dean’s familiar method of practice. The addition of sagacity to a 

description of Dean’s method allows for the use and incorporation of knowledge and 

experience in the recognition of unexpected breakdowns. 

 

Dean’s ability to quickly assess and process the unexpected towards a new resolution 

could be described as a combination of divergent and convergent thinking, leading to 

new improvised ends. Dean seems to present the characteristics of a divergent 
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thinker who can extract information from a variety of disciplines in order to arrive at 

a position with multiple options, a quality often seen as belonging to the more 

creative type. Dean, however, also has the well-developed presence of mind of the 

convergent thinker, who can arrive at a single correct solution to a potential problem. 

It may seem strange to think of failure as a substantial component of the work of an 

artist who has just completed the twelfth commission in the Unilever Series for the 

Turbine Hall at Tate Modern, London.  Dean was also nominated for the Turner 

Prize in 1998 and has participated in the Venice Biennale in 2003 and 2005. 

But failing and unsuccessful endeavours can be traced back through many of Dean’s 

works, in particular human failure in Disappearance at Sea (1996/97), the story of 

Donald Crowhurst and the Tiegnmouth Electron (2000), failed technology in Sound 

Mirrors (1999), and failed political ideology in Fernsehturrm (2001), are significant 

and important works for consideration. 

Failing and failure alongside error and mistakes are outcomes most would want to 

avoid, instead favouring success and achievement. In his 2010 talk at The Common 

Guild in Glasgow, Caoimhin Mac Giolla Leith introduced  the phrase 

‘Disappointment Avoidance Cultures’22 in relation to Dean’s chosen approach to 

thinking about practice, the former being a concept developed by the psychoanalyst 

Ian Craib in his 1994 book The Importance of Disappointment where there is a 

suggestion that the expectation of never failing halts a healthy identity from 

developing and flies in the face of the common culture of our time to avoid the 

trauma of failure. This work in turn was inspired by the work of economist D.E. Bell 

(1985)23 and by Graham Loomes and Robert Sugden’s ‘disappointment theory’ 

(1982,1986, 1987)24. 

The feeling of disappointment is similar to the feeling of regret and is often 

considered the same emotion, but it is in fact quite different. Someone feeling regret 

focuses on how his or her poor choice contributed to the unwanted outcome, whereas 

someone feeling disappointed at his or her failure focuses on the outcome itself: 

Disappointment is created by comparing the actual outcome with prior expectations. 

It is related to the sense of loss or gain incurred by resolution of a chosen 

alternative25  
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According to Wilco W. van Dijk (Professor of Psychology, Leiden University) and 

Marcel Zeelenberg, (Professor of Economic Psychology, Tilburg University) regret 

and disappointment following failure are the two emotions that are most closely 

linked to decision-making.26  Avoiding failure is often at the heart of many major 

decisions, as there is usually an element of uncertainty and unpredictability present. 

To fail in business, commerce, or industry typically has negative status and 

undesirable implications. However, within the realm of art, failure would appear to 

have a different register altogether. As the Head of Sculpture Studies of the Henry 

Moore Institute, Lisa Le Feuvre, suggests,  

The inevitable gap between intention and realization of an artwork makes 
failure impossible to avoid. This very condition of art making makes failure 
central to the complexities of artistic practice and its resonance with the 
surrounding world. Through failure one has the potential to stumble across 
the unexpected.27  

A more constructive concept of critically thinking about failure would be to avoid 

seeing it in terms of negative judgement, to avoid seeing its negative implications 

and to instead embrace its potential to provide an opportunity to reassess and reflect. 

Failed attempts thus become moments of growth rather than endpoints, for as Samuel 

Beckett writes, “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail 

better”28  

 

Case Studies 

In order to study the importance of unplanned encounters leading to alternative 

solutions I have created four specific studies of Tacita Dean’s practice where 

disappointing elements of failure are turned into new and potentially more interesting 

results.  By studying the practice of Dean I take the opportunity to explore whether 

or not the tripartite structure of failure, serendipity and sagacity and improvisation is 

a robust and, more importantly, a useable method.  I first identified the tripartite 

structure in my own work but to recognise it present in other practices would give 

me more confidence in its overall presence. 

The first of our case studies exploring concrete examples of the artist’s ability to 
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embrace improvisation brought about by unforeseen circumstances and chance 

events is Banewl (1999), a 63-minute, 16mm colour anamorphic29 film with optical 

sound, filmed during the total eclipse of the sun at Brunewhall Farm, St. Buryan, 

Cornwall, 11 August 1999. 

 

Dean states that she intended to make a two-hour forty-four-minute film - the same 

length of time as the total eclipse of the sun on that day. As with much of Dean’s 

practice, there is meticulous planning involved in getting ready to film the eclipse. 

But on this occasion, as the time of the eclipse grew close, the unexpected and 

unwelcomed happened: it began to rain. At the same time, one of the four cameras 

suddenly malfunctioned, which seems to have instigated a cacophony of frantic 

exchanges between camera crews and the artist.  Oblivious to the failing technology 

and quickly fading artistic concept, the animals from the immediate environment 

began to sense the brooding atmosphere of the imminent eclipse before the artist did. 

Dean recalls, 

The swallows perceive the darkness coming long before us. Suddenly they go 
crazy. Swooping and darting in all directions, and then they disappear. The 
cows start to lie down one by one across the field. The temperature drops.30  

Dean’s initial intention to film the sky in order to capture the totality was thwarted 

when the sky became overcast and adverse weather conditions set in.  The necessity 

to improvise became apparent and Dean began to direct camera crews to film what 

was happening on the ground opposed to the sky.  Inadvertently, Banwel presents the 

Fig .31 .  Banewl  by Taci ta  Dean , 	16mm colour anamorphic with optical sound, 63 minutes 

(1999)   
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viewer with a remarkable record of a place at a particular time. By not focusing the 

film on the sun as initially planned the resulting film reminds us of the deep, almost 

primordial knowledge of animals and a sense of place that is sensitive to a particular 

time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our second case study follows on directly from Dean’s desire to finally record a total 

eclipse of the sun, this time in Madagascar.  Diamond Ring (2002) is a film that has 

helped Dean formulate a philosophy that suggests being ‘born out of much 

necessity,” for “sometimes things need to go wrong in order for them to go right.’31  

Again, after detailed plans were made to capture the two-and-a-half-minute eclipse, 

in the end all didn’t go as planned. Human error this time had a say in the final 

outcome. The tripod holding the camera was knocked over at the crucial moment 

again forcing the artist to improvise within minutes of the eclipse beginning.  From 

the intention being to have the locked-off camera position trained on the total eclipse 

Dean found herself having to manually zoom in, a technique she did not prefer. The 

nature of the filming process captured the bleached corona of the eclipse, again an 

unexpected and unimaginable outcome.  

The penultimate case study is Prisoner Pair (2008).  Dean attempts to fulfil a long-

standing ambition to film pears growing in a bottle.  The artist makes an error of 

judgement, misses the harvest times and subsequently misses the opportunity to film 

pears growing in glass bottles.  This is an idea that can easily be traced back to an 

older work called How to put a boat in a bottle (1995).  The preserving of fruit in 

Fig.32. Diamond Ring, 2002 by Tacita Dean 
16 mm colour film, mute, 6 minutes (cycle of 12 films each 27 seconds) 
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bottles is a favourite pastime of German and French farmers and a particular 

specialty of the contested land of Alsace.  Having missed the opportunity to set up 

her own still-life Dean was forced to source ‘imprisoned’ pears already picked and 

preserved in alcohol, by chance one was from France and the other Alsatian.  This 

unintentional pairing brought about by simply missing the harvest provided the artist 

with a poetic and metonymic relationship that speaks of nationalism, displacement 

and containment.  The two bodies slowly ferment alongside each other and can be 

read as two territories bubbling away side by side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A final case study is worth noting here which involves the unexpected narrowing of 

the gap between a work’s initial and its final realisation.  In 2005, Dean was invited 

to make a response to the location of Cork as part of the City of Culture festival.  The 

festival organisers considered the Titanic Centre an obvious place to which Dean 

could respond - a place full of history and collective memory and imagination, a 

place where she might be interested in creating a work.  Whilst visiting sites and 

other locations, Dean unexpectedly caught site of a nuns’ graveyard. Instantly taken 

by the small site, she noticed that there was one missing gravestone - an empty 

space. This was the inspiration and catalyst for a new work that was to be called ‘The 

Last Plot’ and would chart the life and possible death of the nuns in the convent with 

the last plot in mind. 

In the time between deciding on the concept and arriving back in Cork a nun had 

Fig. 33. Prisoner Pair by Tacita Dean,16mm colour film, mute, 11 
minutes (2008) 
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passed away and had taken up the last plot and therefore made the idea and premise 

for the film potentially flawed. Dean decided to continue to film the life of the nuns 

in their slowly vanishing world, and to record their domestic chores and ritual 

activity in a one-hour film called Presentation Sisters. 

 

 

 

Through reflecting on her own practice, Dean has noted, ‘chance, chaos and 

contingency are my working allies and I have learnt to welcome the uninvited and to 

allow the unimaginable.’32  This self-reflection on the creative process invites further 

analysis of how chance discoveries and detours down blind alleys and cul-de-sacs 

alongside perceived failures of practice become seamlessly embedded and 

incorporated into the creative process.  Dean draws upon ideas and concerns from 

other disciplines, such as science, medicine and anthropology, which take into 

account the value of serendipitous discoveries and failure. This technique allows new 

opportunities to emerge in order to examine the role of improvisation in the visual art 

of Dean and others. 

Sagacity, Serendipity, and Improvisation 

In order to best understand the significance of improvisation within contemporary 

visual art practice there is a need to establish and develop a new understanding of 

how the prepared mind might use ideas of sagacity to unpack key stages leading to 

improvisation.  Agar’s notion of defining breakdowns brought about by rupturing the 

Fig.34. Presentation Sisters by Tacita Dean, 16mm colour film, mute, 11 minutes (2005) 
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expectations through potential failures between intention and realisation has been a 

key component within this research and has led to new understanding. 

The acknowledgement and understanding of how improvisation requires and 

develops the skill of sagacity - defined as the wisdom to recognize something risky, 

particularly in response to unimaginable serendipitous discoveries, is key to 

decision-making within creativity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The introduction of the word ‘serendipity’ into the English language is a relatively 

recent idea. The English novelist and politician, Horace Walpole (1717-1797), is 

credited with its coinage in 1754.  Inspired by reading The Three Princes of 

Serendip, Walpole was intrigued by the prince’s ability to make fortuitous 

discoveries by accident, to recognize through his sagacity of things that they were 

not initially looking for, 

This discovery indeed is almost of that kind which I call serendipity, a 
very expressive word, which as I have nothing better to tell you, I shall 
endeavour to explain to you: you will understand it better by the 
derivation than by the definition. I once read a silly fairy tale, called The 
Three Princes of Serendip: as their Highnesses travelled, they were 
always making discoveries, by accidents & sagacity, of things which they 
were not in quest of: for instance, one of them discovered that a mule 
blind in the right eye had travelled the same road lately, because the grass 

Fig.35 Horace Walpole by Sir Joshua Reynolds, 
National	Portrait	Gallery,	London.	(1756)	
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was eaten only on the left side, where it was worse than on the right - 
now do you understand Serendipity? One of the most remarkable 
instances of this accidental sagacity (for you must observe that no 
discovery of a thing you are looking for comes under this description)33  

 

Although Walpole is credited with the word coinage, the sociologist Robert Merton 

must be credited with the serendipity pattern and its distribution and acceptance 

across the disciplines, from the sciences to the humanities:  

The serendipity pattern refers to the fairly common experience of observing 
an unanticipated, anomalous and strategic datum which becomes the 
occasion for developing a new theory or for extending an existing theory. 
[…] The datum is, first of all, unanticipated. A research directed toward the 
test of one hypothesis yields a fortuitous by-product, an unexpected 
observation which bears upon theories not in question when the research was 
begun. Secondly, the observation is anomalous, surprising, either because it 
seems inconsistent with prevailing theory or with other established facts. In 
either case, the seeming inconsistency provokes curiosity. […] And thirdly, 
in noting that the unexpected fact must be strategic, i.e., that it must permit of 
implications which bear upon generalized theory, we are, of course, referring 
rather to what the observer brings to the datum than to the datum itself. For it 
obviously requires a theoretically sensitized observer to detect the universal 
in the particular. 34  

Our contemporary understanding of serendipity might be summed up as ‘accidental 

discovery’. Walpole’s recollection of the Three Princes of Serendip certainly speaks 

to this understanding: ‘they were always making discoveries, by accident and 

sagacity, of things they were not in quest of.’35 Merton suggests that Walpole 

realizes that this type of discovery is simply an example of inductive abilities.  I 

suggest that the catalyst leading to important discoveries might be the introduction of 

sagacity in conjunction with serendipity.   

In the Art of Scientific Investigation (1957) the pathologist William Ian Beardmore 

Beveridge (1908-2006) considers scientific breakthrough and the significant 

presence of chance coupled with sagacity and suggests that;  

They are the more remarkable when one thinks of the failures and 
frustrations usually met in research. Probably the majority of discoveries 
in biology and medicine have been come upon unexpectedly, or at least 
had an element of chance in them, especially the most important and 
revolutionary ones.36 
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To generate new thinking I used a combination of serendipity with the extended 

interviews and publications alongside the experience of residency-type opportunities.  

This tripartite approach method seemed to be accepted although the desire to employ 

elements of chance through the use of serendipity was considered to be questionable.  

My recent research into whether or not this approach is robust enough, and a useful 

term or not, has uncovered a number of other researchers considering a similar 

approach from different disciplines: law, business (M. De Rond, The Structure of 

Serendipity, University of Cambridge, 2005), sociology, natural history (K.T. 

Konecki, Grounded Theory and Serendipity: Natural History of a Research, 

Qualitative Sociology Review, Vol. IV Issue 1, 2008) and information services (A.E 

Foster & Ford, Serendipity and Information Seeking: An Empirical Study, 

Aberystwyth University, 2003).    

I have found these papers and references helpful in building confidence in 

formulating the suggestion that serendipity should to be considered as a robust 

methodological approach to inform practice. Dean used the serendipitous links to 

select the pieces for the show and created an accompanying text for piece.  Dean also 

cited the Surrealist game of objective chance, which has now created a new line of 

enquiry that might substantiate and strengthen the use of serendipity as a plausible 

method. 

When examining the role serendipity has played in scientific discoveries it is difficult 

to escape the story of Fleming’s discovery of penicillin.  It is now known that several 

scientists had noticed the inhibition of staphylococcal colonies but had treated it as a 

nuisance, and had ignored or missed its significance but Fleming made the 

connection due to his perspicacity and seized the opportunity others had let pass.37 

The importance and significance of serendipity and sagacity seems well recorded in 

the sciences. There now seems to be a new interest in how these connections might 

be harnessed in information-seeking and retrieval disciplines such as library research 

or internet development. Tacita Dean recalls visiting a lecture and being disappointed 

to hear; 

We’re never out of ideas.  We can suggest things that are interesting to 
you, based on your passions, things that you care about, where you’re 
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going, that sort of thing.  Our suggestions will be pretty good. We have 
figured out a way to generate serendipity. We actually understand now 
how we can surface things that are surprising to you, but based on things 
that you care about and what other people care about.38  

Daniel Liestman, a bibliographic specialist for the social sciences, describes the 

ability to discover connections that are not always apparent but favour the prepared 

mind as ‘intuitive sagacity’ which comes from, 

a random juxtaposition of ideas in which loose pieces of information 
frequently undergo a period of incubation in the mind and are brought 
together by the demands of some external event, such as a reference query, 
which serves as a catalyst.39    

The notion of incubation seems to fit well with percolation of an idea in the mind of 
an artist for a period, only to be activated and brought into being in the world by 
external event such as in a response to a particular context or as we have seen in 
Tacita Dean’s work ‘when things go wrong’ and triggers improvisation in order for 
them to go right. 
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‘We are struck by the fact that sites that have been lived in are filled with the 
presence of absences.  What appears designates what is no more…[and] can no 
longer be seen…. Every site is haunted by countless ghosts that lurk there in silence, 
to be ‘evoked” or not.’1 
 
Michel de Certeau, Practices of Space, 1985. 
 
 
‘Look at the sites, the façades, the defining avenues and walls, the great iron gates 
and the guardian lodges. These were chosen for more than the effect from the inside 
out….They were chosen , also…for the other effect, from the outside looking in: a 
visible stamp of power, of displayed wealth and command: a social disproportion 
which was meant to impress and overawe.’2 
 
Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, 1973. 
 

‘pilgrimage is premised on the idea that the sacred is not entirely immaterial, but that 
there is a geography of spiritual power. Pilgrimage walks a delicate line between the 
spiritual and the material in its emphasis on the story and its setting.’3 
 
Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking, 2000. 
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In this chapter I discuss the ideas and thinking behind the response to an artist-in- 

residence opportunity and the telling of the journey in connection to a particular 

context and situation.  The story begins with a serendipitous discovery of the 

mistaken provenance of the naked wrestling scene from Ken Russell’s film, Women 

in Love (1957) and my attempt to represent the scene in an unfamiliar manner behind 

a closed door at Bretton Hall Estate.  The endeavour to convey the strangely 

uncomfortable but nevertheless compelling attraction to an iconic piece of British 

film-making was not intended to spoil a myth but set out to explore the idea that 

place is a social construct. The hospitality extended to me during the short residency 

was greatly appreciated and my response was an attempt to celebrate the importance 

of friendship and the complex and often conflicting challenges between guest and 

host. 

I also take the opportunity of discussing a prequel to that story with another related 

story of a remembered visit through the fifteenth century Japanese artist-monk   

Sesshū Tōyō’s stroll-garden, Jōei-ji temple garden in Yamaguchi, Japan.  In a co-

authored publication with Gavin Morrison (Co-Director of Atopia Projects) and 

Kiyoshi Okutsu (Professor of Aesthetics, Yamaguchi University, Japan) we explore 

and compare the experience of visiting a stroll garden with its distant European 

cousin, the pleasure garden.  This project started life as a pilgrimage and developed 

into a joint research project and settled as both a publication and video installation 

called Loop (2003). 

 

This collaborative writing project represents an extension of my studio-practice at 

the time where I wanted to bring together writing about a particular place from three 

different voices with three different histories or specialist knowledge.  The 

experience of visiting Jōei-ji temple garden in Yamaguchi was familiar to all three 

contributors, as was the Patrick Geddes conference By Leaves we live, held in 

Yamaguchi in 2004.  During the conference, I collaborated with Masayuki Yasuhara 

(Professor of Musicology, Aichi Prefectural University of Fine Arts and Music in 

Nagoya, Japan) where he played experimental music using a theremin whilst my 

piece Loop was screened in the background. (No images exist of the performance). 
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A Period Drama (2012/13) 

The cultural geographer and philosopher David Harvey suggests that, 

‘those who reside in a place (or who hold the fixed assets in place) become 
acutely aware that they are in competition with other places for highly mobile 
capital. Places therefore differentiate themselves from other places and 

Fig.37. Loop by Andrew Sneddon A 6.25minute DVD projection, 
dimensions vary (2003) 

Fig. 36. Andrew Sneddon, Kiyoshi Okutsu, Gavin Morrison, The Slender 
Margin between the Real and the Unreal. Ed. Dr Sharon Kivland, London, 
Artwords Press (2007) 
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become more competitive, perhaps antagonistic and exclusionary with 
respect to each other in order to capture or retain capital investment.’4  

 

The proposed artwork, A Period Drama (2012/13), sets out to explore how a 

powerful and memorable sense of place can be created by the re-editing and 

installation of a film-sequence and its choice of location.  For instance, Trainspotting 

(1996), directed by Danny Boyle, was set in Edinburgh, the drug capital of Europe in 

the 90s but was predominantly filmed on locations in Glasgow.  Nevertheless the 

film has developed an urban mythology and a proud, almost cult, following in 

Edinburgh. Women in Love (1969) directed by the late Ken Russell attracts special 

attention as the famous naked wrestling scene was wrongly attributed to have been 

shot on location at Bretton Hall, now home to Yorkshire Sculpture Park (YSP), but 

was filmed at Elvaston Castle in Derbyshire.  

 

 

It was during an artist-in-residence project at YSP in 2009 that I unexpectedly came 

across this fact. I created and proposed a site-specific artwork to be shown within the 

grounds at Bretton Hall but unfortunately was denied the opportunity by the YSP 

curators. My proposed project had upset the commonly held belief that the famous 

wrestling scene had been filmed at Bretton Hall, a belief that had been ferociously 

protected and cultivated for some forty years and had formed much of the historical 

narrative and mythology of Bretton Hall. 

Fig, 38. Bretton Hall, within the grounds of 
Yorkshire Sculpture Park, England, UK. 

Fig, 39. Elvaston Castle, on the outskirts of 
Derby, England, UK. 
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Artists have long been interested and influenced in cinema, in particular, its temporal 

and relational processes seem to shape and construct an experience of place. My 

paper is informed by a rethinking of place within both social geography and art 

practice, which gives rise to an understanding of place as a mutable concept.  W. 

Charles Pilley for the weekly periodical, John Bull, wrote in 1921 of D. H. 

Lawrence’s novel Women in Love (1920),   

I do not claim to be a literary critic, but I know dirt when I smell it, and here 
is dirt in heaps - festering, putrid heaps which smell to high heaven.5 

 

The novel, as well as the film adaptation directed by Ken Russell nearly 40 years 

later, attracted much publicity over its sexual subject matter at the time and today. 

The film still continues to generate much discussion among those who have studied 

both film and book.  The film portrays social, political and class struggles in the 

early 1900s England. It also addresses and analyses repressed sexual tensions and 

taboos of the Edwardian period.  This section doesn’t allow for an in-depth analysis 

of all these concerns but instead focuses on the historical legacy of a particular scene 

within Ken Russell’s film adaptation of D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love (1969), 

starring Oliver Reed, Alan Bate, Glenda Jackson, and Jennie Linden.  

At the time of its release,  

Women in Love was seen as ‘racy’ and tested the limits of decency set by the British 

Board of Film Censors.  A year or so later Russell was to direct The Devils (1971) 

again an adaptation, this time of Aldous Huxley’s 1952 book The Devils of Loudun. 

By comparison the later film was much more controversial due to its combination of 

religious themes and imagery combined with violent and sexual content. One scene 

in particular from Women in Love still courts much debate today, a scene allegedly 

filmed on location at Bretton Hall, the grand Hall designed in part by the Victorian 

architect George Basevi (1794–1845) which is located in what are now the grounds 

of Yorkshire Sculpture Park.  As artist-in-residence at YSP in the summer of 2009 I 

was enthusiastically informed, with certitude, that the famous wrestling scene 

between Oliver Reed and Alan Bates was filmed on the site, whilst being directed to 
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a marble fireplace called the Basevi Fireplace.  After watching the film and studying 

the infamous scene it was clear that the two fireplace designs did not match. 

Unfortunately the location of the filming was wrongly attributed. It would appear 

that the story told by tour guides and stakeholders at YSP would appear to have been 

wrongly attributed for over forty years. The scene’s rich luxurious surroundings of 

heavy curtains, marble and gold-leaf detail and architecture is in the Victorian Gothic 

Revival style while, in comparison, the architectural details of Bretton Hall are 

clearly more subdued and restrained.  The reception of the scene’s new provenance 

was met at first by YSP staff and stakeholders as disbelief and then with much 

disappointment. The strong reaction to this news prompted me to question why this 

scene should be so important and valued. 

 

 

The reception I received as artist-in-residence and ‘messenger’ of bad news disturbed 

the hospitality and dynamic of the relationship between host and guest in the normal 

friendship of an artist-in-residency project.  The resulting artwork and its journey 

reflect upon the power of place-making (true or false) and the making of a response 

to this particular context and situation. It is also my intension to share the 

discoveries, reasoning, and resolutions of a response to the residency experience 

within the context of a situated practice.   

My initial inspiration for the eight-week residency in the summer of 2009 was to 

make reference to the relation of the contemporary settings of the grounds with the 

historical context of the Estate and rolling countryside.  The opportunity of time and 

Fig.40. Still from Women in Love (1969) Fig.41. Image of ‘Basevi’ fireplace at 
Bretton Hall within the grounds of 
Yorkshire Sculpture Park (2009) 
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space to think about this context was a huge attraction as ideas came and went but 

what stayed constant was the desire to respond in some way to the immediate 

environment.  A belief in John Latham’s idea, indeed the Artist Placement Group’s, 

(APG) mantra, that ‘context is half the work’ was a difficult proposition to ignore, 

particularly in the realms of a residency.6 

The residency came shortly after I had completed a co-authored publication with 

Kiyoshi Okutsu and Gavin Morrision, in which we considered Chikamatsu 

Monazaemon (1653–1724) remark that ‘art is something which lies in the slender 

margin between the real and the unreal’.7 Chikamatsu Monazaemon was referring to 

the need for eminent Kabuki actors to imitate real characters in favour of fictitious 

characters. The book borrows Chikamatsu’s statement in order to explore the 

connection between the representation of raw nature or wilderness and that of 

idealised nature or nature improved.  The additional context of the residency, taking 

place at the same time as the exhibition of the work by Isamu Noguchi, made the 

opportunity more relevant.  There seemed a strong link between some of the sources, 

references and ideas generated by the book and the context of the Yorkshire 

Sculpture Park and the Bretton Estate.  

My contribution for the publication was the middle chapter, Theatres of Deception, 

where I concentrated on the perception of looking and ‘taking in of a view’ citing 

Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (1962), John Urry’s The Tourist 

Gaze (1990) and Horace Walpole’s On Modern Gardening (1771). I focused on how 

we experience a particular place and I recalled a memory from a period where I lived 

in Italy in the early 1990s, 

I recall an encounter with an American tourist whilst visiting the Sistine 
Chapel in Rome. He entered the chapel with everyone else, and for the entire 
duration of the time he spent in the chapel he did not once remove the 
camcorder from his eye. His monocular vision would be the only memory of 
the experience. It occurred to me that his sensory connection to the space 
would only be experienced via ‘playback’, to be viewed away from the 
location, at another time in another place.8 

As I walked around the grounds with groundsmen and tour guides, people who had 

an intimate knowledge of the estate, the clues and markers of the estate’s 

archaeology and history became visible and the trained eyes of those around me 
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identified elements that I had overlooked or misunderstood. I was interested in 

producing a response which would appear initially incongruous to its setting but 

which might, through its lifetime, become adopted by its context. This new insight 

into the history of the place became key in providing a site-specific and poetic 

response to the residency.  

Walking through the Estate and making notes and sketches informed the early 

understanding and experience of the place. There is a short passage in Patience 

(After Sebald): A walk through The Rings of Saturn (Grant Gee, 2010) where the 

British travel writer, Robert Macfarlane makes the distinction that ‘walking is like 

recovery to the British whereas walking is like discovery to Americans’.  Initially, I 

felt that he solely meant recovery as healing in terms of walking in terms of 

recuperation but now I also read this statement as recovery as recalling, bring or call 

to mind the awakening of an idea.  This notion of recovery as retrieving was further 

developed through discussions with the Estate’s in-house archivist, Leonard Bartle, 

who generously provided valuable historical research material that I followed up by 

site visits to Bretton Hall and Elvaston Castle.  On entering the Wentworth Room on 

the ground floor of Bretton Hall you are immediately informed of its role as the 

backdrop to films infamous naked wrestling scene between Oliver Reed and Alan 

Bates in front of a roaring fire which was supposedly filmed in this room. A small 

printed notice next to the left-hand side of the Basevi fireplace confirms this. 

Through further research this iconic scene that was discovered to have been filmed 

on location at Elvaston Castle near Derby, not Bretton Hall. This mistaken 

identification sparked my interest in how a place can encapsulate memories.   

I am reminded of James Joyce’s note in the margins of his manuscript of Ulysses,  

‘Places remember events’.9 I have often wondered how this act of transference of 

memory from spaces to individual works, how buildings, rooms, spaces absorb 

events into their very fabric only to release a sense of these events at a later date. The 

observation made by Joyce has always seemed to me to be a truism as certain places 

can resonate feelings of past occupations or actions. I suppose we only need to think 

of the classic ghost story set in an old haunted house to understand Joyce’s thinking.  

But how can a memory of a non-existent event be felt by so many for so long 
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without being discovered to be untrue? 

Many may not be familiar with the entire film, which portrays the intimate and 

emotional relationship between four main characters: two sisters, Gudron and Ursula 

Brangwen, played by Glenda Jackson and Jennie Linden respectively, Gerald Crich, 

played by Oliver Reed, and Alan Bates as Rupert Birkin.  However, many seem 

aware of the naked wrestling scene between Oliver Reed and Alan Bates.  Both book 

and film are widely regarded as addressing the dynamics of intense and repressed 

personal relationships and the development of difficult and at time destructive 

friendships; they also address social relationships, sexual tension, and intrigue of a 

stifling Edwardian society. Both D. H. Lawrence and Ken Russell seem to be 

actively probing and testing the boundaries and value systems of the 1920s and late 

1960s, which are explored in the constantly altering relationship between characters 

and is also articulated between differing gendered roles in society at these times. 

The backdrop of a roaring fire and flickering light combined with clever editing 

appear to owe much to the scene’s success in seeping into our psyche or memory 

banks.  The cultural geographer and philosopher David Harvey suggests,  

Place, in whatever guise, is like space and time, a social construct. This is the 
baseline proposition from which I start.  The only interesting question that 
can then be asked is: by what social process(es) is place constructed?10 

With a preliminary idea in mind, that of a connection to a place through a mistaken 

social construct I began to study this particular scene from the film and also at the 

same time I started considering possible sites where I might screen the film or re-

edited fragments, or a variety of still images incorporating the real site and the 

alleged site. This was fascinating and brought up new approaches and possibilities 

for considering a response to place and a possible outcome to the residency.   

After carefully studying the scene in some depth, identifying the different camera 

angles, audience viewpoints, and editing sequences in relation to the audio track and 

dialogue I was attracted to the first section where the two actors are wrestling in front 

of the fire. I believed by identifying this selection I was respecting the original 

stimuli of the fireplace that became important in identifying the correct location.  The 

scene chosen has the fireplace in a central position. I had decided to edit out all other 
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camera shots but to retain the audio track, which is predominantly huffing, puffing 

and groaning with minimal dialogue.  When the screen had no image visible the 

sound was still present.  There were only five or six scenes lasting three or four 

seconds each with the remaining sequence reduced to black.  The minimal amount of 

time containing action became an issue and an alternative option had to be found.  

The lack of visual information rendered the viewing experience poor and there was a 

fear that an audience would not engage with the piece. 

In closely studying the entire scene I became conscious of feeling uncomfortable 

watching two naked men wrestling in front of an open fire. This led me to question 

why I, like so many other viewers, should feel so uncomfortable.  Or is it something 

to do with Russell's fascination and taste for depicting the darkness of sexual power 

throughout the film. Women in Love was not only the first feature film to show full-

frontal male nudity but it also depicted two naked men engaged in an act that is 

deeply homoerotic and also unsettlingly aggressive. It may seem tame by today’s 

standards but was considered shocking forty years ago. 

For me, however, in watching segments of the film repeatedly and as a whole, it 

seems that more importantly it is about relationships and the complexity of 

friendship.  In a 1971 interview about the film Alan Bates says,  

I think people are immediately drawn to try and understand themselves 
through the sensual. He seems to be able to touch on things that most people 
are perhaps obsessed with, or at least concerned with. And those fundamental 
basic relationships are explored through the film and in Lawrence’s writing 
between men and women, between women and women, and between men 
and men: he understands them all.11 
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Please visit this link to Vimeo, with the password KenRussell 

https://vimeo.com/243088000    

Fig. 42. Period Drama, Andrew Sneddon 2013 (still).First re-edit of Ken Russell’s Women in 
Love, 1969. 

Fig. 43. Period Drama, Andrew Sneddon 2013 (still) Second re-edit of Ken Russell’s Women in 
Love (1969) 
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After a period of reflection, I refocused my attention on the second section of the 

scene in which the two principal male actors are engaged in a very close embrace 

that in many ways can make the viewer even more uncomfortable. This allowed the 

focus to move away from the fireplace as being the central motif in the thinking 

behind the re-edit and to concentrate more directly on engaging with an audience.  I 

felt a strangely voyeuristic feeling whilst studying the footage; this can be further 

demonstrated in an anecdote or to borrow Tacita Dean’s preference for An Aside. 

While studying the scene at home, timing and making notes on the editing, I was 

oblivious to my thirteen-year old son looking over my shoulder. He innocently asked 

‘What you doing?’, saw what was on screen and instantly shouted to his mother 

“Dad’s watching naked men”, at which point I could feel the colour drain from my 

face as I struggled to construct a defence. 

The final edit is a repeated and looped section of the scene with an out-of-sync 

sequence of audio track.  If the piece were to be revisited a number of times by a 

viewer, s/he would probably revisit a different visual with a different accompanying 

audio track.  By singling out this particular section the final edit now allows for a 

monocular vision of the work to be experienced by the audience that strengthens and 

refers to a subjective voyeuristic experience.  

In order to capture the uneasiness and the voyeuristic aspects of the scene I felt that 

the display of the re-edited sequence should be carefully considered in both contexts 

of the film and the Estate.  The intention would be to use a storage cupboard in the 

Camellia House.  The installation of the audio/visual piece inside a cupboard would 

allow the work to be experienced first by hearing it and hopefully this might 

encourage an audience to track the sound back to the door.  Hopefully, upon reaching 

the door viewers will be inquisitive enough to peer through the existing hole for the 

absent handle, thus adopting a peeping Tom stance and effectively embracing the 

voyeuristic monocular viewpoint.  The stance and audience participation envisioned 

would be similar to Marcel Duchamp’s permanent installation from 1969 of Etant 

Donnés which is held in the Philadelphia Museum of Art where the 

audience/spectators are encouraged to peer through a hole in a door through into a 

strangely sensual place that has attracted a variety of diverse scholarly activity.  
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Residencies and commissions can be incredibly influential for artists and while they 

may often provide eureka-type moments, they are seldom without strings attached.  

They are contractual between host institution or organisation and individual or 

group; sometimes the contract is formally written down and signed or it may simply 

be a tacit understanding between both parties.  There is, however, a common 

agreement that the invited guest’s role in this contract is to deliver and the host’s role 

is to facilitate, and neither can uphold their part of the bargain without the assistance 

of the other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 44.  Marcel Duchamp’s permanent installation from 1969 of Etant Donnés in the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, USA. 

Fig.45, Detail from the door in the Camellia House at Bretton Hall. The 
hole in the door would be modified to encourage audiences to engage 
with the video and sound installation. 
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Fig.46. The Camellia House at Bretton Hall withn the grounds of Yorkshire Sculpture 
Park, South Yorkshire and intended location/site for Period Drama, a short re-edit of 
the naked wrestling scene in Ken Russell’s 1969 film Women in Love staring Alan 
Bates and Oliver Reed. Not realised. 
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The residency at YSP followed a conventional path that involved research and 

experiments through a series of trials and errors.  Much of the research borrowed 

thinking about place not unfamiliar to the realms of geography, anthropology or 

cultural studies by way of fieldwork and interpretation of images.  On reflection, this 

methodology – or a variation of it – of borrowing from other disciplines in a pseudo-

scientific fashion is a common practice adopted by artists and accepted by host 

organisations. As Miwon Kwon suggests, that this approach can ‘easily become 

extensions of the museum’s own self-promotional apparatus, while the artist 

becomes a commodity with a special purchase on ‘criticality’12 Artists can 

sometimes find themselves in a tricky position between honouring a contract and 

working with an organisation. As the art critic and professor of art theory, Isabelle 

Graw (1962-) notes, ‘the result can be an absurd situation in which the 

commissioning institution (the museum or gallery) turns to an artist as a person who 

has the legitimacy to point out the contradictions and irregularities of which they 

disapprove’.13  

Locations or sites referred to in cinema and television can have a notable impact on 

popularity and tourism, and can generate significant revenue. For example, The 

Duchess, filmed on location at Chatsworth House and Kedleston Hall in 2008, or The 

Da Vinci Code, from 2006, featuring Rosslyn Chapel, have brought great financial 

revenue to the local communities through increased tourism, to name only a couple. 

These locations and many others have seen an increase in tourism and have added to 

a growing industry, particularly popular for foreign tourists and tour operators 

catering to the growing ‘tea and wee’ demographic. 

There is a clear difference in identity and status between Bretton Hall and Elvaston 

Castle. Bretton Hall is surrounded by Yorkshire Sculpture Park and benefits from a 

steady stream of international and national visitors with a strong and distinctively 

recognisable identity by regularly hosting exhibitions by internationally acclaimed 

artists. Between March 2007 and January 2008, Andy Goldsworthy returned to YSP 

for the largest exhibition ever curated at the Park, so popular was the public interest 

in the exhibition that it caused tailbacks north and south on the M1 motorway. 
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Richard Sennett suggests that some ‘places are full of time’ and brim with 

‘cosmopolitan opportunity’14 such as Bretton Hall and YSP.  Whereas some places 

exhibit a ‘drudgery of place’ where time seems fixed and unchanged. Such places 

remain heavy with time. Some places are thus left behind in the ‘slow lane’ as with 

Elvaston Castle which is run-down, forgotten, lacking a marketable identity and the 

wherewithal to compete with other places for lucrative mobile capital.  The cultural 

geographer Kevin Robins suggests that there is a desperate need for places to create 

strong identities if they wish to survive. 

The driving imperative is to salvage centred, bounded and coherent identities - 
place identities for placeless times. This may take the form of the resuscitated 
patriotism and jingoism that we are now seeing in a resurgent Little 
Englandism. Alternatively…it may take a more progressive form in the 
cultivation of local and regional identities or in the project to construct a 
continental European identity.15 
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Conclusion 
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“Research in which the professional and/or creative practices of art…play an 
instrumental part in an inquiry.”1 

AHRC, Research Review, Practice –Led Research in Art, Design and Architecture, 
2007 

 

Artistic research means that the artist produces an art work and researches the 
creative process, thus adding to the accumulation of knowledge.2 

Mika Hannula, et al., Artistic Research: theories, methods and practices, 2005. 
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This research programme developed from a desire to explore my relationship to the 

notion of place, and the confusion of meaning in the concept of place with regard to 

the artwork between its point of origination and final destination that has 

underpinned my practice throughout.  I have identified and established key signifiers 

along the path of this research that have had a significant impact on my own practice.  

These signifiers have helped shape and challenge both my practice and this thesis. I 

have also delineated a genealogy for myself in the tradition of situated-practice 

where the notion of a studio becomes simply a space in time with permeable 

boundaries allowing ideas to breath. 

 
I have referenced films and literature that have formed and continue to shape my 

approach to working with a diverse range of media appropriate to the context and 

situation of a given place or opportunity. I have also used the research programme to 

test ideas and theories within the context of artist-in-residence opportunities, 

contributions to conference papers and written projects extending the correlation 

between theory and practice.  In the course of the PhD I have, as a practitioner, been 

concerned with the form of the practice echoing or complementing the content of the 

thesis.  I have found the writing of the thesis and academic papers to be a discrete 

practice in itself that has allowed me test new ideas and to arrive not at the end but at 

new starting points.  In my practice I have detected a significant move away from an 

over-reliance upon pictorial images towards a paired down response to situation and 

context with a more developed lightness of touch. 

I have drawn upon David Harvey’s work that argues place is a social construct, 

particularly visible within a now familiar ‘space, time compression’ scenario of late 

capitalism.  A sense of displacement, not being rooted in a place and placelessness as 

articulated by Edward Relph is combined with Edward Casey’s phenomenological 

belief in the process of embodied experience of being in the world is unfortunately 

becoming easier to detect. 

In Patrick Keiller’s practice and trilogy of London (1994), Robinson in Space (1997) 

and Robinson in Ruin (2010) I took the opportunity to balance this position by 

studying Grant Gee’s documentary film Patience (After Sebald): A walk through the 
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Rings of Saturn (2010) that charts the work of W.G. Sebald and offers a more 

balanced and positive register to that of Keiller.  

I have drawn the reader’s attention to my own work-in-progress called Ghost where 

the economics of a place are inscribed in the place as well as experienced by walking 

through the place, and which will culminate in a short film and site-specific installed 

sculpture. 

I have explored and developed a methodological approach during the PhD 

programme that incorporates failure, serendipity and sagacity leading to 

improvisation.  I have conducted a close reading of particular works by Tacita Dean 

that have been able to echo these observations of method with response to place and 

become a driver behind this form of decision-making. 

I have analysed my own practice with the emergence of ideas revealed and work 

made within the research. Particular attention has been given to the development of 

how ideas have been advanced by testing responses to context and situation with 

regard to notions of place and the displacement of the art object. Approaching 

projects or opportunities with John Latham’s mantra of ‘context is half the work’ and 

‘the open brief’ has at time felt like a high-risk strategy but with un-imaginable 

outcomes and discoveries both conceptual and practical. 
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Notes on Conclusion
                                            
1 AHRC, Research Review, Practice –Led Research in Art, Design and Architecture, 
2007. http Notes on Conclusion 
://arts.brighton.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/43065/Practice-
Led_Review_Nov07.pdf (Last Accessed 22/08/2017) 
2 Mika Hannula, et al., Artistic Research: theories, methods and practices, 
Helsinki/Gothenburg, Academy of Fine Arts/ Art Monit, 2005, p.5. 
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