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Revealing |dentity:
Projection Art and the
Image of " Public" Space

MICHAEL E. GAMBLE

Georgia Institute of Technology

Beneath the fabricating and universal writing of tech-
nology, opaque and stubborn placesremain. Therevo-
Iutions of history, economic mutations, demographic
mixtureslieinlayerswithinit, and remain there, hidden
incustoms, ritesand spatial practices...This place, on
itssurface, seemstobeacollage. Inreaity, initsdepth
it is ubiquitous. A piling up of heterogeneous places.
Each one, like a deteriorating page of abook, refers to
adifferent mode of territorial unity, of socioeconomic
distribution, of political conflictsand identifying sym-
bolism.

- Michele de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

Originating with the neo-avant garde practices of critical
affirmative action on art and itsinstitutions, attacks on art as
themyth of abourgeois culture, and theinfiltration of muse-
ums as public spectacle, arigorous questioning of the larger
public realm through public art installations dramatically
challenged thelong standing rel ations between art and viewer.
Against the dogma of the autonomous universal subject of
modernism, and theabsences, exclusionsand incompleteness
rendered by such ideologies, a dow shift towards art as
"social" and embedded in social activity set into debate the
dilemma of site specificity. Evident in the early work of
Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, Michael Asher, and Richard
Serra, for example, the relationship between the viewer,
artwork and the place inhabited by both reinvigorated the
realm of perceptual experience. The emphasison place and
perception wasthusacontrolled attempt toinclude theviewer
and theinstitution of artin the subject of the work. Nolonger
considered autonomous, theframeof themuseum/gallery and
the viewer of the work became inseparable components of
any larger meaning. Withinthisnew order, theidentity of the
artistasaspecialized, independent 'producer' shifted towards
adisappearance of theauthor and theanalyzation of theforces
and relations of artistic production. More recently other
artistshavereacted to thisproblemthrough interventionsinto
public space, most notably BarbaraKruger, Dara Birnbaum,
and Jenny Holzer. However their work is more often

associated with the exploration, subversion or negation of
visual and verbal stereotypes, or the masculine model of
subjectivity. Outside of theinstitutional frameof thegallery,
theseartist appropriatethesiteof massmedia: from billboards
to matchbook covers, the anonymous spaces of authority as
encountered by a distracted public. The interrogation and
transgression of any seemingly impenetrable boundary was
the great success of these practices. While Holzer would
comment that by 1982 the investigation of the apparatus the
artist is threaded through seemed to be finished, artistic
practiceswereshifting towardsanother significant challenge.

Inoppositiontothegeneral practiceof " contextualization™
or more recent surreptitious attempts at surveillance and
control of public space, a critical public art was proposed
which addressed aspectsof everyday existencein urban space
and attempted to expose the orthodox languages of political,
social and economic domination. Thesesitespecific analyses
of ethnicity, class structure, institutional and environmental
presence were precisely calculated attempts to interrogate
and divest the hidden ideological meaning embedded in and
bel ow thesurface of metropolitan buildingsand public spaces.
If one can state that buildingsand public spaces are physical
manifestations of institutions of power, and also the spatia
medium for the continuous and simultaneoussymbolicrepro-
duction of certain political aims, then thisworking definition
of "critical public art" iscloselyassociated with the devel op-
ment of identity and subjectivity through engagement with
political debate in public space.> Today, this definitionis
groundedin thetransformation of culturefromwithin through
various manifestations of mass media, design and education,
in order to raise consciousness (or critical unconsciousness)
regarding the urban experience. And within the context of
thisconference one might arguethat public political debateis
thebirthrightand thearguably the very essence of democracy.

While there were numerous essays published in the early
tomid 1980’s, one of thefirst comprehensive discussions of
critical public art and space occurred in the spring of 1987,
recorded in Discussions in Contemporary Culture,® which
was positioned in contrast to Art in Public Places® published
by the NEA approximately six years prior. The NEA charac-
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Fig. 1. K. Wodiczko "Homeess Projection 2," Boston. 1986-1987.
1984-1985.

terized public art problematically as act an of private self
expression, with the personal sensibilities of the artist pre-
sented in such a way that encouraged widespread public
empathy.” In thisrespect, theimplementation of public art
in public spacestended to address a homogeneous public and
biased a certain search for harmony. As demonstrated by
many different criticsof theNEA program, theclose associa-
tion of the " Public Art Movement" with redevelopment and
special capital interest failed to recognize therift between the
differentiation of subjectivity, the various striations of social
classandidentity, and the very essenceof public and private.
The " constructed" appearance of harmony concealed thereal
problems embedded the public realm. The NEA "Move-
ment" tended to guard the autonomy of art, isolating artistic

endeavors from critical public issues through an imposed
filtered practice on the public domain. Against homogeniza-
tion of public space, this critical public art was considered
controversial, usually against the “chamber of commerce”
mentality, and concerned with issues of political activity and
"publicness," in opposition to the bureaucratic aesthetic form
of public legitimation, which alluded impotently to theidea
of public art asa socia practice.

Soinrelating thisdebate to the space of thecity, how isone
to react to the presence of a diverse public, public art and
public space already in "place"? Krzysztof Wodiczko's
"Projections” exist as brief yet subversive appropriations of
public monuments and public buildings, providing an inter-
esting scaffolding for the discussion of some of the problems
raised by theoretical investigations into questions of public
space.® Through the manipulation of seemingly banal images
of massmedia, Wodiczko attempts to interrogate theexisting
spaces of the Metropolis, coaxing into public scrutiny mul-
tipleand sustained questions.  Inessence, "art" in the hands
of Wodiczko becomes a rhetorical tool, designed to work
directly 'in' the world. The very basisfor projectionsis a
registered asa critical detachment from the NEA definition.
Throughan examinationand analysis of theexisting structure
and space of the public domain, Wodiczko raises the foll ow-
ing questions: ""How can aesthetic practice in the built envi-
ronment contribute to acritical discourse between the inhab-
itants themselves and the environment? How can aesthetic
practice make existing symbolic structures respond to con-
temporary events? How can we as individuals gain access to
thecity?"' Today public monumentsare purchased and cleaned
up or adopted by the corporate world and the reality of place
and meaning is removed from the sight of the public. Artist
and thepublicat large areresponsiblefor making senseof our
monuments and public space and in this respect it must be
possible to invest the body of the city with new meaning,
different than the original meaning or the subversive mean-
ings inscribed in the walls and spaces of the city. Public
discourse of this type must occur at the site of ideological
domination."' Woaodiczko conceives of critical artistic prac-
tice as a resistance to and exposure of dominant political
power.

Regarding the ""Homeless Projection 2” on the Soldiers
and Sailors Memorial, in Boston, 1986-1987, Wodiczko
posits: “State architecture appears solid, symbolically rooted
in a sacred historic ground while real-estate architecture
developsfreely, appropriating, destroying, redevel oping, etc.
A monstrous evicting agency, this architecture imposes the
bodies of the homeless onto the bodies of the structures and
sculptures of state architecture, especially in those ideologi-
cal graveyards of heroic "history" usualy located in down-
town areas.”® The column isinverted by the projection, and
to the everyday user of the space the monument is reinvigo-
rated with meaning - the unsettling realization of dominance,
exclusion and exploitation of the homeless. The projections,
whichencompassall sidesof thecolumn, addressthecircum-
ference of the space around the monument. The column,
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Fig. 2. K. Wodiczko, "South Africa House, Trafdgar Square,”
London 1985.

classically associated with the body, isrevealed asacomplex
sign of first and second order signifiers. In its first-order
reading, it indeed signifies amemory the soldiersand sailors
of the Civil War. But the projected images of the condo-
minium development, the scaffolding and the name of the
development authority increaseand distort the weight of the

column - the shaft becomes clumsy, imbalanced, the base
over articulated thecapital nolonger readable. Theshopping
cart of belongings and orange bag full of cans symbolize the
basic elements of domesticity and commerce - "house,"
"vehicle" and "income" are forced to the periphery by the
"weight" of thenew development. Multiplereadingsemerge,
decoding the" public" quality of social space.

What do urban monuments supposedly represent over
time. How long doesthe memory and function attached toa
monument actually exist? Wodiczko turnsto public edifices
and monuments as a means to invoke history and counteract
the contemporary spectacle. The projection as an event
addresses the space subversively. The projection in time
becomes a memory. The absence of what is or was repre-
sented is registered as a significant event in the life of the
space. For example, the swastika inconspicuously projected
on thefront of the South African House at Trafalgar Square
in London 1985 was a defiant act of solidarity executed
surreptitiously during a projection on Nelson's Column. "In
London, a year and a haf after | did the South African
Embassy projection, it waslisted in apopul armagazineasone
of the most important events of 1985. | was encouraged to
learn that even ashort-lived (in thiscasetwo hours) individual
act, if exercised against a strategic urban site at a precise
moment, can carveitself into the memory of thecity." °* An
occurrence, absence and ultimate memory today that stands
asoneof themost significant eventsin the history of thespace
before the embassy.

Between these more extreme actions, it must be pos-
sibleto think in front of the monuments about contem-
porary issues; totake them asmoral, political partners.
It should be possible to invest their bodies with new
meanings. When no new meaning is projected onto
monuments they become like graveyards or decora-
tions. Without our efforts to create a dialogue with
them they become irrelevant. In this time of great
outrageous urban development, architects, artists, ac-
tivists and researchers, whoever is interested in the
struggle for public life, should collaborate to rescue a
critical relation to the environment.'

This"critical relation™ may be understood in two distinct
ways. Thecase of the Homeless Projection 2, may be read
asare-incryption of meaning onto the monument, arecogni-
tion of theformsof suppression of exterior, existential activi-
ties in the area by capitalist forces, while the Embassy
projection exposed the political agendathrough arevelation
of the activities inside the building and the manifestation of
the building asasymbol of such power. These projects react
to theidea of auniversa subject, but defining this space of
heterogeneity and the terms of its reception by the public
remains elusive.

While Wodiczko's projections may be considered exten-
sions of the institutional critiques of the 1970’s, they are
arguably moreclosely aligned with Henri Lefebvre,!* Michel
de Certeau and the Situationist'? desires to establish acritical
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Fig. 3. K. Wodiczko, " Soldiers and Sailors Memoarid Arch Grand
Armmy Plaza," Brooklyn, New York. 1985.

dialogue with State and Rea Estate architecture. In fact,
Wodiczko's posits that the Situationist avant garde practice,
while utopian in some of its methodological aims, still func-
tions to scaffold a critical evaluation of urban life. The
practiceof inhabiting social, concrete spaceasopposed tothe
mental, abstract space of ideology aredistinguished asopera
tionsthat contest the retreat of thedirectly lived intotherealm
of representation. The acts of resistance of the everyday
person, which open multiple spaces of interpretation in the
light of prescribed imaginary resolutions of subjectivity,
coincide with de Certeau's interest in understanding the
"practices" of everyday people. So, in turn, to explicate
Wodiczko'salignment with such procedures, areading of his
projectionswith respect tode Certeau's Practice of Everyday
Life" specifically "makingdo," "' strategy" and"'tactics" raises
somecompelling questionsregarding subjectivity, reception,
and appropriation of the projectionsby the publicat large. In
approaching the question of reception, what is the ordinary
man to "'make" or "'do" Wodiczko's projections?

Toattempt to 'enrich this powerful,dynamic art gallery
(thecity publicdomain) with ‘artistic art” collections or
commissions-all in the name of the public- isto deco-
rate thecity with a pseudocreativity irrelevant to urban
spaceand experience alike; itisalsotocontaminate this
space and experience with the most pretentious and
patronizing bureaucratic-aesthetic environmental pol-
lution!*

Thefunction of "' making do" defined by de Certeau can be
described asexercising theright to be part of theconstruction
of society, toassert onessocial rightsintheface of ideological
control, to disrupt the flow of the everyday. By using the
productsimposed by adominant economic/political order for
the users own needs, the idea of " powerlessness” in the face
of the dominant order ischallenged. " The 'making' in ques-
tion isa production, a poesis — but a hidden one becauseitis
scattered over areas defined and occupied by systems of
production —e.g., television, urban devel opment, commerce,

etc. and because the steadily increasing expansion of these
systems no longer leaves " consumers” any place in which
they can indicate what they make or do with the products of
these systems.”'* Theconsumer activity of consumption is, to
deCerteau, deviousbecause it does not manifest itself through
its own products, but rather through ways of using the
productsimposed by thedominant social order. Thepower of
"making do" lies in procedures of consumption.

To alesser degree, asimilar ambiguity creepsinto our
society through the use made by the ‘common people

of the culture disseminated and imposed by the 'elites

producing thelanguage. .. The presenceand circul ation
of arepresentation (taught by preachers,educators, and
populizers as the key to socioeconomic advancement)
tells us nothing about what it isfor its users. We must
first analyzeit's manipulation by users who are not its
makers. Only then can we gauge the difference or
similarity between the production of theimage and the
secondary production hidden in the process of its utili-
zation.'

De Certeau's investigation is concerned with this differ-
ence-linguistically theconstruction of individual sentences
with an established vocabulary and syntax."* " Pushed totheir
ideal limits, these procedures and ruses of consumers com-
pose the network of an antidiscipline” whichin essenceisthe
subject of de Certeau's book. This investigation of the
broader cultural field further seeks to define and situate the
types of operations characterizingconsumptionin theframe-
work of an economy, and to discern in these practices of
appropriation indexes of the creativity that flourishes at the
very point where practice ceases to have its own language.
Thus "the marginality of the majority isno longer limited to
fringe groups, but is rather massive and pervasive; this
cultural activity of the non-producers of culture, an activity
that isunsigned, unreadable, and unsymbolized, remains one
of the only ones possible for all those who nevertheless buy
and pay for the showy products through which aproductivist
economy articulates itself. Marginality has become univer-
sal. A marginal group has now become a silent majority." '
But thisis not to say that this" universality" ishomogeneous.
On the contrary, the appropriation and reuse of products by
different strata of society, the average "citizen" or the
"homeless" lead to very different critical positions. Typi-
cally, the more inferior ones position is perceived to be with
relation to the power structure, the more deviant the depl oy-
ment. Thisdifferentiation leads to what de Certeau definesas
apolemological ** analysisof culture, displacingand control-
ling the superior force.

Political, economic and scientific rationality to de Certeau
isthuscharacterized as" strategy." Strategies refer toregimes
of place, ""the calculus of force relationships which become
possible when a subject of will and power (a proprietor, an
enterprise, acity . .) can beisolated from an environment."
These strategies conceal beneath objective calculations their
connection with the power that sustains them from within the
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stronghold of its own " proper" place or institution. This
"proper" isdefined asthe occupation of spaceand the produc-
tion of place by a dominant political power through the
capitalization and control of time, amastery of placesthrough
sight — "'panoptic procedures," and the power to transform
history through the power of knowledge, i.e., the power to
provide ones self with one's own place (military or scientific
strategies).?® Strategic operations and the domain of the
proper al belong to theconstructed realm of thefictive. Tode
Certeau, abstract space is" strategic" space.

The represented (homogeneous) city, to de Certeau is
defined by athreefold operation: production of its own space
through therepressionof all elementsthat would compromise
it; the substitution of a" no when," which replaces thetactics
of users and reproduces the opacities of history everywhere;
and the creation of auniversal and autonomoussubject which
isthecity itself. Thelaw of the ' proper* rulesin the place,
This totalitarian space seeks to eliminate any "local author-
ity" through a programmed attack on the superstition on the
practice. But, by paradox, the discourse that makes people
believeistheonethat takesaway what it urgesthemtobelieve
in, or never delivers what it promises — this "fictive'" con-
struction isin various states of decay.

In de Certeau's model, as the represented/concept city
decays, one can analyze the practices which correspond
(retaliate) to the procedures that falsely construct the space.
In fact, in order to analyze the singular and plural practices
which an urbanistic system supposedly administers or sup-
presses, but have outlived it's decay, one can follow the
swarming activity of these procedures that far from being
regulated or eliminated by panoptic administration, have
reinforced themselves in a "proliferating illegitimacy"? as
spatial practices that secretly structure the determining con-
ditions of social life.

The trgjectory of the unrecognized producer/practitioner
""formunforeseeabl e sentences, partly unreadable pathsacross
thespace' and " trace out theruses of other interestand desires
that are neither determined nor captured by the systemsin
which they develop." # These trajectories must be understood
as "tactical," a mode of action determined by not having a
place of ones own, independent of any "proper spatial or
institutional localization." Insinuating itself into the other's
place, fragmentarily,without taking it over initsentirety, itis
away of operating available to people displaced or excluded
as "other" - the "weak." While tactics have no base, are
placeless and atemporal, it does not imply a dystopian state,
orconditionofplacel essness. Constantly manipulatingevents
in order to turn them into opportunities, combining heteroge-
neous elementsinto abrief victoriesof timeand practice over
space, tactical procedures foster a"vigilantly making use of
the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveil-
lance of the proprietary powers, poaching them and creating
surprises — a guileful ruse.”® This atemporality is a casual
time, time which appears as the darkness that causes an
"accident" and a lacunain production. It is alapse in the
system and itsdiabolic adversary. It iswhat historiography is

supposed toexorcizeby substituting for theseincongruities of
the "'other” the "transparent organicity of a scientific intelli-
gibility.”?* Inshort these tacticsarethe" art of the weak” and
lend a political dimension to everyday practices. Space isa
practiced place.

Of these practices, urban spatial practices are valued for
the strategy of the analysis which trace theintricate forms of
the operations proper to the recomposition of aspace. How-
ever " othered" or “weak” peoplewho must resort tooperating
tactically in the city, are not necessarily able to exist
autonomously.Tactility isa parasite to strategy, only allow-
ing those marginalized insight into the actions against spe-
cificregimesof place. Marginalized individual s can never be
treated wholistically.”® But exactly how do the projections
work with regards to thismodel of " practice," "' strategy"* and
"tactic"'?

Itistruethat the projections possesacertain atemporality,
and "insinuate” into to the space without taking it over inits
entirety. One could argue that indeed the projections also
make useof thedominant power, harnessing the very technol-
ogy that power structures use to construct the space. In
essence aconflict of image against imageto reveal thehidden
operations. The place of strategic rationalization is brought
into view and a fissure or break is revealed through the
seemingly tactical maneuvers set forth by Wodiczko. It is
through the injection of new information, material that has
been repressed or expelledin order to maintain thesanctity of
the space, that new threshholdsare created in theideological
containment of thespace. Thebody of the space, monument
and audience, become the privileged site of the inscription
of meaning. Moreclosely connected to specific events, reac-
tions to certain situations that need to revealed to a larger
public, the Projections create an interference with daily
reception and interaction with public space. But are the
projections to be understood astactical maneuvers within the
city? Not necessarily, for as powerful as the projectionsare
at revealing the hidden ideologiesthey are staged asan event
in place and time (in some instances, repeated). In most
instances, permission to project is first granted by the "au-
thorities™ which control thespace. However, asevidenced by
the South African Embassy House projection, the most strik-
ing projections are the ones that overpower and subvert the
political structure surreptitiously. If the projections cannot
be defined as pure tactical responses, how do the projections
really address the person who traversesaspace of projection?

Many of theprojectionscan becharacterizedas" inbetween"'
- mediating between the "tactical" and "strategic." And in
this "'inbetweenness" it is perhaps possible to argue that the
strategies that Wodiczko seeks to expose somehow infiltrate
the projections. And yet this" inbetweenness™ to de Certeau
isa"naturally" occurringcomponent tospatial practices. The
relation then of the projections to the ambiguity of
inbetweenness can be determined to function in two specific
ways.

First, Wodiczko's projections are not to be perceived as
tactical, but a process that may lead towards the desire for



372

CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY

tactical maneuvering intheevery day — "makingdo" inthat
one can ascertain that the projections function to sustain
conflict. Thevery notion of a Democracy isgrounded in the
capacity for any individual to engagein debate with political
ideals and structures. In challenging the understanding of
what constitutes " Public Art,” conflict is supported as an
integral component democratic process, and undoubtedly
Wodiczko's projections become the site of debate about
democracy, particularly the affiliation with economy, social
issues and capitalism. Second, the projections permit the
public amethod of deconstructing the myth of autonomous
images’® by making visually concrete theimplicit ideology of
the building or monument. In essence to "Expose the great
fantasy of asocial body constituted by the universality of the
wills."** Indeed the function of the projections areintimately
related tothe art of the weak" described by de Certeau in that
they function to first elevate ones awarenessof the situation
of existence in the metropolis in very general ways. The
projectionsincitethepublic toreassesstheir situation through
adidactic operation that brings under intense scrutiny the
ideal of a homogeneous public domain.

There are indeed other questions raised by the work.?
Does Wodiczko assume the role of the public intellectual,
speaking on behalf of the someone else, theapathetic public?
Could his presence on thesite of debate asan implementer of
open discussion be perceived in itself asrepresenting contra-
ideology. The presence of the public intellectual has the
potential totaint thereception by alarger public. Theproblem
of "real for whom™ must be addressed. Do these projections
attempt to somehow address and reconcile the deep com-
plexities of a public? In further addressing the question of
reception, do the projections address abroader heterogeneous
public? Which image, which public? However, Wodiczkois
considered an exampleof acritical model for thereintegration
of artintosocial life. Returning to BarbaraKruger and Jenny
Holzer's work, issues of exclusion and dominance fall under
ageneral heading of gender and cannot be removed from the
subject of the work . This is the primary message. But
Wodiczko's work seems to address a much larger audience,
attempting to ' break the trance" or "incite" towards recogni-
tion and action that " Something is damaged. . ..”?

Anunderlyingtonein thisessay, as put forth by Wodiczko
and de Certeau relates to a necessary temporality®® in critical
public art installations. What is substantial, what is coveted
and depended upon and what endures across generations is
often no longer expressed or communicated by the same
statements and symbols. The temporality in Wodiczko's
work is by no means an absence of commitment to the
intensification and enrichment of a diverse public. As we
have seen, this necessarily holds true for the rapid flux of
political positioningaswell asadiversepublic. AsdeCerteau
demonstrates, the fleeting temporality of tactical responses
enrich through exposure the slippages and concealments of
dominant political, economic and socia ideologies. As
strategic place evolves, so must tactical maneuvers and the
practices of making space.

Asde Certeau suggests, the inability to believe in change
occurs as strategic bodies seek to produce belief artificially
through political and commercial marketing and fabricating
their own simulacra of credibility, a rationalization that
excludesother belief systemsas superstition if they do not fit
into a prescribed agenda. By addressing the problem of the
existing image of the city through public monuments,
Wodiczko pushes against the envelop of dominant ideolo-
gies. If thisaction must function silently, subversively, and
anachronistically against the simulacra and constructed fic-
tion of political citations, then Wodiczko must be respected
for understanding the right to pursue the difference for a
greater understanding of what constitutes the essence of
demacracy, the rights of the public, and the public space of
existence.
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say that buildings and spaces do not produce subjectivity, can
Wodiczko's model function? How doesthe issue of site speci-
ficity function in these projections? KW_What about the privi-
leged view and the problem of consent? Is there an image/
element of violencein these projections? Isthere a provocation
or incitement to violence? Theimageisaweapon of violence,
adevicefor attack, coercion, incitement or more subtle disloca-
tions of public space.

Quoted in Alisa Maxwell, "Poetics of Authority:Krzysztof
Wodiczko," exh. catalog. (Adelaide: Gallery of the South Aus-
tralian College of Advanced Education, 1982).
See'Temporality inPublic Art" in Critical Issuesin Public Art:
Content, Content and Controversy, (New York: Harper Collins,
1992).



