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‘There is no hope for logic. If you try to come up with a logical reason then you might as well 
forget it, because it doesn’t deal with any kind of nameable, measurable situation.’ –Robert 
Smithson  
 
 

Because of the subjective nature of how site is defined there is no one prescriptive way 
to map it. However within the current history of site-specific art, and within my own experience 
with site, there are some commonalities upon which to base a discourse.  

 

 
 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude  
Surrounded Islands, Biscayne Bay, Greater Miami, 

Florida, 1980-83  

 

In his book The practice of Everyday Living, Michel de Certeau states that ‘space is a practiced place. Thus the street 
geometrically defined by urban planning is transformed into a space by walkers.’ In this same way, if we transfer that to a site, 
our creation of a work of art in it is transforming it into a space. However, we are defining the space on our own terms. 
Mapping a site then, is the act and product of making decisions on how to interact with or define a space. We can look at the 
space in different frames which will define it for us however the site does not exist as a ‘permanent knowable whole.’ (Peter 
Eisenman) Therefore to map a site we are, through various processes, framing it in a context to define it. 

 
‘Even in so far as the Non-Site casts the very idea of work over a specific site then it threatens to efface precisely that 

unbounded sate Smithson seeks to map.’ (Site-Specific Art: Performance, Place and Documentation By: Nick Kaye, p. 93)  
 

In order to examine a site without trying to predict our findings, it would be helpful to place our relationship to space 
into a historical context. Instead of then binding the site to its particular use today, or locking it in our understanding of our 
relationship to the particular site today, we are able to identify these constraints and break out of them, challenging the 
viewer’s perception of the space.  

 
When looking at Robert Smithson’s site specific masterpiece Spiral Jetty I am struck by how simple the concept and 

design really is. Smithson was interested in “ancient, pre-historic land art” such as “mounds” (Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Shana 
Gallagher-Lindsay, Smarthistory.) In seeing the success of this project and the reaction to it, my conception of space was 
altered. The art community had such a strong reaction to a concept that was thousands of years old. This brings me to question 
our current relationships to space (our assumptions of its uses) and the forces that have formed them. For example, how 
communities and cities form as the result of social, economic and geographical circumstances. “The location, in reading, of an 
image, object, or event, its positioning in relation to political, aesthetic, geographical, institutional, or other discourses, all 
inform what ‘it’ can be said to be.” (Kaye, p. 1) Taking this into account, we are able to examine the site from many different 
perspectives. In placing the processes which shape our perception of site every day into a greater historical context we are able 
to objectively identify them, thereby freeing ourselves of the restrictions of assumed functions of space.  

By looking at site-specific works of art on a grand and massive scale- such as those of artists Christo and Jeanne-
Claude- our relationship to space is altered. In Surrounded Islands, Greater Miami is transformed into a canvas, or perhaps more 
accurately, a gallery. (The same principle can be applied to site-specific theatre where the action takes place on a massive 
scale.) This alien project transforms the aesthetics of a place in a form which makes the viewing impossible to escape. Site-
specific art challenges our perception of what is around us. In this way, we must decide how to frame our understanding and 
reception of site in order to map it.  
 

Perhaps the very act of mapping begins with recalling ‘a particular kind of encounter, a certain perceptual exposure.’ 
Returning from the site the artist ‘who is physically engulfed tries to give evidence of this experience through a limited 
(mapped) revision of the original unbounded state.’ (Smithson, Kaye p. 93) In returning to the rehearsal room we then go on to 
‘limit’ our experience of site. Whether it is through the frame of responding to the community within a site, the architecture, 
the landscape, the politics, the history, aesthetics, atmospheres, will rely on the intentions of each individual (artist or theatre 
company.) Since we are seeing the site within a number of different frames, each mapping of a site is infinitely variable. 


