
permanent statements – a form of public echo, cov-
ered up by layers of other statements and fading with 
the passage of time. In the growing urban spaces of 
the Palestinian cities and camps, there is noticeably 
little graffiti in comparison to earlier years. In fact, 
art students wishing to create interventions in the 
street contemplate gaining permission from the mu-
nicipality or attempt to secretly create inscriptions. 

Thinking through the question of public art in Pal-
estine, I would argue that it necessitates a consid-
eration of the methods in which the public reclaims 
space through gestures, in which meaning of space is 
both temporarily transformed, and the way in which 
space is utilised as an articulation of identity that 
challenges the order of things. In that regard, can we 
consider demonstrations as creative interventions? 
Strategies employed for the display of identity have 
continued to be creative. The power of occupying 
space displays the understanding of the importance 
of the physical space and its occupation as an articu-
lation of identity, and a tool in challenging authori-
ties. The use of public space has played a central role 
in resistance strategies of Palestinians. In the First In-
tifada, demonstrators would wear the colours of the 
banned Palestinian flag, and even walk with water-
melons (which contain all colours of the flag). Their 
intimate knowledge of passageways and streets in 
the camps and old cities enabled them to move ag-
ilely through the spaces during confrontations with 
soldiers. Mass gatherings and demonstrations would 
march while stone-throwers were organised; groups 
would protest, fall back, and regroup after injuries. 
It is important to take into consideration the multi-
ple uses of public space by Palestinians in relation to 
considering art interventions today as public space 

has been and continues to be used creatively for ar-
ticulations of identity by communities.

Under occupation, particularly during the 1970s and 
1980s, manifestations of Palestinian identity were 
met with serious reprisals. It is now almost a for-
gotten fact that the display of the flag or its colours 
were banned by the Israeli military authorities; art 
exhibitions and theatre plays all had to receive per-
mits and were subject to censorship; artists, w riters, 
and political activists were regularly imprisoned for 
their work. Manifestation of national identity was 
part of an occupation resistance strategy by Pales-
tinians, both in the interior and those in Diaspora, 
and were important methods for binding and articu-
lating community. Under occupation, the military 
were present in their outposts and during patrols 
on the streets, as is still the case in East Jerusalem. 
Looking back to this context of the First Intifada 
and the stringent rules during the early 1980s with 
the absence of art spaces, galleries, museums, etc., 
this meant that artists would hold their exhibitions 
in schools and local community halls. Temporary ex-
hibitions would move from place to place, as artists 
themselves moved their works. These years are now 
recalled with nostalgia by an older generation of art-
ists, who assert a close affinity with the public and 
their engagement with the work. Sliman Mansour, 
known for his iconic imagery of the Palestinian peo-
ple, says of that time “Art was not for art sake but for 
giving them pride in their culture.” 

These temporal exhibitions were mainly organised 
by a collective called The League of Palestinian Art-
ists. Their focus was not on the works of individual 
artists but the collective. Thus, temporary inter-

figure 4

Sliman Mansour, “Camel of Hardships”, 
Oil on Canvas, 1974. Photo courtesy of artist

ventions into the public space by artists were a key 
strategy in ensuring that their work was seen. Sig-
nificantly, the first gallery that was opened, Gallery 
79, in Al Bireh, Ramallah, was swiftly closed down 
by occupation forces, and became an underground 
space for artists during the 1980s. Access and the cir-
culation of art was a key concern, and works were 
reproduced on postcards and in posters, enabling 
the general public to purchase and own the imagery 
– hence, art works could be found in homes and of-
fices, probably one of the most famous being “The 
Camel of Hardships” by Sliman Mansour (figure 4).

City spaces 
The establishment of the Palestinian National Au-
thority, and the increasing expansion of the NGO 
sector working in culture and the arts, has had an 
impact on public art and public art interventions. In 
the areas of PA control, Palestinian identity was no 
longer contested. While Jerusalem increasingly be-
came an isolated centre that remained under military 
occupation, various art initiatives have taken place 
over the years initiated by institutions, the PA min-
istries, municipalities, and individual artists in which 
a diversity of public art practices by Palestinians can 
be observed. 

In 2007, the Al Mamal Foundation for Contempo-
rary Art began what was to become an annual event, 
The Jerusalem Show. The uniqueness of the event 
spreads across the old city of Jerusalem in a range 
of locations each year, from community centres, 
hospices, shops, streets, as well as to locations not 
often open to the public, like old library buildings 
and bath houses. The exhibitions regularly com-
bine international and local artists under a curatorial 
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theme, which have included: “Outside the Gates of 
Heaven” (2007), “The Jerusalem Syndrome” (2009), 
“Exhaustion” (2010), “Language On/Off” (2011).

A central part of the exhibition is the tour within the 
city and the movement across the city space from lo-
cation to location. Works are placed in non-tradition-
al art spaces, and are often site-specific installations. 
The exhibition itself allows for the re-exploration of 
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the city space and collective experience of viewing 
the works. In the context of a city under occupation, 
the annual event is a way of temporarily re-occupy-
ing and transforming the meaning of the spaces. Dis-
playing works in the street and public spaces is more 
complicated than areas under Palestinian Authority 
control, and the organisation is often confronted 
with difficulties, but it is easier within Palestinian in-
stitutions. Performances in public space are also held 
as part of each exhibition. 

From the exhibition in 2008, Nida Sinnokrot insert-
ed a series of blue lights in the cracks and crevices of 
the old city wall. This minimalist intervention can 
be understood as an important act of re-appropria-
tion and an opportunity to venture through the city 
space, re-reading the space, through the discovery 
of these minimalist interventions. The work needs 
to be understood in the context of the tension within 
the city walls and the political focus on Jerusalem, 
in which Israel employs specific policies aimed at 
the transfer of the Arab population from the city, 
its isolation from the West Bank and Gaza, and the 
transformation of the old city into an exclusively 
religious site for worshippers and tourists, thereby 
slowly erasing the multiplicity of everyday life in 
the city. Jawad al Malhi explored the histories of the 
Hamam al Ein bath house, which is no longer in use, 
and which was next to the Hamam Al Sharif. The 
bath house was traditionally used by bridegrooms 
to bathe before their wedding night. Al Malhi con-
ducted interviews with elderly men, many of whom 
cannot reach the hamam. In their accounts, the men 
explore the memories of community, the space of 
the body, the hamam, and their rite of passage. The 
sound installation in 2008 created layers of memo-

ries in the space, with which the audience interacted 
via their movements as they triggered different nar-
ratives of the past, accompanied by isolated dripping 
taps. The work suggested the lost communal space 
within the city walls. Emily Jacir “Untitled” (servees) 
created a sound installation at Damascus Gate, but 
it was swiftly removed by the Israeli authorities and 
re-installed at a nearby café. Working with servees 
drivers, Jacir recorded the place names of destina-
tions, for which there was a transport network from 
Damascus Gate in Jerusalem, with cities as far away 
as Damascus and Ramleh. The work highlighted the 
severance and dislocation of Jerusalem and “recalls 
the once fluid space – of movement, connection and 
exchange, and attempts to make visible the fractures 
and interactions of everyday life within the disinte-
grating urban landscape.”5 Both Jacir and Al Malhi’s 
works served to re-inscribe the past into the city 
space through the auditory. 

The loss of history through the daily transformation 
of the city under political policies that aim to erase 
the Palestinian peoples places these abovementioned 
works and the initiative of The Jerusalem Show in sharp 
relief. The importance of narratives and oral testi-
monies becomes pivotal in holding on to memories 
of city, and “the practice of everyday life” that took 
place in this city. The transformation of the physi-
cal space and the confiscation of property slowly 
erase memories and the knowledge of how this was 
a vibrant cultural and social hub. Oral narratives be-
come one of the few forms (as so many archives are 
dispersed and fragmented) available to Palestinians 
to hold on to the identity of the city.

The Art and Ethnographic Museum at Birzeit Uni-

versity initiated a series of exhibitions in 2010 called 
The Cities Exhibition, starting with Ramallah in 2010. 
In 2011, the city of Nablus was the chosen city in the 
exhibition entitled Between Ebal and Gerzim, in which 
the event was taken to the city space itself. In a simi-
lar form to that of The Jerusalem Show, the works were 
distributed across the city, in baths, old houses, a 
flour mill, the municipal library, old soap factories 
(where they produced olive oil, which the city was 
famous for), and the site of the old train station. All 
works explored the theme of the city and its history. 
The curatorial statement suggests that the exhibi-
tion is an “endeavour to respond to the city’s contem-
porary challenges through reconnecting the current 
contemporary social practices with the historicity of 
the geography and its collective memory.”6 Curators 
Yazid Anani and Vera Tamari suggest that as a result, 
the isolation “has caused a change in the value sys-
tem; a disconnection from the landscape, the corro-
sion of heritage and the social isolation of cities from 
each other.”7 The trail through the city was a key as-
pect of the exhibition, as well as engagement with 
its rich architectural history. 

Samira Badran’s intervention in the Onion Market 
was a series of shades, in which cut patterns drawn 
from the rich Islamic heritage of the city created 
light and shadow on the market space. (figure 5) Bea-
trice Catanzaro’s work at the municipal library drew 
attention to collections of prisoners’ books, which 
included 8,000 books read by Palestinian prisoners 
between 1972 and 1985. Catanzaro spent a year con-
ducting interviews with the prisoners’ librarian in 
an exploration of its organisation and the important 
social history of libraries in prison. The architects 
Iyad Issa and Sahar Qawasmi created a site-specific 

installation and performance work in a pickle facto-
ry that was the site of the railway station, revisiting 
the lost history of the railway networks in Palestine, 
whereby the audience purchased tickets for travel 
and listened for the announcement of trains and the 
stations. Video projections created a virtual arrival 
and departure in which the audience was left stand-
ing on the platform, as Raja Shedadeh articulates: 

More than one hundred years ago, the Ottomans built a vast 
train network throughout the Middle East, first connecting 
Jaffa and Jerusalem and eventually linking the main cities 
of the Arab Middle East Amman, Basra, Beirut, Cairo, 
Damascus, Jerusalem and Medinato Istanbul. Construc-
tion on the Nablus-Jerusalem segment was interrupted by the 
outbreak of World War I, and the Nablus train station was 
largely destroyed during the Arab-Israeli war of 1948. Today, 
no train crosses the borders of our tiny territory. The only 
Green Line we know does not connect the capitals of the Mid-
dle East; it divides them.8

While two examples discussed above are of ex-
hibitions initiated by NGOs and universities and 
funded through international and local donors, the 
Palestinian Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 
with the Jericho municipality and the International 
Academy of Art, Palestine, created a series of pub-
lic works in celebration of 10,000 years of the city 
of Jericho. The project involved Palestinian artists 
creating works that celebrated a range of sites and 
locations, with the intention of bringing art into 
the city space of Jericho. The Ministry of Culture 
in 1999 commissioned artists to undertake a series of 
murals across the space of the city and its new rec-
reational park to create public works. In 2005 the 
Ministry of Culture also initiated an International 
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figure 5

Public Intervention by Samira Badran, Onion 
Market, Nablus, 2011. Photo courtesy of artist
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Official representation
The discussion presented above focussed on the 
question of public art amidst the constructions of 
occupation and the interventions and initiatives 
taken by Palestinians in such a context. With the 
establishment of the Palestinian National Author-
ity, parts of the West Bank and Gaza Strip were 
handed over to Palestinian control. With Palestin-
ian identity no longer in contestation, and national 
and cultural identity finally recognised, what have 
been the identifiable public works by the Palestin-
ian Authority? Significantly, it has been the work 
of different municipal councils that have worked on 
the creation of public art works and, as suggested, 
various initiatives by different ministries, although 
no clear strategic direction in relation to art in pub-
lic spaces is identifiable. Perhaps the most apparent 
are the memorials to Palestinians who have died in 
the Second Intifada, sieges of the cities, and Israeli 
military incursions. (figure 6) There are memorials 
at the entrances to camps at roadsides and across 
the urban spaces. These memorials, often carved in 
stone, show inscriptions to the dead and are adorned 
with flowers. At the entrance at several camps across 
the West Bank and Jerusalem, one will find a small 
gated garden memorial, cornered off from the chaos 
of everyday life and the continually transforming 
space of the camps  – a space for remembrance. A 
recurrent image is the carved image of the map of 
Palestine. These popular memorials have been insti-
gated by political parties and municipalities and they 
provide narratives of loss across the landscape in the 
aftermath of the Second Intifada. On a larger scale, 
a major mausoleum to the late President Yasser Ara-
fat is one of the main public monuments constructed 
in Palestine on the grounds of the presidential com-

pound and is the site of annual remembrance for the 
late president and a tourist stop for visitors. The cu-
bic form recalls Islamic architecture, and its inscrip-
tion sits on a tranquil pond. It is one of the few in 
public spaces in Ramallah that has water. As part of 
Ramallah’s urban planning, numerous commemora-
tive roundabouts are in their vision for the city in this 
new century. 

One of the official murals stands less than 500 metres 
from the Presidential Compound entrance on Irsal 
Street in Ramallah. It was created by the artist Jamal 
Afgani and his assistants. The work, entitled “Mural 
of Life”, celebrates the role of Palestinian women in 
society in their roles as strugglers, captives, labour-
ers, and mothers. The mural celebrates traditional 
roles of women – as valorised in national discourse – 
and its sculptured forms are in expressionist style 
cast in relief. At the unveiling ceremony, Prime 
Minister Salam Fayyad stressed the importance of 
women’s roles in education, in particular their nur-
turing of the new generations. Future planned mu-
rals also include one dedicated to the declaration of 

Artists Workshop in the village of Jifna for the crea-
tion of public art works. It brought together artists 
from across the West Bank, Jerusalem, and interna-
tional practitioners. While many artists worked in 
stone carvings, creating works which the Ministry 
of Culture would later distribute to various loca-
tions, other artists chose to create more temporary 
works that addressed the specificity of place. The 
workshop highlighted divergent methodologies of 
Palestinian artists and notions of works for public 

spaces. One of the major difficulties these projects/
initiatives faced regarded the question of preserva-
tion of the works. Projects now have these issues 
built into their concepts. However, vandalism and 
general wear and tear affect the works, thus the Jeri-
cho murals have faded and worn away, and elements 
of other abovementioned projects have deteriorated 
and been destroyed. Like many public art works all 
over the world, the same problems are occurring in 
the areas under Palestinians Authority control.

figure 6

Memorial Garden at the entrance of Qalandia 
Refugee Camp. Photo: Tina Sherwell
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human rights, and another to the poetry of the late 
Mahmoud Darwish. One of the difficulties of public 
art in the Palestinian Authority areas is the history 
of the sites and property, which are often private 
property or religious endowments. Hence the actual 
availability of public space is considerably limited. 
Khaled Hourani created an ongoing public work for 
Jerusalem Arab City of Culture, in 2009, in which 
milestones were placed in selected locations that 
mark the exact distance from the chosen site to Jeru-
salem. The project enables people all over the world 
to acquire a milestone. In so doing, Hourani created 
a radius around Jerusalem pinpointing the distance 
and severance of Palestinians from the city and its 
symbolic location in people’s imaginations. 

Significantly, as the Palestinian Authority works to 
make Ramallah its representational capital, young 
artists are creating temporal and performative in-
terventions in the city space that are often aimed at 
challenging status quo ideas in society. Dima Hou-
rani undertook a project of covering up all the bill-
boards and street signs in the main streets in Ram-
allah to draw attention to the visual bombardment 
that the everyday passer-by experiences from the 
plethora of signage, pointing to the increasing com-
mercialism and consumerism in the city. (figure 7)  
Salam Safadi also worked with billboards, exploring 
a notion of the modern day Christ figure hanging on 
road signs that refer to historic spaces and locations 
in an unreachable landscape, while re-inscribing this 
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Dima Hourani, “Untitled”, still from public
intervention, 2009. Photo courtesy of artist

figure 8

Razan Ekramawy, “Scare Crow” (still from 
video 9’’), Jerusalem, 2011. Photo courtesy of artist

history into the visual field of the city. Noor Abed 
has explored conceptions of women in works that 
allows the public to draw on the white dress she is 
wearing. She has also walked through centre of the 
city in a wedding dress with a gigantic trail, which 
is inevitably stepped on by the public as she chal-
lenges the notion of a bride. In Jerusalem, Razan 
Ekramawy positioned herself as a scarecrow on the 
rooftop of an Arab house in a gesture of protecting 
the site whose neighbouring building was occupied 
by settlers, (figure 8) only to find that settlers came to 
mimic her actions. Bisan Abu Eisheh chalks the walls 
in Jerusalem with instigative comments in an interac-

tive work that invites the public to write on the wall 
in response to his comments. It is evident, therefore, 
that Palestinian artists are increasingly moving out 
of institutional spaces and conceiving their works in 
the public space for the general public.

The discussion above highlights the transforma-
tion and diversity of creative approaches in relation 
to public space, as evidenced in the practices of the 
Palestinian community during its recent history and 
in relation to a legacy of occupation, in which differ-
ent interventions have articulated and brought to the 
foreground the social memory of Palestinians. 	
	

166/167



BEIRUT

R a m a l l a h  b y  Ti   n a  S h e r w e l l
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aRTI STIC  U RBAN 
RESEARCH: 
Thinking the city / Acting the city

by Mirene Arsanios 

Beirut is a territorial city. The civil war was territo-
rial – through the Green Line, it divided East Bei-
rut from West Beirut. The city’s post-war politics 
also unfolds territorially – since the official end of 
the civil war (1990), Lebanon has been subject to a 
series of political crises due to the opposition of its 
two main parties, each of which exerts its power in 
specific areas of the city1. Beirut magnifies the way 
in which public space is not neutral or disinterested. 
In fact, because there is no centralised political 
authority, power materialises in unpredictable ways 
and fluctuates in the day-to-day practices within the 
city’s urban space. One never knows what the city 
holds for its citizens.

How to work and reflect – or simply live – in a city 
that inexorably defies all attempts to grasp its urban, 
political, and military workings? In such a dense 
assemblage, what space is left to occupy, appropri-
ate, and re-imagine? What space remains that is not 
subject to the sectarian and tribal workings of Leba-
nese politics? Such questions are not equivalent to 
the demand for a public (neutral and disinterested) 
space for all, but rather they question the existence 
and possible creation of spaces that are not strictly 
territorial. Can art play a role in creating these 
spaces? 

The direct post-civil war period of the early 1990s 
allowed for a vision of the future. The city’s recon-
struction was not yet irreversible, and citizens felt 
they could have a say in that very process. It was a 
period, in fact, where sentiments about the city and 
its public spaces were strongly debated. Solidere, the 
private company that took over the reconstruction 
of Beirut Central District and privatised what was 
formerly the commercial and social heart of the city, 
was the target of vehement critiques from architects 
and urban planners from all walks. Although the 
signs of a city falling prey to a neo-liberalist agenda 
could be sensed, things were still contentious and 
thus not irrevocably closed off. 

In 1995, Ashkal Alwan2, the Lebanese Association 
for Plastic Arts, now one of the main institutions for 
contemporary art in Beirut, launched the Sanayeh 
Garden Project3, a temporary exhibition inviting more 
than 30 artists to present their works in the garden. 
Most works were sculptures commenting on the 
relation between nature and the city, such as Flavia 
Codsi’s butterfly installed in reed structure, mechan-
ically manoeuvred to reach out to the passer-by. The 
garden became a symbolic and idyllic enclave where 
artists could reconfigure, under their own terms, 
their relation to a recent history of violence. Besides 
a few critical exceptions, such as Ziad Abillama, 
who refused to participate with the production of an 
artwork, and Walid Sadek, whose piece alluded to 
an execution that once occurred in the garden, most 
works did not critically challenge the idea of pub-
lic space in a post-war society. However, the event 
was well-attended by the general public, as well as 
by inhabitants of the neighborhood. When inter-
viewed by Future Television on what motivated the 
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Marwan Rechmaoui, Sioufi Garden Project, 
Ashkal Alwan, 1997.  

			 

event, Christine Tohme, the director of the associa-
tion, replied: 

“My main motivation was doing something that 
could respond to the lack of art in our everyday life 
in Lebanon; art is not in the public space, it is not 
in the street, it is absent from many spaces we could 
use, but that we are not using.”4

Projects similarly investing in the public gardens and 
streets of the city followed: the Sioufi Garden Project5 

(1997), The Corniche Project (1999), and the Hamra 
Street Project (2000). The urge to be in the streets and 
to re-appropriate a city that had alienated its inhabit-
ants through decades of civil war was pressing. The 
war history, because it involved territorial divisions, 
should first and foremost be addressed spatially. 
However, the difficulties involved in the realisation 
of public space projects are rarely addressed openly. 
Countless permissions that are obtained through 
official and more covert negotiations are inherent to 
the very process of realising public art projects. In 
negotiating, one paradoxically slips back into the 
territorial and sectarian structures one was trying to 
evade. 

It is interesting to note that Ashkal Alwan’s first two 
projects were garden projects, and that the last two 
took were placed in pedestrian zones – the legendary 
Hamra Street and The Corniche (sea side prom-
enade), the only uninterrupted, walkable stretch 
in Beirut. The shift from the garden to the street 
signals a will to engage with Beirut’s urbanity and 
pedestrian culture. Most of the artworks developed 
for these public projects have disappeared. Many 
were conceived as ephemeral works, with the excep-

tion of Marwan Rechmaoui’s metallic globe, which 
stands in monumental oblivion in the Sioufi Public 
Garden overseeing Beirut’s industrial district. 
(figure 1) 

Ephemeral interventions, however, play a role in 
instigating debate on the nature of theses spaces. For 
example, Tony Chakar’s work for the Corniche Project, 
“A Retroactive Monument for a Chimerical City”, 
(1999) placed a classical Greek goddess painted in 
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gold on a pedestal facing the sea. Little time passed 
before the artist was asked to remove the statue due 
to its offensive content. (figure 2) 

More than the actual intervention, it is interesting 
to reflect on the discourses and debates produced 
by these public art works. Though the history of 
post-war Beirut is punctuated with few public art 
projects, the city and its urban space, on the other 
hand, have been topical subjects in post-war artis-
tic production. I am interested precisely in think-
ing about the relation between these two poles of 
cultural production – discourse and research on the 
one hand, and actual intervention on the other – and 
wish to ask how these two threads inform our under-
standing of public space. Although there have been 
in recent years many public art project in Beirut that 
are worth mentioning for the record – for example, 
Nadim Karam’s public sculptures, Nada Sehnaoui’s 

installation “Fractions of Memory” (2003), on Mar-
tyr Square, and since 2004, the Beirut street festival 
hosted annually by Zico House6 – I am more inter-
ested in looking at projects that delve into the poli-
tics of what it means to live in Beirut. Such projects 
are often developed discursively, through artistic 
research. 

Since the turn of the millennium, researching and 
producing discourse on the intricacies of Beirut’s 
urban space has been one of the prevailing forms of 
engagement with the city. Tony Chakar7, an artist 
with an architecture background, has written exten-
sively on the city with essays such as “The Eyeless 
Map” (2003) or “Traces of Life” (2003), which com-
bine in the writing a conceptual take with poetic 
style. 

Artistic research is, in fact, an interdisciplinary 
research on the urban space. It is a field where archi-
tects do not construct physical buildings and where 
artists produce architectural mock-ups representing 
iconic war landmarks (Marwan Rechmaoui with 
his work “Monument for the Living”, 2001–2008). 
(figure 3) Urban artistic research cannot fall under 
a single academic discipline. Rather, it challenges 
the very methods used to understand urban spaces. 
Urban artistic research is an empirical investigation 
driven by a singular desire – that of the artist. Its goal 
is not to prove an overarching and abstract theory 
on, for example, the relation between gendered bod-
ies and public space. Although it flirts with architec-
ture, sociology, and anthropology and profits from 
its methodologies, artistic research uncomfort-
ably stands in between different ways of perceiving, 
processing, and understanding the city. 

BE  I RUT   figure 2

Tony Chakar, “A Retroactive Monument for a 
Chimerical City”, installation view, Ahskal Alwan, 
Beirut, 1999. Photo: Unknown 

B e i r u t  b y  M i r e n e  A  r s a n i o s figure 3

Marwan Rechmaoui, “Monument for the Living”, 
concrete and wood, 230 × 60 × 40 cm, 2002–2008. 
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is the role of artistic research in creating new publics 
and how do these publics relate to the city? 

I would like to go back to the example of Ashkal 
Alwan to illustrate a tentative answer. Following its 
initial focus on urban space and the will to re-appro-
priate a war-torn city. Ashkal Alwan launched its 
first Home Works forum in 20029. (figure 5) Described 
as an interdisciplinary forum for cultural prac-
tice, Home Works became one of the most attended 
international rendezvous for contemporary art in 
the region. Christine Tohme, the organisation’s co-
founder and chief curator, described her motivations 
behind the forum’s first edition as stemming from 
various needs to create “a place to discuss,” thereby 
possibly and metaphorically displacing the city’s 
public places to the agora of the theatre and the for-
mation of a renewed public sphere. Urban artistic 
research becomes a means to create a public sphere 
where Beirut can be challenged, re-imagined, and 
contended, but it also runs the risk of creating a pub-
lic exclusive to the art world. The discourses pro-
duced by artists on contemporary urban conditions 
often circulate within a restricted group of artists, 
cultural practitioners, and the like.  

On the other hand, public art – as it is being devel-
oped today – has become a promotional tool serv-
ing private interests. The latest example to date is 
Solidere’s public art commission10 to renowned 
contemporary artists. The last commission was a 
large-scale Slithouse by artist Arne Quinze installed 
in the renewed Beirut souk complex. Such large-
scale public art projects want to incorporate the 
notion of the public, within what was first seen as an 
entirely private project. The withdrawal of art from 

the streets can also be read as the withdrawal of the 
ability to intervene in a space that is not only politi-
cally divided, but also increasingly militarised. The 
2006 war triggered an unexampled policing of pub-
lic spaces; cameras were banned from all places, at 
all times. Today the situation is bridled, yet “public 
space” is structured around religious and sectarian 
divides. 

The core question in public art, artistic research, 
and urban intervention is in fact the question of the 
public. How is the “public” apprehended differently? 
What can ultimately expand the notion of a partici-
pating public? 

The challenge for artistic research is the gap often 
presented between concepts and their implementa-
tion. What might be needed are interventions that 
intersect, and debates that address more closely 
the relationship between the auditorium and the 
field (the city), thereby redefining and challenging 
the borders of both the city and the agora, and the 
meaning of public space and the public sphere more 
broadly. 

figure 4

Marwan Rechmaoui, “Spectre (The Yacoubian 
Building, Beirut)”, non-shrinking grout, 
aluminium, glass, fabric, 2006. 

figure 5

Home Works V, Monot Theatre, Beirut, 2010. 
Photo: Hussam Mchaiemch
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Often, however, the resulting work is not con-
ceived as a public intervention, although it borrows 
its sources and inspiration from the city. The tem-
porality of artistic urban research clashes with the 
impromptu features of a public intervention, and the 
form that it adopts often needs to be removed from 
its place of origin (the public space) in order to be 
able to comment upon it. The result of a long-term 
research on the urban space is presented in an exhi-
bition space, lecture, or gallery space. A very recent 
example is Marwan Rechmaoui’s exhibition at the 
Sfeir-Semler Gallery8. Rechmaoui’s work dwells on 
architectural war monuments by reproducing them 

in human scale, but also looks at the history and 
practice of spatial organisation. In the exhibition, 
he presents a series of imaginative maps developed 
in Palestinian refugee camps, where residents were 
asked to map their living environment. These maps 
are subjective yet rationalised representations of their 
living space. Throughout his career, which began 
with Ashkal Alwan’s public art projects, Rechmaoui 
developed a plastic language that singularly mires 
Beirut’s noisy urban history. (figure 4) This urban 
history and its artistic processing, however, are pre-
sented outside the urban space, often in art spaces. It 
is legitimate to question such separation. What then 
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1	 The “14th of March” party is associated with the 
Beirut Central District area, owned for the most 
part by its former leader, Saad Harriri, the son 
of the assassinated Prime Minister, Rafic Hariri. 
Whereas the southern suburbs are essentially 
linked with the opposition party “8th of March”, led 
by the Hezbollah. In fact, during the 2006 war, the 
southern suburbs suffered the most Israeli attacks 
on Lebanon. 

2	 http://www.ashkalalwan.org.
3	 http://www.arteeast.org/content/files/userfiles/file/

Sanayeh%20Project.pdf.
4	 My transcription of a televised reportage on the 

Sanayeh Project, Future Television, 1995. 
5	 http://universes-in-universe.org/eng/nafas/

articles/2009/kaelen_wilson_goldie/images/01_
marwan_rechmaoui.

6	 http://www.zicohouse.org/.
7	 Tony Chakar is an architect, born in Beirut in 1968. 

His works include: “A Retroactive Monument for a 
	 Chimerical City”, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut (1999); “All 

That is Solid Melts Into Air”, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut 
(2000); “Four Cotton Underwear for Tony”, Ashkal 
Alwan, TownHouse Gallery, Cairo, also shown in 

Barcelona (Tapies Foundation) and Rotterdam 
(Witte de With) as part of Contemporary Arab 
Representations, a project curated by Catherine 
David (2001–2002); “Rouwaysset, a Modern 
Vernacular” (With Naji Assi): Contemporary Arab 
Representations, the Sharjah Biennial and Sao 
Paolo, S.A. (2001–2003); “Beirut, the Impossible 
Portrait”, The Venice Biennial (2003); “The Eyeless 
Map”, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut (2003); “We Can Make 
Rain But No One Came To Ask” (with Walid Raad), 
Frankfurt (2003); “My Neck Is Thinner Than a Hair”, 
a lecture/performance with the Atlas Group (Walid 
Raad and Bilal Khbeiz), shown in Beirut, Brussels, 
Paris, Berlin, London, Basel, and Singapore (2004). 
He also contributes to Al Mulhaq (Annahar’s 
cultural supplement) and other European art 
magazines, and teaches History of Art and History 
of Architecture at the Académie Libanaise des 
Beaux arts (ALBA), Beirut.

8	 The exhibition runs from 26 November 2011 until 
24 March 2012.

9	 http://www.ashkalalwan.org/homeworks.aspx.
10	 http://www.solidere.com/project/infra.html.		
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cially since the 1990s, in many countries established 
“percentage for art” programmes have evolved and 
expanded into art in public space, as has happened 
in Austria, Holland, and Sweden. This shift has 
opened up new possibilities for the targeted site-
specific design of public space.

By the 1980s at the latest, public art projects in the 
form of temporary artistic actions had become an 
integral part of special cultural programmes, such 
as those funded in relation to the European Capi-
tal of Culture. Public art projects are intended to 
stimulate debate about culture, art, and the city. In 
this respect, art in public space is also becoming part 
of the growing festivalisation of urban culture and 
public event culture of recent years. Today, art in 
public space in Europe is associated with art educa-
tion, architecture, and urban planning. It is linked 
to political representation, as channelled through art 
and culture, to public debates about identity, and to 
strategies for marketing public space. 

Since the 1990s, the term “art in public space” has 
come to serve as an umbrella concept defining both 
art that is tied to specific measures in conjunction 
with new construction work in the realms of build-
ing construction and civil engineering, landscaping, 
or horticultural projects. The term also defines art 
that is unrelated to any particular projects, art that 
has come about through pressure from campaign 
groups, individuals, and also institutions. Art in 
public space is now encountered in both permanent 
and temporary forms.

The way in which public art comes about and whether 
it is the product of democratic procedures is a fun-

damental issue that sheds light on the social condi-
tions surrounding its development. In Germany, as 
a federally configured state, publicly commissioned 
art is supposed to be selected by means of competi-
tions. The specific criteria governing competitions 
differ from one Bundesland to the next, and they have 
only really taken shape over the last 30 years. In Ber-
lin up till the late 1970s, commissions for building-
related public art projects were commonly awarded 
directly, without any form of competition, either 
by the buildings administration departments, who 
were closely affiliated with certain artists, or by the 
architects themselves. There were frequent cases of 
inappropriate use when, for instance, funds for pub-
lic art were invested in new signage systems inside 
buildings or in interior furnishings. Protests voiced 
against such misuse by various artists’ organisa-
tions – in Berlin, the BBK (Berufsverband Bildender 
Künstler, the Professional Association of Visual Art-
ists Berlin) – succeeded in affecting change: In 1979 
new rules stipulating how art for architecture and 
art in urban space projects are to be awarded were 
adopted in the official body of regulations governing 
public building works in the state of Berlin. These 
guidelines first established the required consultation 
structures, means of assessing rates for artistic work, 
and a framework for holding competitions. 

On this basis, numerous works of art have been cre-
ated in Berlin that have gone on to achieve world-
wide acclaim. In the GDR , curatorial projects were 
generally commissioned by the country’s association 
of professional artists, the V BK (Verband Bildender 
Kunstler, German artists’ association). There was just 
one open competition held in 1988 by the municipal 
authorities to select a work for Koppenplatz square 

Hence, “art in public space” – which as an umbrella 
concept comprises both project-related “percentage 
for art” schemes and initiatives for installing art in 
urban space that are independent of public construc-
tion works – constitutes as such an instrument of 
arts policy pursued by the state and society in gen-
eral. “Percentage for art” schemes should be viewed 
as an emblem that represents something, shaping 
the identity of a place and exerting an impact both 
on the local community and society at large. Art in 
public space not only generates an everyday con-
frontation of an aesthetic nature but also has a politi-
cal, social, or historical background. This, not least 
of all, is why it is usually a product of the processes 
of democratic negotiation in which individual users 
and concerned parties are also given a say.

Art in public space has now become an established 
fact in present-day Europe. From Madrid to Mos-
cow, from northern Norway to Sicily, it plays a not 
insignificant role in the design of buildings, squares, 
streets, and municipal parks, whether in cities, 
towns, or suburbs, at airports or railway stations. Its 
purpose is to lend prominence to individual build-
ings, to structure urban surroundings, and stimulate 
cultural debate about specific sites, institutions, and 
the people who use them.

In many countries in Europe, art in public space 
schemes are based on traditional “art for architec-
ture” policies financed by percentage shares of pub-
lic building projects (“percentage for art”). Measures 
of this kind exist in numerous countries, for exam-
ple Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Germany, Great Britain, Holland, Ireland, Italy, 
Norway, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. Espe-

T he Democr at ic 
Principle Embodied 
by Art Compet it ions 

by Elfriede Müller and Martin Schönfeld

Orientation
Art and democracy are often purported to be incom-
patible – this claim is as wrong as the notion that 
art has nothing to do with skill and can only issue 
from the lonely and misunderstood genius. At the 
same time, however, art today is wholeheartedly 
immersed in social debate and controversy. Today’s 
artists have increasingly become political protago-
nists whose works offer ideas of creating a more just 
society, and who advocate social participation by, 
for instance, defending or recapturing the public 
realm. The field of art in public space stands at the 
centre of social struggle for democracy and public 
participation, yet it is a realm which, while under 
pressure from free-market forces, is also only indi-
rectly subject to their influence – indirectly, since 
the issue is whether money is being invested in the 
publicly commissioned building projects on which 
“percentage for art” programmes largely depend. 
Only then can the principle of “percentage for art” 
come into effect. Art in the urban environment, on 
the other hand, frequently transpires – for political 
reasons – on (often) already existing sites of activ-
ity and as a result of public, civic, or political pres-
sure. The locations designated for such projects are 
mostly publicly owned; they come under threat from 
market pressures if they are due to be privatised and 
subordinated to city marketing strategies. 
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differentiate between various artistic tenders. This 
makes it essential to maintain transparency during 
all stages of an organised competition so as to pre-
empt any suspicion of undue privilege or bias – as 
had been voiced, not unjustifiably, on many previ-
ous occasions – and preclude such misgivings from 
the outset. By applying competition guidelines to 
the procedures for commissioning public art, the 
selection process has truly become considerably 
more objective. Competition guidelines produce the 
required transparency, making it easier to compre-
hend how the panel reached its decision and easier to 
follow the criteria and arguments on which its rec-
ommendation was based.

Art competitions are conducted above all by public 
authorities. On the whole, private institutions baulk 
at the additional expense incurred by organising 
open competitions and tend instead to directly com-
mission artists or purchase already existing works. 
But unlike placing direct orders, art competitions 
offer an opportunity to select from different designs 
or proposals and promote the development of solu-
tions perfectly matched to singular spatial or social 
situations. In this respect, competitions are particu-
larly suited to meeting demands of site-specificity; 
they call for “custom-made” solutions rather than 
prefabricated artistic entities or wholesale merchan-
dise. Competitions foster individual and innovative 
input and not a regurgitation of already existing 
and established products. By stimulating a broader 
preoccupation with issues and tasks, competitions 
epitomise the discursive principle in visual art. As 
such, they constitute a collaborative work process 
involving the initiator of the competition, the jury, 
the representatives of various institutions (“users”), 

and finally the artists in a shared working relation-
ship. Above all, for the artists themselves, competi-
tions preserve artistic integrity vis-à-vis the demands 
of clients and protect artistic autonomy.

Quality criteria for competitions
Procedural rules for competitions in the architectural 
realm have been established for much longer. Hence 
architecture can already boast of a canon of binding 
guidelines prescribing how competitions should be 
conducted. Where such guidelines for art competi-
tions have been lacking, they have often simply “bor-
rowed” the rules guiding architectural competitions. 
This practice has gradually given rise to new sets of 
rules for art competitions too. The latest instance of 
this in Germany was in 2008 with the introduction 
of the new “Richtlinien für Planungswettbewerbe” 
(R PW2008 – Guidelines for Planning Competitions 
2008) issued by the Federal Ministry for Transport, 
Building and Urban Development, which states that 
“these guidelines can also be applied to competitions 
in the realm of art and design” (R PW 2008, p. 5).

On this basis we can name certain quality criteria 
that, in general terms, should always be taken into 
account in competitions for art in public space:
–	 a detailed call for tenders that names the 
	 organisers and all competition participants, 	
	 explains submission requirements, and offers 
	 an extensive definition of the task;
–	 an independent panel whose members offer 
	 technical expertise and specialist competence, 	
	 in which art-specialist jurors have an overall 
	 majority;
–	 neutral forms of competition organisation and 	
	 execution that uphold the principle of 

in the Berlin-Mitte district. The theme of the com-
petition, which was won by Karl Biedermann with 
a bronze sculpture titled “Der verlassene Raum” (“The 
Deserted Room”) was “Remembering the impact 
made by Berlin’s Jewish citizens.” 

Consequently, over the past 20 years, Berlin has 
evolved into a major international centre for con-
temporary public art. Yet, Berlin also offers particu-
larly clear evidence of the problems currently facing 
art in public space.

Competition as a principle of debate for 
public art
Competition between different suppliers is a basic 
principle of the market economy. Competition and 
the competitive idea are its central categories. But it 
is also a touchstone for neoliberal thinking, which, 
starting primarily in Great Britain under Marga-
ret Thatcher’s conservative government, began 
expanding its influence from the 1970s onwards. In 
the meantime, it has spread beyond the European 
Community and become entrenched in many other 
countries, contributing to the deregulation of key 
sections of public infrastructure – as witnessed in 
the privatisation of the energy and water industries, 
of telecommunications, postal services, and public 
transport. Embraced as a purely economic instru-
ment, the competitive idea has led to the downsiz-
ing of social services, to a proliferation of unpro-
tected working conditions, and to a fall in quality 
and prices, which has been devastatingly evident in 
extensive wage dumping, thereby exerting destruc-
tive impacts on societies the world over. 

Against this background, when it comes to art and 

art in public space, it might thus seem surprising 
that the very principle of competition, of all things, 
has proved to be such an important instrument in 
establishing a culture of public art, in promoting 
public debate about art and equal opportunities 
among artists of different styles, work methods, 
and generations, but also in maintaining quality 
and innovation, irrespective of all strategies of com-
mercial exploitation. But wherever competition in 
art is not regarded simply as a dumping mechanism 
but is practised as a means of dialogue about art – 
concerned not with achieving the cheapest results, 
but attracting the freshest and most fertile ideas 
and solutions – it ends up actually producing some-
thing capable of withstanding neoliberal tendencies, 
offering an extraordinary potential for democratic 
society. When state-funded commissions are to be 
awarded, official guidelines oblige public authorities 
to hold competitions. Public commissions generally 
call for at least three tenders, of which the bid offer-
ing the best service at the lowest price usually proves 
successful. This is the principle on which roads are 
constructed, pavements repaired, crèches built, and 
cables laid.

By contrast, when it comes to selecting and com-
missioning artistic services for art in public space or 
for “percentage for art” projects, for instance, price 
alone cannot be the defining factor. Other criteria 
are involved, such as the most evident solution to 
a particular task or the suitability and site-specific 
qualities of a response to spatial or social conditions. 
Such criteria cannot on the whole be measured in 
sums of money. Since the quality of commissioned 
artistic services is not quantifiable in numeric terms, 
additional aesthetic expertise is required in order to 
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the best solution for a specific set task – which, in 
theory, can be delivered by any professional art-
ist who intensively explores the theme in question. 
Each proposal has a right to be studied, understood 
and assessed. (figures 1 and 2) 

Open competitions ought to be held regularly as 
they offer the appropriate conditions and scope for 
developing innovative artistic forms and artistic 
approaches. In general, while limited competitions 
only have a single stage, open competitions consist 
of two stages. In the first stage, there is a call for 
ideas, and from the submissions a number of artists 
are chosen who are asked to produce more detailed 
proposals for the second stage of the competition, 
for which they receive remuneration. Artists submit-
ting proposals for the first phase of the competition 
receive no remuneration. Such a procedure entails 
considerable administrative and formal effort. 
Conducting art competitions according to prevail-
ing guidelines does indeed give rise to considerable 
work, since these stipulate a clearly formulated and 
properly observed procedure, a thorough prelimi-
nary examination of all submitted entries, and a 
rigorous panel session that undertakes a scrupulous 
study of all submitted proposals. 

Organising a competition along these lines can 
quickly incur operational costs of 50,000 euro or 
more. The greater the number of proposals submit-
ted, the higher the cost. Yet, the less often open com-
petitions of this kind are held, the higher the number 
of proposals submitted for the few remaining com-
petitions will grow, in turn causing organisational 
costs to rise even further. Such expense, however, 
is well-invested money: A properly organised com-

petition process guarantees equal opportunities and 
is a prerequisite for transparency. Just as democracy 
with its parliaments and periodic elections costs 
money, holding a competition comes at a price too. 
To cut back democratic procedures would be regres-
sive and inevitably lead to cronyism and contract 
monopolies – in other words, the opposite of public 
art funding.

Procedural costs cannot be neutralised. Hence it is, 
of course, only possible to conduct open competi-
tions when sufficient funding is made available for 
art. An open competition realistically requires funds 
of 100,000 euro and upwards. The targeted task is 
a key criterion in the decision whether the envis-
aged competition should be open or limited. If the 
objective, say, is simply about creating something 
artistic for a particular spot in a particular foyer, 
this is setting too low a demand on the potential 
of an open competition. But where the task and 
the artistic field of work require a more ambitious 
scope, open competitions are capable of achieving 
far more. This applies particularly to idea competi-
tions seeking to attract outstanding creative input 
and impulses. Within the framework of an open 
competition, assignments with a strong thematic 
orientation also offer an opportunity to highlight a 
theme from widely varying perspectives and achieve 
unanticipated forms of representation. Thus, over 
the last few decades open competitions have proved 
a success, especially when they involve art projects 
that address the politics of memory. They have led 
to innovative forms and artistic strategies that, in 
many cases, have contributed to controversial and 
differentiated public debates on the issue of collec-
tive memory.

	 objectivity and guarantee that all competition 	
	 entries (designs) will be treated equally and 
	 discussed in depth;
–	 explicit reference by the competition to the 
	 prevailing regulations (R PW2008 and 
	 “Leitfaden Kunst am Bau”/Guidelines for Public 	
	 Art).

A crucial benchmark for the quality of any competi-
tion procedure is the panel discussion. Comprehen-
sive debate about the available artistic proposals is an 
essential aspect of the jury’s work. Discussion also 
acts as an opinion-forming factor within the jury: 
While a dialogue of opinions and articulated reflec-
tion takes place, a selection of the best designs gradu-
ally emerges, arguments are sharpened, the pros and 
cons of each design acquire clearer definition, and 
the basis for a recommendation is collectively estab-
lished to implement what is considered the most 
suitable design. The task of moderating this crucial 

panel discussion lies in the hands of the jury chair-
person or president who is responsible for mediating 
between the various aesthetic positions, arousing 
interest for concepts and approaches that still appear 
out of the ordinary and representing artistic aspects 
to other members of the panel. 

Equal opportunity – open and limited 
competitions
In art, competitions stand for the basic principle of 
equal opportunity. Depending on the importance of 
the artistic task and the magnitude of the commis-
sion, competitions are open or limited (or by invi-
tation only). In the case of limited competitions, a 
selected circle of artists is invited to submit a design, 
for which they receive a fixed remuneration. By 
contrast, open competitions are, in principle, open 
to any professional artist to participate. Here, it is 
not about candidates being young or old, male or 
female, traditional or avant-garde, but simply about 

figures 1 and 2

Introductory colloquium with participating artists 
at the start of an art competition for a “percentage 
for art” project. Photo: Martin Schönfeld
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would attract. In a competition (in 2010) advertised 
Europe-wide for proposals for a public memorial in 
Berlin dedicated to Georg Elser, to commemorate 
his assassination attempt on Adolf Hitler, 207 artists 
submitted concepts. On the other hand, there were 
“only” 59 submissions for the open competition to 
devise “a concept for the fountain site on the Anton-
Saefkow-Platz” in 2005 in the Berlin district of Lich-
tenberg. 

Compared to the 5,201 proposals submitted in the 
competition for a concept for the World Trade 
Center memorial in New York, the numbers of 
Berlin participants are very modest. In terms of 
topicality and international prestige, the New York 
competition is, admittedly, impossible to surpass. 
As this New York example shows, it is possible for 
selection juries to handle even inordinately large 
numbers of submissions. To assess the 5,201 pro-
posals for a Ground Zero memorial, the jury gave 

itself an entire week: Given the right organisational 
framework, even competitions on this kind of scale 
can be handled.

Competitions and public involvement 
Generally, competitions are not conducted as public 
events. In particular, crucial jury sessions are held 
in camera (i.e., in private) and panel members are 
required to treat jury discussions with confidential-
ity. (figure 5)

It is essential that in each competition, the power 
of decision be reserved to the competently and 
legitimately appointed jury. Works of art are seldom 
chosen by public ballot or referendum, as these are 
quickly swayed by simplistic populism. In some 
cases, prevailing attitudes within relevant sectors of 
the public are gauged either before or after the jury 
session. Besides, given how often in German history 
public sentiment (das gesunde Volksempfinden) has been 

The role of the jury 
In limited (or invited) and open art competitions, 
the jury plays a decisive role. Just as public art is not 
intended for specialists and museums but is about 
art for the general public – or at least for sections of 
the public from very varied social spheres – the com-
position of juries adjudicating these competitions 
also reflects social parity. Juries for art competitions 
are arenas of social debate: They assemble people 
around a table whose paths would seldom cross in 
their professional lives and offer training in demo-
cratic negotiation. Specialist jurors (professional 
prize judges, artists, and art experts) are allotted one 
vote more than panel members from a non-artistic 
background (representatives of the commission-
ing sponsor, users, administrative officials). Jurors 
must be sure of their views, give other jury members 
insights into their special field of experience, and be 
open for discussion. Representatives of professional 
organisations should always be consulted for further 
expert advice as a means of fulfilling the principle of 
equal opportunity in competition proceedings. 
(figures 3 and 4)

An insufficiently qualified decision-making proc-
ess or jury composition carries the risk of seeking 
consensus rather than fostering true debate and can 
result in the selection of a mediocre work of art. This 
occurs when the interests of the sponsor and the 
users predominate over artistic criteria – evidence 
possibly that the jurors from the field of art do not 
have a voting majority. Consequently, the outcome 
of a competition always reflects the composition of 
the panel and the structural conditions that allow the 
panel to perform qualified work. The sheer intensity 
of the work facing a jury in an art competition is not 

suited to the kind of “committee hopping” practised 
by political policymakers. That kind of constant 
back and forth by members of a panel would under-
mine the continuity of discussion and work within 
a panel. Particularly in light of the high number of 
submitted proposals, panel members should also 
have the opportunity to study each entry individu-
ally – and in detail – prior to a jury session. This 
too would enable entries to be treated with greater 
equity. In limited competitions, panel sessions last at 
least half a working day, whereas in open competi-
tions – depending on the number of entries – jury 
meetings can take up to several days.

The willingness of artists to participate in competi-
tions depends on a number of factors. Among these 
are the objectivity of the competition process, the 
complexity of the assignment, the scope of the 
work or services required, the social significance 
and prominence of the project and its commission-
ing sponsor, and – above all – the prospective level of 
funding involved, in other words, the potential earn-
ings for the artist. Clearly, the further afield a compe-
tition is advertised, the greater the number of appli-
cants. When, for instance, a call for proposals for 
concepts about commemoration and remembrance 
in Berlin’s Bayerisches Viertel district was publicly 
announced in 1991, there were 96 entries; by con-
trast, the competition held to design a memorial to 
the murdered Jews in Europe in 1994/1995 attracted 
528 submissions. Similarly, the open “Kunst am Bau” 
competitions held to choose public art for the Fed-
eral Ministry of Economics (in 2000) and the Federal 
Ministry of Justice (in 2001) witnessed 445 and 427 
submissions respectively – a far broader range of par-
ticipants than a more regionally defined assignment 

figure 4

Artists explaining their designs. 
Photo: Martin Schönfeld

figure 3

A jury meeting – report of the preliminary review. 
Photo: Martin Schönfeld

C O M M ENTARY       b y  E  l f r i e d e  M ü l l e r  AND     M ART   I N  S C HÖNFELD     

184/185



In 2006/2007 the author Rolf Hochhuth published 
an appeal calling for a memorial to be built in Ber-
lin in honour of the resistance fighter Johann Georg 
Elser (1903–1945) for his attempted assassination of 
Adolf Hitler in the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich on 
8 November 1939. The German Resistance Memo-
rial Center adopted the writer’s proposal and advo-
cated locating the memorial on the site of Hitler’s 
Neue Reichskanzlei on the Wilhelmstraße. For the 
memorial, the kind of design Rolf Hochhuth (born 
in 1931) had in mind was a bust depicting Elser. 

Rolf Hochhuth’s initiative became a matter of con-
troversial public debate, especially in the print 
media. Subsequently, in February 2008, it received 
a broad show of support in the cultural affairs com-
mittee of Berlin’s State Parliament, which was fol-
lowed in March that year by a vote in the Berlin 

Parliament in favour of starting proceedings for an 
art competition to design a memorial in honour of 
Johann Georg Elser.

The relevant advisory committee for art in the 
municipal government – a commission of experts 
that advises the senate administration of the State 
of Berlin on all matters related to art and architec-
ture and on art in public space – undertook a review 
of the issue, concluding that further, more detailed 
study of the commemorative proposal was required.
(figure 6)

This was followed, on 22 October 2008, by a spe-
cialist colloquium held jointly by Berlin’s Akademie 
der Künste and the German Resistance Memorial 
Center in preparation for an art competition. The 
colloquium discussed fundamental issues related 

instrumentalised to denigrate or persecute modern 
art and the artistic avant-garde, the use of polls of 
popular opinion or among politicians to decide on 
works of art should be viewed with extreme cau-
tion.

Nonetheless, public interest can be incorporated in a 
variety of ways and already in the run-up to a compe-
tition. For instance, a competition and its objective 
can be opened to public debate prior to its launch, 
allowing a topic and its purpose to gain a clearer and 
more concrete focus. This can be achieved through 
public events, conferences, and debates. Once pro-
posals have been submitted, they can then be pub-
licly exhibited and discussed (on condition that this 
will not jeopardise key exhibition rules such as par-
ticipants’ anonymity). Besides, additional explana-
tions or commentaries by the artists are only possible 
if competition procedures do not insist on complete 
anonymity. Such a framework enables interested 
members of the public to voice their views and the 
public response to be introduced as supplementary, 
advisory evidence at a jury meeting.

Every competition procedure should finish with a 
public exhibition and documentation of the vari-
ous proposals, both as a means of keeping the public 
informed and of publicly voicing acknowledgement 
for the extensive artistic input into the results fos-
tered by the competition.

A broad-based involvement of public interest of this 
kind can be incorporated into the competition proc-
ess, whether the competition is open or limited / by 
invitation only, and is particularly suited to situations 
and targets that are still relatively “open”. But where 

everything has been decided prior to the competi-
tion, there is no longer anything an interested public 
can contribute or influence, so all it can do is give 
the nod!

One example of competition procedure: 
The art competition for a memorial to 
Johann Georg Elser
A competition procedure describes a collaborative 
work process that – depending on the project’s the-
matic complexity and possible structural openness – 
might be scheduled to run for just a brief term or 
for a longer period of time, sometimes even lasting 
several years. A work process of this nature might 
comprise the following phases:
1	 initiation and thematic and conceptual prepara-
tion (ascertaining the scope of the task and the pos-
sible thematic framework, maybe also by means of 
public hearings);
2	 concrete preparations for the competition (decid-
ing on the kind of competition and coordinating the 
conditions for the competition among all parties 
involved);
3	 conducting the competition (public call for 
entries or invitation of artists to submit proposals; 
jury recommendation to execute the winning pro-
posal);
4	 execution of awarded work of art and subsequent 
documentation, including the publication (exhibi-
tion/publication) of all proposals submitted to the 
competition and the jury’s assessments.

A competition procedure of this nature is well illus-
trated by the example of the open, two-stage com-
petition to design a memorial in Berlin in honour of 
Johann Georg Elser.

figure 6

Discussion about the memorial project for 
Georg Elser at the Akademie der Künste in Berlin, 
22 October 2008. Photo: Martin Schönfeld

figure 5

A jury meeting. Photo: Martin Schönfeld	
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to commemorating resistance against the Nazi 
regime and examined possible locations where such 
a memorial could be erected. It also cast critical light 
on the commemorative project in terms of the prob-
lematic construction of heroic images. The event 
and the attendant debates also involved the active 
participation of artists, who joined historians, urban 
planners, architects, and art historians in a shared 
dialogue about the projected memorial concept.

In its appraisal of the colloquium at its meeting on 
15 July 2009, the senate advisory committee for art 
spoke out in favour of holding an open, Europe-
wide, two-stage competition. The competition was 

launched in February 2010 with a public call for pro-
posals. At the first jury meeting in mid-June 2010, a 
shortlist of 12 proposals was selected from altogether 
207 submitted concepts; in the second competition 
stage, the chosen artists were asked to flesh out their 
proposals into a more concrete form. The result of 
the second jury meeting in mid-October 2010 was 
a recommendation in favour of a design submit-
ted by the Berlin sculptor Ulrich Klages – a monu-
mental free-standing silhouette of Elser’s profile 
to be erected on the historic junction of Wilhelm-
straße and Vossstraße and which was inaugurated in 
November 2011. (figures 7 and 8) 

The majority of jury members were specialists from 
an art context. The jury also included the project’s 
initiator, Rolf Hochhuth, who back in the late 1960s 
was one of the first authors in Germany to exam-
ine the life of Johann Georg Elser. As the actual 
commissioning sponsor and organiser of the com-
petition, the state bodies were represented on the 
administrative side of the panel by the state secre-
tary for culture, the councillor for urban develop-
ment of Berlin’s Mitte district, and a delegate from 
the department for urban development in the Berlin 
Senate. By endorsing the jury’s recommendation of 
the winning proposal, the political establishment 
also signalled its commitment to the result.

The competition process concluded with a public 
exhibition of all 207 submitted proposals. (figure 9)
A special publication documenting the entire project 
and the competition is also scheduled to follow. Ulti-
mately, the project will have lasted for a period of 
four years.

figure 8

Ulrich Klages, “Memorial for Georg Elser”, 
Berlin 2011. Photo: Martin Schönfeld

figure 7

Ulrich Klages, “Memorial for Georg Elser”, pave-
ment inscription, Berlin, 2011. 
Photo: Martin Schönfeld
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A form of art funding
As such, competitions constitute the most suitable 
procedure for generating art in public space; open 
competitions are just one variant of this model. 
Before conducting a competition, commissioning 
sponsors should consider whether an open compe-
tition is the most appropriate solution or whether a 
limited competition (inviting selected artists) might 
not in fact be preferable. 

Besides their objective procedural form, open com-
petitions also presuppose formal and thematic open-
ness in their projected assignment and artistic orien-
tation. To seek the creation of a pictorial, realistic, 
or recognisable work of portraiture by means of an 
open competition would be a waste of its creative 
potential. An open competition only makes sense 
where artistic innovation is desired, as well as being 
possible.

Above all, open and limited competitions constitute 

a particular form of art funding and, on occasions, 
offer a means of supporting as yet undiscovered tal-
ent. Open competitions, especially, give younger 
and not yet established artists an opportunity to 
prove themselves, to consolidate their skills, and 
enhance their profile. In view of the particular role 
played by open competitions in stimulating and sup-
porting art and young artistic talent, they should 
be considered an outstanding instrument of public 
cultural policy. Progressive cultural policies ought 
to remain closely affiliated to the model of the open 
competition. Accordingly, in the realm of public art 
it would be desirable to achieve a broader mixture 
of competition forms. Particularly when it comes to 
undertaking commemorative projects, open com-
petitions should always be taken into consideration 
since they are always embedded in a socio-cultural 
context. What else, after all, could better contribute 
to this kind of public debate than an open competi-
tion with a subsequent exhibition of the submitted 
proposals and controversial discussion of the result?

Perspectives
By and large, parliamentary democracy has become 
the established political system in Europe today. 
Pluralism, freedom, and market economy prevail. 
Within this political framework, art should be kept 
apart from political instrumentalisation and free 
from authoritarian representational tasks.
–	 To this end, it is necessary to consolidate 
	 the idea of competition on a European and 
	 international level.
– 	 To this end, “percentage for art” projects and art 	
	 in public space need to be treated as two 
	 components of a necessary public culture of art 	
	 within society.
– 	 To this end, with its democratic potential 

	 it would make sense to further consolidate art in 	
	 public space, since this form of art serves as a 
	 constant measure of a society’s openness and 	
	 democratic capacity. In this respect, art in 
	 public space acts as an important factor within 	
	 democratic culture.
–	 Current attempts to yoke public art to any kind 	
	 of political and economic agenda pose a serious 	
	 test for art in general and for art in public space. 	
	 For this reason, public culture and public art 	
	 must constantly reassert their autonomy and 	
	 claim their independence. This is the major 
	 challenge presently facing artists whose work 	
	 contributes to culture in the public realm.

figure 9

Exhibition of the competition designs for a memo-
rial for Georg Elser, Berlin, October 2010. Photo: 
Martin Schönfeld

figure 10

Fritz Balthaus, “Ross und Reiter” (“Horse and 
Rider”), installation, 2010. Photo: Martin Schönfeld
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Gr asping Cont exts 

by Susanne Bosch

The texts in this publication are written from sev-
eral different points of view – those of artists, ar-
chitects, art historians, art teachers, curators, and, 
lastly, members of staff at the Büro für Kunst im 
öffentlichen Raum Berlin (Office for Art in the Pub-
lic Space, Berlin), who mediate, support, and advise 
on projects, set up contacts as well as handle public 
relations and lobbying. Citing concrete examples, 
the authors all describe how public art takes place in 
their particular context, how it is structured, how 
groups of artists, artists’ initiatives, and artist-run 
spaces work, and how curated projects and compe-
titions are designed. The contexts and standpoints 
could not be more diverse: towns and cities in West-
ern Europe such as Kiel, Berlin, and Lisbon, but 
also villages in eastern Germany, border regions in 
the Palestinian West Bank, regions of conflict like 
Northern Ireland and Beirut, and the cultural mega-
metropolis Istanbul.

I have been invited to contribute with my reflections, 
from an artist’s perspective on the authors’ contribu-
tions and the examples described in them, focussing 
particularly on projects in order to consider in what 
ways they are different or similar, and to suggest pos-
sible reasons for these differences and similarities. 

What informs this text?
Meeting in Belfast in April 2011, we – the authors – 
decided that in our texts we would discuss in-depth 

examples of local art projects in the public realm, 
and write about the artists themselves and the insti-
tutions involved. 

We discussed what significance art in the public 
realm can have for society and for public life, what 
function art can fulfil in different kinds of locations, 
and what features are shared by art projects in the 
public realm in different locations. We anticipated 
that common themes such as conflict, normalisa-
tion, the culture of memory, history, urban situa-
tions, new media, and public life would come up in 
all our texts.

It is clear from the submitted texts that most of the 
authors were concerned with giving a full and nu-
anced description of the respective locational con-
text, while offering a generally brief account of a 
variety of contemporary works and events. I will 
therefore not attempt here to make comparisons 
between individual projects, but will instead con-
sider how the authors present the locations of the 
art projects and how they describe the various local 
contexts.

Jürgen Bock begins by pointing out that in Lisbon 
there is not much art in public space. His detailed 
historical account shows the direct connection be-
tween Portugal’s history as a colonial power and 
present-day questions relating to globalisation. He 
gives an account of the architectural character of 
Lisbon, shaped on the one hand by buildings dating 
back to feudal times and on the other by the “Estado 
Novo” of António de Oliveira Salazar (1932–1968), 
the architecture of which “eloquently embodies the 
ideology – and thus represents the aesthetic – of the 
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Portuguese fascist regime.”1

He describes how two relatively major art projects 
in public space were realised in 1996 (Projecto Almi-
rante Reis) and 1998 (World Fair) with the participa-
tion of artists from Portugal and abroad. His text 
provides two detailed descriptions of a project by 
Allan Sekula and one by Susana Mendes Silva, both 
realised in 2001. 

Reporting from Istanbul, Markus Graf begins by 
noting the art-historical and socio-political differ-
ences he sees between the development of art in pub-
lic space in Turkey and that in Western countries. 
He discusses in some detail the importance of the 
emergence of an art scene based on non-commer-
cial, artist-run, or alternative spaces in the 1990s, an 
art scene which, following three military dictator-
ships (in 1960, 1971, and 1980), contributed to the 
democratisation of the relatively new Turkish art 
scene and the development of greater differentiation 
within it. In a brief historical outline, Graf describes 
the emergence of a variety of locations for art – mag-
azines, venues for discussion, art projects, and also 
a participatory video project realised at the Istanbul 
Biennial in 2007. During the military dictatorship of 
the 1980s, public life – and with it all socio-political 
activity in the public realm – virtually ceased. Graf 
tells about three artists whose works were disman-
tled and removed or who were arrested. He points to 
art managers and curators as important initiators of 
art in the public realm and of platforms such as the 
Istanbul Biennial. They played a part in overcoming 
the conservative attitudes prevalent in Turkish soci-
ety and feelings of hostility towards contemporary 
art. Site-specific art was first produced in Istanbul in 

the 1990s. This art is often incomprehensible to the 
local public, which leads to works being rejected and 
even destroyed. Graf concludes by saying that in re-
lation to the size of Istanbul, art in the public realm 
holds a marginal position, and that the movement is 
still in its early stages.

Martin Schönfeld describes 15 art projects in Germa-
ny. With the exception of two or three in northern 
Germany and Munich, all of the projects were car-
ried out in Berlin or in the new federal states. He sees 
art in the public realm as being directly related to the 
way democracy is understood in Germany: 

In the public manifestation of democracy in the form of contem-
porary art, there are three functions that art in the public realm 
can fulfil. First, it plays a part in the cultural education of the 
public and in the mediation of contemporary approaches to art 
and artistic work. Secondly it is a factor in shaping the public 
realm through public involvement in participatory projects. 
And thirdly it becomes a mediator of social values through 
artistically conceived works that are an expression of the public 
memory of history and of events a society considers especially 
worthy of being remembered or regards as having exemplary 
value. A culture of remembrance is a manifestation of the socio-
political consensus and represents a state’s and a society’s view 
of itself.2

Most of the art projects are funded by a levy imposed 
on building projects or by state subsidies. Only a few 
of the projects described were initiated by artists 
themselves and privately funded. 

In their jointly written text, Elfriede Müller and Mar-
tin Schönfeld examine the competition structure 
established in Germany. They see open and closed 
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competitions as examples of transparency and of the 
implementation of fundamental democratic ideas 
through art projects in the public realm.

Tina Sherwell describes art in public space in the oc-
cupied regions of the Palestinian West Bank, starting 
with the territory close to the wall.3 Graffiti sprayed 
on the wall prompt her to discuss the historical sig-
nificance and cultural use of graffiti. She takes a look 
at the importance of galleries and art institutions in 
the 1980s and describes various projects: four carried 
out in the context of the Jerusalem Show, a festival 
which – organised by the Al-Ma’mal Foundation for 
Contemporary Art – has been taking place regularly 
since 2007; three associated with The Cities Exhibition, 
an event curated by Vera Tamari and Yazid Anani, 
realised in collaboration with Birzeit University, and 
held repeatedly in different public spaces since 2008; 
a public art event in Jericho subsidised by the city’s 
cultural department; and finally, an event in Jifna, 
where several works of public art were conceived by 
West Bank artists, both established ones and mem-
bers of the younger generation. Her text concludes 
with a discussion of mausoleums and other public 
forms of remembrance. 

Art in public space such as that of the West Bank 
prompts many questions. On the one hand, the com-
plex, continuously smouldering conflict takes place 
in physical space, and on the other it relates directly 
to the public. As a result, every artistic gesture has an 
immediate connection with this context. Sherwell 
addresses topics such as the question of visibility and 
invisibility occasioned by the wall and by the urban 
policy pursued in Jerusalem as a colonial strategy. In 
this context, art in the public realm is a cultural strat-

egy of “making visible” and “becoming visible”. 

Mirene Arsanios writes about the territorial situ-
ation in Beirut, citing by way of illustration four 
large-scale projects of the Lebanese Association for 
Plastic Arts, Ahskal Alwan. She moreover describes 
two works of art, a gallery exhibition, and major 
private commissions granted to artists by Beirut 
construction companies. She draws attention to an 
artist-writer and an art scene that both address the 
issue of the public realm in research and illuminate 
the subject in exhibitions and discussions. 

Arsanio’s text also shows how a public space that 
can be seen as neither neutral nor free from political 
interests challenges an intellectual and reflective art 
scene to invent in it forms of belonging and involve-
ment. However, such an undertaking is not easy in a 
situation where there is no central political authority 
and where at any moment power can manifest itself 
in unpredictable ways. 

My own contribution presents six projects; names 
several project spaces, initiatives, and magazines 
launched by artists themselves; and describes a 
number of occurrences and events. What emerges 
clearly is the interlinked nature of the various cul-
tural initiatives. I likewise begin by describing 
public space in Northern Ireland in its historical, 
social, cultural, and political context. My decision 
to concentrate on ephemeral projects initiated by 
artists themselves was based on the observation that 
in Northern Ireland there are strong, well- (and in-
dependently) developed forms of expression. They 
receive little support from local institutions, or are 
only marginally embedded in the public context. It 

is precisely these autonomous practices that, in my 
view, represent the seeds of a transformation – from 
an ingrained social attitude of fear, distrust, and 
caution in the face of anything unfamiliar to the de-
velopment of “local and global human communities 
characterized by respect, dignity, fairness, coopera-
tion, and nonviolent resolution of conflict.”4

All of the authors introduce works that correspond 
to the three definitions of art given by Miwon Kwon: 
art in the public realm, art as the public realm, and art 
in the public interest.5 It is therefore possible to find 
similarities in the texts. I discuss first and foremost 
those similarities, but also the differences the texts 
reveal. I focus on the generally detailed descriptions 
of places, contexts, and situations.

Similarity (1) 
Who makes art here? 

– being embedded versus being out of place – 
 
Art, that is specific to a place is not necessarily pro-
duced by artists residing in that place. Many travel 
to a place for the first time and then develop their ar-
tistic work there. In this regard, these texts present 
two possible situations for artists: that of the resident 
and that of the nomadic artist. In her book One Place 
After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 
Miwon Kwon writes: “The increasing institutional 
interest in current site-oriented practices that mobi-
lize the site as a discursive narrative is demanding an 
intensive physical mobilization of the artist to create 
works in various cities throughout the cosmopolitan 
art world.”6

On the other hand, there is the idea of the artist em-
bedded in the local context, the artists whom the art 
historian Lucy Lippard describes as someone who 
conceives a holistic vision of the place as a kind of 
humanistic texture. “Inherent in the local is the con-
cept of place – a portion of land/town/cityscape seen 
from inside, the resonance of a specific location that 
is known and familiar. (…) British geographer Denis 
Cosgrove defines landscape as ‘the external world 
mediated through human subjective experience’.”7

Whether artists – in their places of origin or of resi-
dence – belong, or whether they tend to be and re-
main outsiders, is a historically familiar discourse. 
The modernist view of the artist’s role is that of one 
who stands on the outside. Artists adopt an external 
perspective or even offer a bird’s-eye view. However, 
if art in the public realm is associated with the desire 
to create art in, with, and for society, and it is against 
this background that artists put themselves into the 
situations that pertain at the location, then the ques-
tion as to the artist’s position is posed anew. 

Where does a human being nowadays feel that he or 
she belongs? What is that person embedded in? Even 
if someone has been living in a particular town for 
10 years, it does not mean that s/he is really embed-
ded there or understands the town from the inside. 
S/he may have such an understanding of the district 
in which s/he lives, but even three blocks further on 
s/he feels as if s/he were in a strange town. As Miwon 
Kwon puts it: “In other words, the breakdown of 
spatial experience in both perceptual and cognitive 
registers – being lost, disoriented, alienated, feeling 
out of place, and constantly unable to make coherent 
meaning of our relation to our physical surround-
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ings  – is the cultural symptom of late capitalism’s 
political and social reality.”8

Looking at the travel schedules of many artists, one 
must ask whether they are really able to react to a 
place directly and adequately in a work of art. The 
lack of depth and quality in their social contacts is 
simply due to the often very short duration of their 
stay. 

How do they deal with the sense of being out of 
place? How does it affect their work? Whatever 
links the artist may forge with the local community, 
the phenomenon of “feeling out of place” persists. 
This is a quandary that artists find themselves in and 
have to cope with. Have artists not been expected, 
ever since the days of the early 20th-century avant-
garde, deliberately to position themselves in such a 
way as to appear out of place? Is it not essential to 
question the rightness of what is “in place” and the 
prevailing image that people have of themselves, in 
order to change the world? What gives us food for 
thought today is the global status quo of nomadic 
movement, usually following the flow of capital that 
is spreading everywhere. Finding new forms of be-
longing and involvement must surely be one of the 
most important elements in site-specific works.9

Nomadic artistic positions use methods such as ac-
tively seeking exchange with the local inhabitants, 
daily activities at the location, or temporarily go-
ing to live in the place in order to get to know it and 
thus be more than merely an observer from outside. 
“Hence, what emerges through the artworks dis-
cussed here is an emphasis on experience as a state 
of flux which acknowledges place as a shifting and 

fragmented entity […].”10

An artist, whether a local or one who has come from 
elsewhere, requires a particular attitude in order to 
comprehend the context of a place. Guy Debord de-
scribed this attitude as one of “playful-constructive 
behaviour and awareness of psycho-geographical ef-
fects” in which people “drop their usual motives for 
movements and actions […] and let themselves be 
drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the en-
counters that they find there.”11

The descriptions of the places given in the texts 
show clearly that the more unstable the situation, the 
greater the need for a complex understanding that 
can only be acquired through a long association with 
the place. When local and international artists invest 
more time, dialogues can be conducted over an ex-
tended period. This enables lasting relationships to 
develop. It becomes possible to obtain knowledge 
that goes beyond the information sanctioned by of-
ficial policy. Grant Kester emphasises that this kind 
of knowledge is more difficult to obtain and that it 
takes longer to seek it out.12

Similarity (2) 
What is going on here? 

 – the importance of context – 

“Our understanding of site has shifted from a fixed 
physical location to somewhere or something con-
stituted through social, economic, cultural and po-
litical processes.”13

The situations and places described in the texts are 

very diverse and certainly not interchangeable. As 
artists working in public, we are nowadays influ-
enced by other disciplines such as anthropology, 
sociology, literary studies, psychology, history, ar-
chitecture and town planning, political theory, and 
philosophy. We find it almost impossible to identify 
with Daniel Buren’s description of how, at the begin-
ning of his career in the 1970s, it seemed impossible 
to visualise a work actually on the spot, at its intend-
ed location. 14 The work was created in the studio – 
far removed from the real-life situation.

When we as artists put ourselves into a new situa-
tion, our first task is to gain an understanding of it, 
using whatever means are available to us. This is nev-
er simple. It is always complicated. Taking the con-
text into account when creating a work means more 
than merely grasping the nature of the place or the 
situation. It means reacting in a context-specific way 
in and through the artistic work. All of the authors 
seem to agree that an artistic work needs to be read 
in a more complex context than that of its situation 
in the here and now. 

A quotation from Roberto Ohrt describes the uncer-
tainty of the situation: “A situation is always unsta-
ble, arranged around turning-points, one stage in a 
series of on-going transformations, a space exposed 
to the uncertain timing of events, and a time adapt-
ing to the irregularities of the terrain.”15 Doris Koch, 
who quotes this sentence, writes of the possibility 
of changing a situation: “In order to come anywhere 
near assessing or influencing it [the situation], it is 
essential to observe the factors that operate in and 
determine the situation.”16

This is what I mean by “grasping” the context. At first 
sight, understanding a context would seem to have 
something to do with “knowledge” and with meth-
ods of acquiring this knowledge. However, it clearly 
has to do with far more than that, namely with a kind 
of social intelligence and an inner comprehension of 
the world in general. That is why I am here using the 
expression “to grasp” rather than “to understand”. 
For in its wider sense, the verb “to grasp” means not 
only physically “to grasp, to take hold” but also “to 
grasp with one’s mind, to understand”.17

Jürgen Bock describes the work of the artist Ângela 
Ferreira, originally from Mozambique, whose po-
litical attitudes were shaped by the brutal conditions 
under Portuguese colonial rule and by the apartheid 
system. Her location-specific artistic work in Lisbon 
bears the stamp of two experiences familiar to her – 
dealing on the one hand with the existing “game 
rules” and on the other with breaches of those rules. 
Tina Sherwell, by contrast, discusses the work of 
Nida Sinnokrot, who in 2008 installed blue lights in 
the cracks of the old Jerusalem city wall. This work 
is based on the viewpoint of and an attitude towards 
the city held by a Palestinian who finds himself con-
fronted by a (Israeli) policy for Jerusalem that wants 
to drive him from that city.

All artists decode a place differently, seeing it 
through their own personal lenses, as it were, and in 
the light of what is possible for them. No two art-
ists will react to a place in the same way. To work 
successfully in the public realm, it is of the utmost 
importance to be aware of one’s own role and to take 
up a clear position during the creative process.
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Similarity (3)
Who organises this art?

 – artist-run / institutionally supported –

All the authors in this book describe places and write 
about institutions, events, and festivals that are 
linked with those places. Here “institutions” signifies 
both organisations that have an institutional basis 
and organisations and projects initiated by, amongst 
others, the artists themselves. In addition, local cu-
rators and organisers are presented.

The conditions that prompt artists to establish 
their own organisation always seem to be the same. 
Speaking from an early 1990s Belfast perspective, 
Hilary Robinson cites two reasons for such motiva-
tion: “The first, positive reason is that a group of art-
ists conceive a collaborative project. […] The second 
reason is essentially reactive: individuals coming to-
gether to produce events or organizations as the re-
sult of an experience of lack […]. The impetus for 
setting up organizations is frequently a combination 
of these two starting-points – a ‘lack’ is perceived 
and the group feel that they will bring a unique ethos 
to solving the problem.”18

Robinson identifies the various areas of “lack” as lack 
of space (gallery and exhibition space), lack of dis-
course (discussions, debates, criticism), and prob-
ably also lack of economic support (financing of 
projects, fees, bursaries). By “artist-run” she means, 
in this context, that the artists themselves create an 
infrastructure to supplement the existing (or supply 
the lacking) infrastructure. She is not suggesting, 
however, that the deficiencies can be wholly over-
come. 

Artists also frequently initiate projects themselves 
when no demand or invitation is forthcoming from 
an art institution or from curators. To appoint one-
self to the task is one way of actively countering this 
lack of opportunity.
 
Marcus Graf describes how in Istanbul in recent 
years there has been a proliferation of artist-run 
spaces where no commercial interest is involved and 
where there is often a direct relationship with the lo-
cal area. Such spaces are an important factor in de-
mocratisation. “Often alternative galleries are also 
starting points for art projects in the public realm. 
Since, viewed in a historical context, these exhibi-
tion spaces have their origins in the anti-museum 
activities of the 1960s cultural and art scene, they 
see themselves as anti-elitist and hence nearly always 
pursue socio-political goals and hope to attract a 
broad public.”19 A similar development has been ob-
servable in Berlin in the last 20 years.

Martin Schönfeld sees these self-determined initia-
tives as a further step in the development of artists 
who, in their projects, pursue their own interests 
while engaging with the public realm. It also cor-
responds to a contemporary form of participatory 
citizenship in Germany. Unused, empty buildings 
and wasteland are not just abandoned to their fate: 
instead, wherever possible, their potential is put to 
short-term use. “The artistic interest in the public 
realm finds expression in initiatives whose nature 
is determined by artists themselves. Such initiatives 
can, for example, involve unconventional forms of 
interim use, and temporary and time-limited interim 
use becomes a working principle that is flexible and 
appropriate to the situation.”20

Most art projects in the public realm have some type 
of contact partner: institutions, clients, curators. 
They play a significant part, as they often take on a 
mediating role in the process. Contact partners on 
site – be they independently initiated alternative 
spaces or established institutions – can initiate, me-
diate in, and maintain relationships even when the 
artists are no longer present. This shows that such 
contact partners are essential in order to promote art 
projects in the public realm. Several of the authors, 
among them Mirene Arsanios, Marcus Graf, and 
Jürgen Bock, run art spaces themselves so as to be 
able to launch projects of this kind.

Similarity (4)
Who owns the public realm? 

– economic factors –

The descriptions given in the texts of the commer-
cialisation and privatisation of public space are also 
interesting, and are virtually the same for every city. 
“With the present crisis in public budgets, the public 
realm and public spaces are increasingly being priva-
tised and regarded as a financial reserve to be drawn 
upon in this budgetary emergency. However, this 
means that the freedom associated with public space 
is being increasingly restricted and taken away from 
society.”21

Apparently, it is not only the public authorities’ fi-
nancial troubles that are leading to the privatisation 
of public space: Taking possession of such space is in 
the very nature of the prevailing capitalist order.

Mirene Arsanios describes how a private company 

is rebuilding the entire centre of Beirut, and what 
was previously the commercial and social heart of 
the city is simultaneously being privatised. Because 
the political situation is so tense, little can be done to 
challenge the neoliberal agenda, which promotes a 
state of affairs in which money flows faster and more 
freely than dialogue. Under these conditions, art – 
even supposedly public art – is all too often depend-
ent on the private decisions of investors. Art in the 
public realm that is not commissioned by an investor, 
that does not wish to serve as decoration to enhance 
a piece of real estate, is obliged – in the absence of 
contractual agreements or public subsidies – to work 
on a temporary basis and use activist methods if it is 
to exist at all.

Difference (1) 
What influence is exerted by the 

gener al environment?
 – the social parameters – 

The fascinating descriptions of the various contexts 
make clear what a strong influence these contexts 
have on local artistic activity. The political circum-
stances shaping the consciousness of a country or 
region – former or current occupation by foreign 
powers, a history of being a colonial power, military 
dictatorship, a military coup, civil war, or a 60-year 
struggle to come to terms with the country’s role 
and responsibility in the Second World War – these 
are decisive factors. 

Of these different background circumstances, some 
are current, some historical, but usually they can 
be seen to have a direct impact on decision-making 
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structures and models of financing in and for the 
particular locality.

When artistic research about public space – a space 
defined in terms of territorial segmentation – is or-
ganised, as it is in Beirut, as a discussion led by spe-
cific people and conducted by specialists more or less 
behind closed doors, this is an expression of the con-
dition of a state and a society.

Not all of the places presented here can be described 
as democratic spaces. The authors express their 
doubts about this in at least three or more cases. The 
spread of the practice of neoliberal privatisation of 
public urban spaces around the world makes it harder 
to engage in debate about the prevailing situation. In 
many places the situation is determined by govern-
ments that clearly do not aspire to democracy, or at 
best are in the process of achieving it. Spaces are pre-
dominantly in the private hands of a few, although 
the people who make use of the spaces are far more 
numerous and more diverse, and use them at differ-
ent times for the most varied activities. As an artist, 
one would like to ask: For whom and to whom does 
art speak, what subjects can it address, and whose 
voice does it represent?

It seems relatively simple when we as artists can as-
sume that our activities take place in a democracy. 
The Dutch artist duo Bik Van der Pol expressed this 
in a speech at the Creative Time Summit in New 
York in October 2009 in the following terms: 

Our engagement with the public realm as a fundamental and 
shared space of a society that calls itself democratic results in 
works that we often upload with a programme questioning his-

tory, future, the potential of location, community or area of 
knowledge. While doing this, we regularly bump into questions 
such as what is the political realm? Who owns it, who is listen-
ing and is what we do as artists, as human beings, enough? 
What about expectations? Do they need to be fulfilled? Or is 
creating an experience of the lack, the missing, more opportune 
to activate thinking and feeling?22

In democracies – so it seems – it is relatively easy to 
act, for they do after all provide a basis that allows 
the artist to insist on any social, legal, and political 
position, to voice criticism, or to question the domi-
nant culture while drawing attention to parallel 
cultures. According to Martin Schönfeld, art in the 
public realm also provides a framework in which it is 
possible to argue out conflicts relating to democracy 
and participation. That is why in Germany, art of 
this kind has its place in official cultural policy.

The political and legal basis for such art may be dif-
ferent in societies that have a different structure; it 
may be less firmly embedded and sometimes lack of-
ficial political support. Markus Graf describes how 
the Turkish government welcomes a particular kind 
of art in the public realm as a decorative element and 
to enhance the public environments, yet publicly 
vilifies everything else. Whether this means that the 
role, function, and responsibility of site-specific art 
in this context are necessarily different is open to 
question. At any rate, there is a very great difference 
in the circumstances in which the art is produced.

Difference (2) 
What potential do places 

and situations offer? 
– the degree of opportunity –

It is probably because of the aforementioned con-
ditions governing the appropriation and use of the 
public realm by artists that some places have a rela-
tively large amount of activity of this kind, while 
others offer very limited opportunities. The latter 
situation is very evident in places like Beirut. Mirene 
Arsanios describes complex bureaucratic procedures 
for obtaining permission and realising a project that, 
in fact, make that realisation almost impossible. This 
is often the case where many other socio-political ac-
tivities take place in the public realm. 

Since site-specific projects often run over quite a 
long period, they need infrastructures that make a 
corresponding length of commitment possible. In 
places lacking highly developed structures, inter-
national involvement accordingly diminishes. It ex-
plains why we therefore often know less about the 
public realm in those places. Dialogue takes place 
only locally, if at all. Conversely, many organisations 
and even countries have recognised how, by means 
of art in the public realm, it is possible to focus in-
ternational attention on (political) deficiencies. In 
connection to this, I would like to refer to the Jeru-
salem Show and the ARTifariti Festival23 initiated 
by a Spanish NGO. In a number of Sahrawi refugee 
camps, this NGO has mounted an art project every 
year since 2007 that has generated ever-increasing 
international attention and participation. It is the 
expressed aim of the NGO to draw attention to the 
political situation and the human rights abuses in the 

western Sahara by means of art events at the relevant 
locations. In 2012, partial projects from the ARTi-
fariti Festival as well as projects from the West Bank 
will be presented at Documenta X III in Kassel.

Conclusion and outlook 
All of the contributions offer insights into the vari-
ous contexts and situations in which art in the pub-
lic realm is planned and realised. Sometimes the 
contexts could hardly be more different in nature. 
Even so, there are some identical phenomena and 
examples of similar features, despite geographical 
distances. I have also attempted to show what as-
pects are strikingly different and what the reasons 
for those differences might be. The conjecture that 
common overarching themes would emerge turned 
out to be only partially justified. In the case of broad 
concepts such as conflict, the culture of remem-
brance, history, urban situations, and new media, 
this was the case; but in matters of detail, I would 
say that it was only partially correct. A significant 
work is only created when artists have fully grasped 
the specifically local, situational, or contextual as-
pects of a conflict, a history, an urban situation, or 
a culture of remembrance and are conscious of their 
own position within it. The approach taken by Allan 
Sekula in his project TITA N IC’s wake in Lisbon in 
2001 illustrates this admirably.

The question remains as to whether the art projects 
in the public realm in all these different places reveal 
common features. The question seems significant, 
particularly given that those creating projects are of-
ten artists who work in more than one country. Art 
in the public realm exists nowadays in the context 
of architectural and urban design, political repre-
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sentation, public discussion of identity, and market-
ing strategies relating to public space. On this point 
the curator, author, and researcher Claire Doherty 
writes: “As cultural experience has become recog-
nized as a primary component of urban regenera-
tion, so the roles of artists have become redefined as 
mediators, creative thinkers and agitators, leading 
to increased opportunities for long-term engage-
ment between an artist and a given group of people, 
design process or situation.”23

As an artist, I have a strong interest in discussing 
publicly the toolkit required for this complex work. 
How are such works created? What provided the 
impetus for a given work in the public realm? What 
was the procedure for inviting the artists to produce a 
work? Is the content of the work more historical, po-
litical, or social in nature? What kind of link is there 
with the particular place? What media are used? Are 
the distinctive aesthetic features or the character of 
the work as a process sufficiently pronounced?

Details that make the project or the process trans-
parent for the reader often provide a clear and direct 
insight into the complexity of artworks in the public 
realm. Descriptions and questions relating to inter-
activity, collaboration, responsibility, authorship, 
sustainability, or the participatory character of such 
work are helpful for exploring the details. For hidden 
in the details are topics that are common to all pub-
lic space projects. These topics are: the application 
of negotiation and communication strategies; ques-
tions about the role of the artist and the role of others 
taking part in the process; questions about the dy-
namics of leadership; the time taken in preparation 
and planning; the use of particular instruments and 

skills to enable the project to succeed; the involve-
ment of a number of people in the most diverse roles 
and relationships; and finally questions relating to 
the documentation, evaluation, and discursiveness 
of such projects. 

Another complex area is the question as to the com-
munication of artists’ experiences in and with public 
processes. What abilities and what qualifications 
does one need in order to instigate such processes 
and successfully perform the roles associated with 
them? Where do artists learn this? Can this range 
of skills be taught? In site-specific art in the public 
realm, how are methods, aims, and objectives geared 
to one another to achieve the desired effect in that 
particular setting? The answers to these questions 
can be found in the details of each of the projects 
examined.
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