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Origin and Function of the Concept “Site-specificity”

Hiroshi UEMURA

The term “site-specific” is used in a wide variety of ways. The
author tries to examine how and why the concept of site-speci-
ficity has emerged in such diversity.

The modern model of artistic experience, based on pure, im-
mediate experience, cannot function within the everyday life
environment. On the other hand, as Adorno criticized, artistic
spaces such as museums, which would offer an ideal place for
modernist contemplation of artworks, may also limit the artistic
experience to the realm of fetishized cultural commodities. Be-
cause it cannot perfectly fit into either of these two places, the
place of art takes on the character of both. The characteristic of
the site-specific art enables this multiplicity.

Touristic sights are not simply physical places but can also
become symbols of cultural meaning. This inherent, but at the
same time arbitrary character of sign, codifying a de-codifica-
tion, can also be found in artworks. Site-specific art transforms
ordinary ground into something uniquely marked with mean-
ing. This creates a layered cultural system within the physical

space that it occupies. This is not limited to artistic or touristic

63

spaces but can also be found in everyday places. Since the mod-
ern era, individuals’ identities have been grounded in bodily-re-
lated places; bodily conditioned spaces (such as homes, towns,
and nations) have become the easiest way to attribute our iden-
tity. However, these are not just spatial extensions but are also
highly ideological. Depending on where one’s identity lies, it is
easy to feel alienated. Art may create “temporary” communities,
but it provides a different meaning to a site than what is used
for daily life. It can liberate one’s identity and provide new pos-
sibilities for identity.

Realizing such multiple identities has significance beyond
simply advocating one identity. Even artistic sites can become
political spaces, where established power or minority identities
may find expression. But understanding the multiple meanings
of a place enables one to distance oneself from a single identity
and opens up new possibilities for identity. Site-specific art can
be essential to the modern individual’s self-alienated identity,

with its ludic character of alternate multiple sites and identities.



