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INTRODUCTION

The old question as to whether art can change the world has tended to produce negative, or at best qualified, answers. Herbert Marcuse justifies an inquiry into aesthetics - "the retreat into a world of fiction where existing conditions are changed and overcome only in the realm of the imagination" (Marcuse, 1978: 1) - by pointing to "the miserable reality" and noting the ideological and class character of art, so it becomes "again the topic of critical reexamination" (ibid). In his Preface to The Aesthetic Dimension, he states:


... a work of art can be called revolutionary if, by virtue of the aesthetic transformation, it represents, in the exemplary fate of individuals, the prevailing unfreedom and the rebelling forces, thus breaking through the mystified (and petrified) social reality, and opening the horizon of change (liberation). 


In this case, every authentic work of art would be revolutionary ... the appearance of the image of liberation (Marcuse, 1978: xi).

I return to Marcuse below, but his formulation raises certain questions, not least as to the location of that necessary transformation of consciousness which, I deduce from his other writing, is prerequisite to wider social transformation, producing the conditions of a possibility for change, or itself being that change. In most critical discussion of the European avant-gardes, from French Realism to Surrealism, say, the transformative character of the art in question is received in individual contemplation, notwithstanding that many of the artists concerned worked as groups or in looser milieux. Their art was exhibited in art spaces (even if they managed these themselves outside the Salon and the market) and disseminated in specialist art magazines. The public for and press coverage of art were greater in France than in England but only in post-modern (post-industrial) times has art become mass entertainment - as through the television spectacle of the Turner Prize.

In contrast to art's individual reception is the public appeal of the monument. The monument does not foster future visions, but refigures the multiple pasts of individual and social experience as the past which legitimates the power of the state, or, when monuments take the form of public sculptures as badges for development, of capital. Although the departure of artists from the galleries since the 1960s was in many cases to fuse art back into life, or to refuse the commodity status of the art work, and although socialised and politicised aims were present, not only has the market proved adept at reincorporating such departures but also the move to public space was based on a false argument that those sites associated with power were in some way sites of democracy. I wonder if an art of intimate encounters is more revolutionary than efforts to mimic displays of power in a new genre of public monuments (public art).

To draw out strands of this contention, I cite a painting by Georges Seurat from the 1880s and a project by Jochen Gerz in the 1990s. The two cases are disparate, widely separated in history, yet deal with liberation: the first depicts a vision of a free society; the second negates past unfreedom by articulating personal memories. In Marcuse's critique of French literature in the 1940s there is an emphasis on intimacy as a last refuge in face of totalitarianism, which I read as an extension of that personal quality in dark times. Drawing also on the urban theories of Henri Lefebvre, I read the personal as a site of liberation. I look to cases of artists' interventions in urban spaces, and in a gallery setting, to argue that the revolution, so to speak, takes place already, all around us in the everyday and needs no invention but rather visibility. 

Finally, however, I try to avoid a polarisation of personal and public realms, and look to the work of Iris Marion Young on the need for group identity, and the need to refute the liberal requirement of assimilation to a dominant culture. Instead of worrying about the public realm, then, perhaps it is possible to ask what might constitute a public sphere - perhaps a sphere of mutable relations and formations which I see, again, in the work of Jochen Gerz. 

VISION AND DESIGNATION

Seurat and Utopia

To begin, I want to suggest a reading of Seurat's large painting Bathers at Asnières (1883-4, London, National Gallery) as a vision of utopia. It is a highly speculative and may be inexact, but makes sense of the painting and of its function as a monumental work in Paris in the 1880s. The painting depicts a group of members of the artisan class taking their leisure by the banks of the Seine at Asnières, a suburb of Paris accessible by railway. It may be an essay in pictorial form, an exploration of optics and colour theory, and a reinvention of academic figure composition after Puvis de Chavannes. Or, a picture of a new society which it depicts in an incipient visual language derived from new theories of optics. The realism of the language locates the imagery in a visual equivalent of the present, as if to see tomorrow as today; but it does this explicitly in an aesthetic dimension in which the world can be depicted not as it is but as it could be. Another way to put this, from Ernst Bloch - though he does not mention this work and sees Seurat's Un dimanche à la Grande Jatte (1884-5, Paris, Musée d'Orsay) as reproducing bourgeois alienation (Bloch, 1986: 814; Nochlin, 1991: 170-4) - is as image of perpetual Sunday; that is, as image of the day of rest from toil, hitherto an interlude of liberation amid the dulling routines of labour under industrial capitalism, made every day. 

The key to this reading is in the chimneys of Clichy which Seurat puts in the background, behind the railway bridge. They are included in studies for the work, such as The Black Horse (1883-4, Edinburgh, National Gallery) and The Rainbow (1883-4, London, National Gallery). In the latter they appear under a rainbow. This might illustrate Charles Blanc's theory that spectral colour represents an ideal world. But I wonder if the rainbow is symbolic of a new, post-diluvian beginning painted at a time of economic unrest and political instability after the financial crash of 1882, and in a time of rising radicalism, with the foundation of the Federation of Socialist Workers in 1879 and general amnesty for Communards in 1880. 

Or is it that "industry and leisure, or in today's terms, pollution and pleasure, exist side by side" (Leighton and Thomson, 1997: 61)? Or that the chimneys denote technologies of mass production which supply enough to meet the needs of all, abolishing the economic problem of scarcity. This idea figures in the anarchism of Peter Kropotkin and is implicit in French utopian socialism. It is allied, too, to Charles Fourier's idea that work is libidinal, and social relations erotic. Contemporary accounts see the chimneys as encroachment: "the smoky factories and blackened docks of one bank and the spacious villas and gardens of the other shore" (in Thomson, 1985: 117), and histories of Fordism and Taylorism affirm that view; yet in the 1880s it may have been possible to see mass production as a means to liberation. The weakness of my reading is its lack of documentary proof and reliance on the circumstance of Seurat's association with other artists and writers later known for radical sympathies. Among them Pissarro (who read Kropotkin) saw chromatic art as "a signifier of anarchist beliefs" (Smith, 1997: 77), and Signac (the leading neo-Impressionist after Seurat's early death in 1891) contributed to anarchist journals. Seurat had an allowance of 400 Francs a month and usually dined in conventional bourgeois dress with his mother in the family apartment, and has been seen as adopting a radical stance "only for as long as doing so involved no real risk to his secure, bourgeois existence" (Smith, 1997: 79); though another opinion is that he "cannot have been unaware of the climate of opinion in his new circle and what radical, left-wing views he probably held must have been similar to those of his friends (Thomson, 1985: 95). It remains unclear.

What may be more interesting is the absence in neo-Impressionism of political motifs - riot, destruction of monuments, general upheaval. After the failure of the Commune and Courbet's death in exile, it is no surprise but does not mean art has no political aspect. 

Signac, writing as camarade impressionist in the anarchist journal La Révolte says in 1891:


It would be an error - an error into which the best informed revolutionaries, such as Proudhon, have too often fallen - systematically to require a precise socialist tendency in works of art (Signac, 1891, in Wood, 1999: 129).

He views the depiction of working-class subjects and decadence of bourgeois society as radical witness in the form of a new artistic language. Seurat's painting of the bathers shows the lower classes enjoying perpetual leisure. Its monumental scale puts in a tradition of large-scale work for public exhibition (from Gericault to Puvis de Chavannes) - it was rejected by the official Salon and shown at the first Salon des Indépendents in 1884 - but introduces into that arena images of the suburban and everyday. 

Gerz and Memories of Occupation

In 1998, in the week preceding the verdict in the trial of Maurice Papon (a functionary of the Vichy regime responsible for the deportation of Jews from the Bordeau region) Jochen Gerz interviewed 48 women of Papon's generation living in Cahors. He asked them about personal truths and public actions, setting their responses below their photographs on posters displayed in public sites. A selection was reproduced in the regional newspaper La Dépêche du Midi, and the German edition of Le Monde Diplomatique. Among them:


You had to be careful about what you said. They arrested my neighbour, Mme Chapon. The militia denounced her. They tortured her. She never came back (Bolzano, 1999: 90). 

and 


The truth lies also in the things you no longer do, and in the things you would like to do, and also in how you do things. That also includes remembering. The old people have to pass on what they know (ibid).

The responses were "a concentrate that captures a fleeting moment of these women's lives" (Bolzano, 1999: 90), which I take to be like Adorno's idea that art sediments in its forms the reality in which it is produced - and which, we would say now, it also (re)produces.

In Le Monument vivant (1995-6), inhabitants of the village of Biron were asked to reply to an unpublished question (possibly whether anything is worth dying for); replies were printed on red brass plaques attached to the sand-stone obelisk of a refurbished war memorial: 


When you are twenty years old it seems impossible to die. Perhaps for freedom. You thank those who died for you. Freedom always comes first, but you never know what the future will bring. There have always been wars. Among us Europeans as well. I lived through the 1940s, and in spite of all the dead and the horrors, we were nonetheless very happy (Bolzano, 1999: 74);

and


I volunteered but the war was practically over. Then I wanted to go to north Africa; but since the country was occupied, they asked me to stay in Toulouse, which I didn't want to do. I was declared unfit for service. With the Germans, I think that's all over by now. One's happy to live here in peace (ibid).

What strikes me is a fusion of world history and personal life, of trajectories outside the influence of individuals with the content of intimate memories. What we see here is not the narrative of public monuments but a story of lives spent in obscurity which are nevertheless momentous. Personal memory is lent visibility, and the work of the artist is to assist in producing this, not to intervene in the construction or coherence of memories. Once the possibility is established, the process is handed over to others.

If, then, Seurat depicts an everyday liberation, Gerz intervenes to open a possibility for a process which may, for some at least, be liberating even if in articulating a state of unfreedom. I want to relate this sense of the everyday to the work of Henri Lefebvre, who is known mainly in what might be called the new geography for his theories of spatiality but who offers also a theory of moments. Lefebvre (1991) argues that a society's spatial practices are characteristic and ideological; within them are currents of, on one hand, conceived space as in designs and plans, and on the other of lived spaces as those around the body and in which personal meaning is produced. The works described above share in their disparate ways an engagement with lived spaces. Such spaces are necessarily plural compared to the continuous space of plans, and the blank space on which plans are drawn. Lefebvre argues, too (earlier) that moments of liberation occur within routine, as Rob Shields summarises: "when one recognises or has a sudden insight into a situation or experience beyond the merely empirical routine of some activity" (Shields, 1999: 58). For Lefebvre, the idea of moments is allied to that of lived spaces, but is rooted in the time of everyday lives, a point which interrupts time (Bergson's durée) so that the world is not the same, is not a mere continuation but the stuff of everyday revolution, the revolution public monuments are employed to crush:


Any space that is organized around the monument is colonized and oppressed. The great monuments have been raised to glorify conquerors and the powerful. Occasionally they glorify the dead or the beauty of death ... Monumental splendour is formal. And although the monument is always laden with symbols, it presents them to social awareness ... just when those symbolized, already outdated, are beginning to lose their meaning, such as the symbols of revolution on the Napoleonic Arc de Triomphe  (Lefebvre, 2003: 21).

Moments occur when the revolution, which already exists, is recognized, though this does not diminish the need for struggle:


those instants we would each, according to our own personal criteria, categorise as 'authentic' moments that break through the dulling monotony of the 'taken for granted'. Moments outflank the pretensions of wordy theories, rules and laws, and challenge the limits of everyday living ... "revelatory of the totality of possibilities contained in daily existence ... would pass instantaneously into oblivion, but during their passage all manner of possibilities - often decisive and sometimes revolutionary - stood to be both uncovered and achieved" (Shields, 1999: 58, citing Harvey, 1991: 429).

Once recognised moments become tangible and memorable. The intimate is then a dimension of revolutionary insight. 

Marcuse and a literature of intimacy

If moments transgress the dulling effect of routines, transgression flowers in love. This is a surrealist position, like the idea that beauty is convulsive, derived in part from Baudelaire. Marcel Raymond sees Baudelaire as taking domestic interiors as objects of his contemplation, projecting onto them "secret analogies with the contradiction in his own soul" (Raymond, 1970: 13). But he also brings them into a poetry of an imagined, utopian realm which is the destination of L'invitation au voyage. The poem has an unusual form, with a sustained use of full vowel sounds; F W Leakey describes it as pervaded by an "amorous feeling", its tone "vibrant, caressing, insistent, warm ..." (Leakey, 1992: 66). The poem's refrains informed Matisse's titles for some of his works around 1904-5: 


La, tout n'est qu'order et beauté


Luxe, calme et volupté (Baudelaire, 1973: 102).

Like Seurat, whose neo-Impressionism he adopted (from Signac), Matisse paints a utopian world in which figures (now stripped of class associations along with their clothes) enjoy a life of perpetual ease. The absence of specificity is a reversion to a classical, universalising imagery; yet the content of joy is still there. Is it viable to see such content as revolt? To do so would be in keeping with Lefebvre's theory of moments; and would depend on a personal experience of joy, which does not translate into official narrative.

Marcuse, in a study of French literature under the occupation, 'Some Remarks on Aragon: Art and Politics in the Totalitarian Era' (Marcuse, 1998: 199-214), quotes Baudelaire's L'invitation au voyage as "in the face of a society based on the buying and selling of labor power" and sees it as "the utopia of real liberation" (Marcuse, 1998: 204). To dream of sweetness (douceur) is to reject the "entire order of toil and efficiency by taking its promises and potentialities seriously" (ibid); in the promesse du bonheur, love "as an artistic form, becomes a political a priori" (ibid). Art "expresses the individual protest against the law and order of repression" (ibid). 

Marcuse continues that stories of love maintain authentic meaning, and cannot be repressed by the apparatus of the state, are always transgressive:


Art is essentially unrealistic: the reality which it creates is alien and antagonistic to the other, realistic reality which it negates and contradicts - for the sake of the utopia that is to be real. But liberation is realistic, is political actinon. Consequently, in art, the content of freedom will show forth only indirectly ... (Marcuse, 1998: 203).

He examines writing by Paul Eluard and Louis Aragon to effect that, for these "political poets and active communists", love "shapes all individual content" including the political: "Love and liberty are one and the same" (Marcuse, 1998: 205). On Aragon's novel Aurélien, he writes of:


the picture of a whole epoch in its repercussions on the representative strata of society, and reflects the historical fate of the epoch in the personal story of the hero and the heroine (Marcuse, 1998: 208).

At the end, after a gap of 18 years in their lives, the protagonists meet again in 1940. They no longer share a reality, the promesse du bonheur overtaken by a more routinised politics, while the ethic of the novel for Marcuse is that the promise of joy is the native land (la patrie, or perhaps heimat).

In intimate exchanges norms and codes are interrupted. At the level of the personal which is political, or the political which is personal, freedom is imagined - and the present experience of that imaginative act which is an act of struggle remains. Marcuse tends to paradox in the way Adorno tends to state irreconcilable tensions: "In art ... the untruth may become the life element of the truth" and "the remembrance of freedom in the totality of oppression" (Marcuse, 1998: 214). This could be applied to the projects by Gerz noted above; and if Seurat's image of the bathers celebrates bonheur as already present in an imaginary of ordinary life, his companion painting Un dimanche à la Grande Jatte supplies the contrary of its repression in bourgeois society, though there are indications in the painting of a return of the repressed. 

THE PUBLIC REALM

Most art history and criticism interprets the perceived intentions of the artist and author; of reception less is known except in cases where the categories of production and reception are blurred. Shifts of consciousness occur through individual or group experiences, however, which is an authenticity opposing them to the ersatz experiences offered by public monuments and official cultures. Such shifts are often gradual and incremental, yet constitute a force majeur. There is an echo of this in the analogy of a viral culture used by Jane Trowell to describe Ignite, a spoof newspaper distributed by members of artists' group PLATFORM to London commuters in 1996-7: "This project had a viral quality, slipping a proposition into the bloodstream under the guise of a safe publication" (Trowell, 2000: 107). PLATFORM have since developed a performance work for audiences of eight who sit in separate cells to hear a narrative of the Holocaust, and take part in discussion on the mental compartmentalisation prerequisite to the management of annihilation. Their intention is to seed a questioning of the authoritarian state of mind which may seep into wider spaces of consciousness, spaces in which people shape a society at least in imagination.

I was careful above to use a plural for lived spaces, a singular for conceived space, because the dominant culture produces a public realm it presents as the site of power and embellishes it with a representation of the history which legitimates its power. Thinking of the women in Cahors, their memories are personal and diverse within a given situation. A national memory is in contrast a myth, and the naturalism of some statues does not conceal that they represent an ordering of society (including the power of the state to determine who is represented). It is instructive that of the 51 monuments erected in Central Park from 1859 to 1977, 28 represent men, 12 are abstract or allegorical, 7 depict animals, and 4 show women of whom one is Mother Goose and two are Alice in Wonderland. The situation has not changed in the representation of a city's history by the recent siting of three bronzes of famous, white men from Bristol in the city's harbourside district. 

But the world in which such images are received is not that of the nineteenth century when the genre gained prominence in the urban landscape. Then, the nation-state was all-powerful; now states provide out-sourced governmental services to trans-national corporations. While it is helpful to recall that communication and resistance are globalised as well as capital, the spread of American as a universal language of consumption, and the blurring together of categories such as public and private urban space, or art and mass media, introduce complexities which render the relatively simple calls for freedom and justice out-dated (but never to be abandoned, I hope). Citing G H von Wright (1997), Zygmunt Bauman sees a new world disorder:


Thrown into the vast open sea with no navigation charts and all the marker buoys sunk ... we have only two choices left: we may rejoice in the breath-taking vistas ... or we may tremble out of fear of drowning. One option not really realistic is to claim sanctuary ... (Bauman, 1998: 85).

I would add that ethical values are replaced by the multiple, inconsequential choices of consumption; these may be vehicles for identity formation but are dis-empowering. Consumption encroaches, too, on the museum: Esther Leslie writes in a review of Tate Modern's first year:


Tate Modern is not just trendy, but in the vanguard of a reinvention of cultural spaces worldwide. Art galleries are overhauling themselves as 'for profit' spaces where the expertise of art workers is leased out to business and education ...  Tate is a brand that niche-markets art experience. Its galleries are showrooms. 

adding that:


... this is still art and not just business. The commodity must not show too glossy a face. The reclamation of an industrial space ... lends the building a fashionably squatted aspect (Leslie, 2001: 3).

Yet to lament the purity of the museum is to forget that it was always a means to reproduce an elite cultural history. Museums were established in an ethos of liberal reform which was progressive in the nineteenth century, but which conditions the perception of society in ways to ensure its continuity.

A history of the public art museum would have certain parallels to one of public space (the site of the mythicised public realm). Museums such as Tate and its counterparts in provincial cities were founded during the nineteenth century to provide public education by constructing narratives of national schools, delineating the nation's cultural history by determining what art was or not purchased and in what ordering it was exhibited to public gaze. Or - to the gaze of publics, mainly the urban middle classes. Although the poor were allowed in, Brandon Taylor writes that "I think we can be fairly sure that the desire of the new art public was to be free of the contamination of the lower classes altogether" (Taylor 1994: 24). Museums of modern art in the mid-twentieth century merely update the process, their innovation being the white cube which sets art in a supposedly value-free realm. 

There are, of course, museums of other things than art. Amsterdam, a city which promotes itself as a destination of cultural tourism, has a museum of torture. Its intentions may be to raise awareness of violence against the person as integral to the operations of power, or to understand the mental acts which allows individuals to carry out extreme violence. My worry is that the co-option of torture to the culture industry normalises it as entertainment or commodity. It is a problem similar to that raised by Adorno (1997) and Marcuse (1978), that art depicts suffering only in its beauty. At a much less extreme level, public art conventionally acts as aesthetic badge to urban development which is often socially divisive, and unregenerative of social cohesion or local economic vitality. I could go on about the encroachment of privatised space, as in the mall, on hitherto public streets where people mixed informally and dissent was allowed. But I think this would be false. It is not that I like the mall, but that public spaces were not the homes for democratic activity they are sometimes taken to have been. At certain times, revolt has taken over the street, and the statues been pulled down in enactments of a shift of power, but the street was always regulated, and the square a site of power's display to public abjection. Public art and urban design cannot but embellish these sites, making them acceptable.

For Jane Jacobs (1961), the street is where citizens produce a self-regulating society, where safety is in numbers. For Lefebvre, "In the street, we merely brush shoulders with others, we don't interact with them ..." (Lefebvre, 2003: 19). Both statements may be accurate, and Lefebvre also argues that "In the street, a form of spontaneous theatre, I become spectacle and spectator. The street is where movement takes place, the interaction without which urban life would not exist ..." (Lefebvre, 2003: 18). But I worry that the north American commons, an image still powerful in urban discourse, was largely a preserve of white, male property owners. If so it is like the European coffee houses where differentiations of rank were suspended, all voices equalised, but where, too, the usually male customer paid on entry for an expensive commodity. Richard Sennett also sees a de-personalisation of public debate:


People thus experienced sociability in these coffeehouses without revealing much about their own feelings, personal history, or station. Tomes of voice, elocution, and clothes might be noticeable, but the whole point was not to notice. The art of conversation was a convention in the same sense as the dressing to rank of the 1750s, even though its mechanism was the opposite, was the suspension of rank (Sennett, 1992: 82).

This is entirely in keeping with a Kantian aesthetic of disinterested judgement - which I think the work of artists such as Gerz refuses.

My particular disillusion with public space - a moment - occurred one Sunday in Barcelona, wandering through the old red-light district of el Raval, now a cultural quarter around the Museum of Contemporary Art (MACBA). Dwellers were sitting outside their blocks facing a demolition site more than 130 metres long. A large billboard at the end proclaimed PUBLIC SPACE. I had realised that flagship cultural institutions such as Tate or Guggenheim, here MACBA, acted as the pioneers of gentrification, but it seemed now that public space was used to re-code a neighbourhood as affluent, while Barcelona re-branded itself a global rather than a Mediterranean city. 

INTERVENTIONS

I look now at cases of work which intervenes in urban situations in New York, Lisbon, and a gallery setting. Touch Sanitation began in 1976 when Mierle Ukeles became artist in residence in the New York City Department of Sanitation. The post was initially unfunded, though Ukeles now has an office in the Sanitation building new Wall Street, and is funded as artist in residence for the Fresh Kills Landfill site on Statten Island, where most of New York's trash was taken until recently. She writes:


On July 24, 1979, I started shaking hands with the first of all New York City's 8,500 sanitationmen and officers, 'sanmen', the housekeepers of the whole City, workers in the largest of maintenance systems ...


As an artist, I tried to burn an image into the public eye, by shaking hands, that this is a human system that keeps New York City alive, that when you throw something out, there's no 'out'. Rather there's a human being who has to lift it, haul it, get injured because of it (highest injury rate of any U S occupation), dispose of it, 20,000 tons every day. Our garbage, not theirs (Ukeles, 2001: 106).

Touching the hands which touch filth (of course, they wear gloves), Ukeles lends visibility to garbage collectors who "feel so isolated they could be working on the moon" (Ukeles, 2001: 107). Through eleven months, she walked the city's five boroughs to personally greet each sanitation worker, timing her walks to fit an eight-hour shift:


As woman artist injecting myself into a 'man's world', I represented the possibility of a healing vision: not a pretend sanman, not an official investigator, not a media voyeur, not a social scientist, rather a 'sharer' in an ecological vision of the operating wholeness of urban society (Ukeles, 2001: 106)..  

Patricia Phillips writes that "Handshake Ritual required the artist to adopt and accept the rhythms and routines of an established workplace, a site intrinsic to the public domain ... [and] to embrace a prevailing public language ..." while dealing with unpredictable responses (Phillips, 1995a: 181).

My second case is Capitaldonada - a project initiated by Mario Caeiro and the group Extra]muros[ in Marvila, a social housing district of Lisbon, in 2001. Caeiro writes that the project aimed to "animate a specific social and territorial fabric" and:


The key element in this strategy in which not only different technical and artistic subjects converge but also many non-professional actors, is the capacity to generate participation, co-responsibility and a real empathy on behalf of common fate. Perhaps following this project, institutions and individuals will see intervention ... with a new care as well as with new demands (Caeiro, 2002: 145).

Marvila is an area of high-rise social housing for immigrants from rural areas of Portugal and its ex-colonies, between the historic centre of Lisbon and the Expo-98 site. In preparation for Expo98, some blocks (seen from the airport road) were painted orange, lime green, purple, blue, and yellow - the response of official culture in its domain of plans and facades. Among the projects of Capitaldonada was porque é que existe o ser em vez do nada?, by José Maça de Carvalho. Working with tenants' representatives he photographed twelve individuals whose images and cell phone numbers were reproduced on cards and posters at bus stops and in magazines. These twelve dwellers acted as communicators for the project, setting up meetings with callers to share their everyday activities of kickbox training, graffiti, dance parties, music, and quoits. A 10-metre high poster of one dweller, Deborah, was sited on the side of a five-storey block. The project can be seen as art-ethnography, but I wonder if it might be more a process of opening a space than of observation, comparable in this respect to Gerz's work described above.

For the third case I look to art in a gallery setting, in fact which I first saw in the Guggenheim, New York (where it was awarded the Hugo Boss Prize in 2000). Marjetica Potrc rebuilds the huts of informal settlements, including those provided by authorities as basic provision to be supplemented by self-build extension. The squatter shacks of what were once called shanty towns are read here as sites of human social development: "Her shelters do not preach or blame, but rather stress the idea that multiple levels of existence and economies can exist around an urban context" (Bonami, 2001: 4). To rebuild shelters in authentic materials in a gallery asks several questions, such as how members of an elite public see them, while problematising the relation of a site of habitation which requires no legitimation (aesthetic or otherwise) only legalisation as what is, in practice, a relatively sustainable form of settlement, compared to government housing schemes. The point seems to be to give material form to difference, to the alterity of the cultures it represents; in doing so it also touches on Lefebvre's concept of a right to the city. 

As Francesco Bonami concludes:


This practice places [Potrc] in the risky position of someone who wants to prove that the causes and effects of exploitation are increasingly blurred in societies where the poor refuse to be artificially upgraded, if that shift means the loss of any authority over their own material existence. [It] also poses the question of how her production can intersect with institutional space. With the building of new fortresses like the Guggenheim in Bilbao or the Tate in London, it may be that her practice will create new kinds of cultural favelas ... potentially proliferating at the bottom of titanium walls ... [to] produce new nomadic shelters that carry new economies and new forms of identity into the planned life and the power of the visual arts (Bonami, 2001: 7).

In this work, the artist intervenes with a team of assistants to reproduce an entity emblematic of conditions specific to the non-affluent world, the other side of globalisation. The process is thus indirect, the commentary oblique but also non-interpretive. I see a commonality with the non-judgemental (non-Kantian) work of Gerz, and a polarity with Seurat's ease and Baudelaire's imagined, far-off joy. Commonality and polarity establish not an opposition but an axis, two points from which to understand the imaginative aspect of consciousness which is the substance of liberation. The difficulty, as ever, is how that becomes social transformation.

PUBLIC SPHERES

In the public realm of monuments and parades imagination is subordinated like an obedient soldier or a dog to the dominant narrative - which has tended in European history to be patriarchal. Weber uses the term Herrschaft for power, generally translated as domination but also as authority, by which "a command with a given specific content will be obeyed by a given group of persons" (Goehler, 2000: 51). Such relations are institutionalised. Part of the work of deconstruction was to fracture such relations in language. In a post-industrial setting some of the old legitimations are defunct though the authority of consumption is at least as strong as that previously of the state. To call the dictates of consumption self-enforced elides the manipulative force of narratives in the mass media, while the idea, from Foucault, that we are members of self-disciplining publics holds. In a situation in which the grim reality, so to speak, shows every sign of worsening, Marcuse's turn to art is more apt than in the 1970s. After the failure of 1968 there was a retreat. Now there is hardly anywhere to which to retreat. This does not mean personal experiences and moments are any less abundant, and may imply that they become increasingly a location for critical and liberative acts of imagination. Critical and reflective conversation may even be a responsibility in the kind of post-modern habitat described by Bauman:


... an incessant flow of reflexivity; the sociality responsible for its structured yet fugitive forms, their interaction and their succession, is a discursive activity, an activity of interpretation and reinterpretation, or interpretation fed back into the interpreted condition only to trigger off further interpretative efforts (Bauman, 2000: 42).

Bauman sees a need for sociology to see itself as a discipline engaged in such continuous reinterpretation, cognizant of the contingency of any outcome while seeking to refine the ground-rules of interpretive acts and foster the communication of what is interpreted. I would see critical art practice as also engaged in such reinterpretation, with the caution that - learning from the failures of all the avant-gardes, it is not a work of interpretation but of recognition.

Here I would like to cite a review by John Roberts of an exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery - 'Protest & Survive', in which, among others, participants held placards proclaiming 


I'M GLAD IF I CAN HOLD THIS IN MY HAND

and 


WE ARE GLAD IF WE CAN DEMONSTRATE 

The "if" says it all even apart rom the vacuum of content. Roberts writes:


Political art (as understood on the social democratic model) assumes that those whom the art work is destined for (the fantasized working class) need art in as much as they need Ideas in order to understand capitalism and class society. There is never a moment's recognition that people are already engaged in practices in the world which are critical and transformative (Roberts, 2001: 6).

But as Lefebvre theorises, ordinary life is replete with moments of presence, its environment with creative ingenuity. What stifles this is the liberal rhetoric of assimilation to a generalised culture - the culture promoted by the design of the public realm and its old and new monuments. In face of this, the intimate may be a location of criticality like the aesthetic dimension (as Marcuse sees both). 

I still have a problem. Personal experience and its articulation, whether angry, sad, or joyful, is as easily marginalised as it is perceived as authentic. I can argue intellectually in the University for a refusal of the centre-margin model which allows this, yet I do not really know how I apply this in the spaces of ordinary life. That may be my limitation, of course, reflecting my having taken the bread and occasionally the wine of institutions for more than 30 years! But it is difficult to engender tactics which are not articulations of polarities, like them-and-us, or individual-and-society. Yet societies are made, as Iris Marion Young has argued, of groups, which are mutable and multi-valent. In a post-industrial world, where the zoning of space and regulation of hours required by manufacturing industry and public administration is of decreasing impact, multi-valency flourishes.

The possibility, then, rather than of assimilation of minorities to a dominant society - or of personal voices to generalised narratives - is for recognition of group difference and by implication solidarities. Young writes:


Historically, in group based oppression and conflict, difference is conceived as otherness and exclusion ... Attempts to overcome the oppressions of exclusion which such a conception generates usually move in one of two directions: assimilation or separation. Each of these political strategies itself exhibits a logic of identity; but this makes each strategy contradict the social realities of group interfusion. A third ideal of a single polity with differentiated groups recognising one another's specificity and experience requires a conception of difference expressing a relational rather than substantial logic. Groups should be understood not as entirely other, but as overlapping, as constituted in relation to one another, thus as shifting ... (Young, 1993: 123).

Perhaps the elderly citizens who remember Vichy in their own ways constitute a group perceived, through Gerz' work, as relational rather than substantial. 

At Biron:


There are some of us, the ones who have been deported, for instance, who are still afraid to speak. It is too painful. I was scared myself ...

and


We were used to passing by the monument without paying attention, almost without seeing it. Now, the monument seems fantastic to me. I cried, as I read other people's thoughts. I was so sure I knew the people who lived around me, but I realized it wasn't true. It never happens that we really get close to one another - I don't know why. We can only miss what we didn't do. Our dead did not leave for nothing. They suddenly came back among us (Bolzano, 1999: 30).

The living, too, are there. Ease has not to date become the common estate, but it is just possibly in the right to a voice that a hope for a right to the city, or to freedom, is incipient.

NOTE

1. This essay began as a paper for a conference 'Waterfronts of Art' organised by the Polis Research Unit of the University of Barcelona, held at the Museum of Contemporary Art Barcelona, October 1st-3rd, 2003; and was developed for a conference 'Public Art, Public Authorship' at the University of Warwick, November 29th, 2003. It is here in a further revised form.
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