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Abstract

Monuments typify human habitation of place, memorialising 
ideologies of the prevailing power from moments in time.  
As time progresses and cultural context evolves, their meanings 
become rendered mute; their benefactors abeyant desire for 
legacy suspended in the gravitas of their geological materiality 
(i.e. bluestone, marble, etc). In recent decades, commemorative 
form has undergone a revolution. Along with its transformation 
from the heavy permanence of monumentality, to the cogitative 
temporality of anti-monumental form — subject matter has  
also diametrically shifted from representing the state, to the 
marginalised. My practice-based research explores further  
the anti-monuments’ potential for social activism — to expand 
commemorative form beyond human-centric representation,  
to acknowledge the immemorial forces that shape place. An iterative 
creative process informs the major body of site-responsive works 
Human/Nature undertaken as Artist in Residence at Kyneton Botanic 
Gardens, presented at Kyneton Contemporary Art Triennial 2018. 
Drawing on the sites deep time environmental and ideological 
origins as transformative forces, I created a series of anti-monuments 
that acted as relational experiences: activating public space  
as an experimental laboratory to discover the sublime context  
of our existence.

Keywords: 
Place 
Human-nature relationship 
Social activism 
Monument/anti-monument 
Sublime

Fig. 1. Detail of Human/Nature,  

Act 01: Native/Foreign, 

Meteorological/Geological,  

Jessie Stanley 2018. Ephemeral 

installation, bluestone aggregate 

and dust, local brown and grey 

dermosol soil.
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Introduction

‘To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour’

— Excerpt from Auguries of Innocence,  
 William Blake, 1863 (Blake & Washington 1968)  

As we move through our suburbs, cities and towns, we are  
in constant negotiation of past worlds colliding with our present 
reality. These past times and ideologies shape our environment: 
layering the rich palimpsest of place with a legacy of symbolism. 
In this way, our urban environments assert a sense of time related 
to human life span (centuries, decades, or less), and the depth  
of our experience within them is contingent on the intelligibility 
and relevance of their symbolism. For all the street signs, 
monuments, architectural statements, and ordered grids of our 
urban environments — the context of our existence within these 
places (and the universe at large) remains elusive. The more 
developed our environments are, the more removed we become 
from experiencing nature and encountering a sense of time 
related to Earth’s life span: ‘geologic time’, or ‘deep time’ (billions, 
millions, or hundreds of thousands of years classified into aeons, 
eras, periods, epochs, and ages). Accordingly our opportunity  
to gain meaning and context by experiencing our sublime 
relationship to the astronomical scale of time and space,  
becomes buried by place, and concealed from our view. 

What is the deep time origin of the elements found in the 
bricks of a Victorian era railway station? What is the cultural subtext 
of a water drain? What can a River Red Gum in inner suburban 
Melbourne tell us about environmental proclivity? What can an area’s 
soil reveal about the genesis of place? What are the forces over 
deep time that have shaped a Botanic Garden? These are some  
of the questions that I have sought answers for throughout this 
research process, to unravel some of the clues that places hold  
to reveal fascinating insights into the context of our existence. 

Taking on this somewhat futile, but (painfully) rewarding 
task of Artist-Explorer I have focused my enquiry on various sites 
to discover some of their origins. I have studied their history, geology, 
culture, politics and geography; engaged with their communities, 
and ultimately — their audience: inviting participation in my journey 
of discovery. Method and concept has developed and clarified over 
time, and reflective writing has assisted in creating some semblance 
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of retrospective order and through-lines to this discursive journey. 
At times my writing tends towards argumentative — as I test the 
validity of my creative strategies and reflectively seek to clarify 
my motivations. Recently I viewed the personal notebook scrawlings 
of artist Robert Smithson, who dealt with similar themes of geologic 
time scales, his thoughts articulating and validating the immense 
difficulty of the creative process: ‘If I knew the meaning of a work 
of art before I created it …’, intercepted by furious crossing out, and 
then ‘My art is incomprehensible to me, I wish somebody would tell 
me what it is all about…’ (Monash University Museum of Art 2018).

Extrapolating the notion of the ‘Artist-Explorer’, curator  
and art critic Nicolas Bourriard (2009, pp. 99-100) grouped artist 
expeditions into two categories: 

‘the discovery of new territories (the colonial model, which 
goes hand in hand with appropriation) and the archaeological 
mission, which takes on special importance today, since  
it represents a specific relationship to time: it is the present 
en route towards the past, in search of its history’. 

Art historian George Kubler defined this (then) new field  
of investigation in his 1962 book, The Shape of Time: 

‘Instead of our occupying an expanding universe of forms, 
which is the contemporary artist’s happy but premature 
assumption, we would be seen to inhabit a finite world  
of limited possibilities, still largely unexplored, yet still open  
to adventure and discovery, like the polar wastes long before 
their human settlement’ (cited in Bourriard 2009, p. 100). 

Bourriard presented the archaeological expedition as a working 
metaphor for numerous contemporary artworks, surmising that: 

‘The Artist-Explorer is the pioneer of this spatialised 
relationship to history’. 

The common thread that has remained throughout my 
exploration — the crux of this enquiry — is my desire to create 
projects rich in ideas; that transform built environments from 
impenetrable repositories of history into experimental labs where 
we can test, explore, and discover the how, why, and what next  
of our relationship to our environment. This notion of attempting 
to understand our relationship to our environment follows a long 
line of precedents, the most pertinent of which to this research  
is in the 19th century Romantics glorification of the sublimity  
of nature, and the 20th century Situationists International desire 
to revolutionise everyday life by disrupting conventional patterns 
of how we relate to space. 
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Framing my interest in creating works accessible  
to audiences outside of the art institution is my background  
in Visual Communication. As a second year Bachelor of Visual 
Communication student in 1999, First things First Manifesto (Eye 
Magazine 1999) impressed upon me the role that graphic design 
can play in positively (or negatively) affecting the way meaning  
is produced within society. The manifesto urged designers consider: 

‘a mind-shift away from product marketing and toward  
the exploration and production of a new kind of meaning. 
The scope of debate is shrinking; it must expand. Consumerism 
is running uncontested; it must be challenged by other 
perspectives expressed, in part, through the visual languages 
and resources of design’ (Eye Magazine 1999, para. 5). 

These prescient words spurred a life long interest in exploring the 
potential of graphic design for social activism and cultural production, 
instead of commercial production.

A pre-eminent example of the power of visual communication 
in cultural production is Colors magazine (1993). Conceived in 1991 
by graphic designer Tibor Kalman and photographer Olivieri Toscani, 
and funded by Benetton; it aimed to expand peoples understanding 
of the world. Early issues opened up diverse topics such as aids 
and racism, the explosive editorial style championing its core 
message that diversity is good. In early 2000, it evolved away 
from punchy immediacy towards in-depth journalism with new 
Creative Editors Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin, and Art 
Director Fernando Gutiérrez. Chanarin explained in an interview 
with The Guardian ‘If you look at Issue 50 [Prison, 2002] it’s almost 
like journalism from the 50s when Life magazine was really kicking. 
It was about going into a place and staying there for a long time, 
investing time and money and no one’s really doing that anymore’ 
(Armstrong 2002, para. 8). Within the same complex as Colors 
magazine in Treviso, Italy, is Fabrica (also funded by Benetton).  
As a communication research centre for under 25 year olds,  
it provides a philosophical and supportive framework for creatives 
to experiment in their field. Whilst Colors’ Prison issue was in 
production, I was visiting Fabrica for a two week introductory 
internship — an instrumental experience in aligning my design 
practice with social activism. In my current practice I bring together 
these philosophies of design with art in public space to affect  
the way meaning is produced in society.

Throughout the course of this research I have developed  
a number of site-responsive interventions into place, ‘field works’ 
that reflect my creative process of archaeological exploration. These 
field works sought to give voice and life to an aspect of their site’s 
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muted symbolism for its audience to discover. In the City of Moreland, 
my enquiry, titled Marking Time (Stanley 2016), focussed on the brick 
construction of Moreland Station’s disused waiting room. In tracing 
the bricks’ origins to a local clay-pit and brick manufacturer; a deep 
time narrative emerged of how the area’s geological and colonial 
history symbiotically transformed it into a city. Via a series of field 
works including an research lab; ephemeral stencils; artist-led walks; 
and projected animation, supplemented by social media posts and 
a curated website; the predominantly local audience could discover 
invisible aspects of their suburb and trace the narrative through 
time and place. This work fed into conceptualising a public artwork 
for the development of neighbouring Jewell Station in Brunswick 
A Place to Meet (Stanley 2017), which addressed the sites pre-existing 
River Red Gums. The typical lifespan of 500 to 1000 years for a River 
Red Gum dwarfs human lifespan, and their environmental proclivity 
provides an inclusive analogy that echoes humans relationship with 
the area: they thrive in inland flood plains (or river beds), and prefer 
clay soils. Prior to European settlement, the area was known  
as Iramoo by the Wurundjeri-willam: who regarded its fertile flood 
plains as hallowed hunting grounds for tens of thousands of years. 
Post European settlement, new settlers discovered Brunswick’s 
clay deposits: fuelling Brunswick’s brick and clay manufacturing 
boon in the 1800s, and spurring its transformation into an industrial 
town. These two epochs reveal the pivotal aspects that have shaped 
Brunswick: and the relationship between people, culture, geology 
and time in shaping place. A pedestal structure was proposed; 
formed from the River Red Gum that was to be removed to make 
way for the development — and inscribed with a timeline equivalent 
to its lifespan revealing the areas pre- and post-colonial history.  

Three other sites within greater Melbourne were also 
addressed: RMIT City Campus; Gertrude Street in the inner suburb 
of Fitzroy; and the City of Banyule council lobby in Melbourne’s 
outer north-eastern suburb of Greensborough. The iterative 
production of works culminated in the major body of works 
Human/Nature (Stanley 2018), created for the regional Kyneton 
Contemporary Art Triennial 2018. Their disparate siting, 
considered together with the sites in Moreland, has contributed  
to building up a rich picture of the origins and transformation  
of Australia, and its broader relationship to the story of Earth’s 
genesis through deep time.  

The research aim and objectives are introduced by relevant 
philosophical and theoretical context in the following section.
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Fig. 2. Clay-mining in Brunswick 

c.1920, photographer unknown.
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Context

The field works I’ve created throughout this research process  
are essentially an ontological study of how a place came into 
being, and in this spirit, let’s examine the origins and context  
of the keywords: place, human-nature relationship; social activism; 
monument/anti-monument; sublime.

Place

The term ‘place’ originates in c. 400 BC, with Plato and Aristotle 
philosophising the ‘inhabited Earth’. Each viewed place as being 
an ontological condition for existence, as ‘the ground for existence 
itself’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 26). Today, place is a subject of debate 
across many disciplines, including architecture, philosophy, urban 
planning, and ecology. Within the context of this research, I refer 
to ‘place’ aligned with a geographical interpretation: as describing 
the creative inertia of humans shaping their locality with its natural 
environmental assets; with the tools at their disposal; driven by 
their ideologies. Place in this sense becomes ‘a way of understanding 
the world’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 18), and ‘is not simply something  
to be observed, researched, and written about but is itself a part 
of the way we see, research, and write’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 24). 

Acknowledgement of the symbiotic human-nature relationship 
in shaping place is ancient. Cresswell writes, that the philosopher 
Albertus Magnus, c. 1200: 

‘insists that the particularity of place plays a role in the kind 
of human life that develops in that place. A place, to Albertus, 
was a unique combination of cosmological and environmental 
influences that shape the things that exist in that place’ 
(Cresswell 2015, p. 25). 

Place-making is a constant and ever evolving human activity, 
as places are ‘made, maintained, and contested’ (Cresswell 2015,  
p. 10). Furthermore, places provide a tangible structure for society: 
and embody the power, politics, wealth, and ideology of the 
dominant culture presiding within them (Sumartojo 2016).  
‘Place, at a basic level, is space invested with meaning in the context 
of power’ (Cresswell 2015, p. 19).

Places are also a type of language, and hold complex symbols 
and signifiers that contribute to shaping the way we think, and what 
we think about (Baudrillard cited in Gkaragounis 2015; Duff 2010). 

‘Most buildings can be understood in terms of power or authority — 
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Fig. 3. John Glew’s Brickyard,  

1866, Barkly St East Brunswick, 

photographer unknown.
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as efforts to assume, extend, resist, or accommodate it’ (Wells, 
cited in Hayden 1995, p. 30). Places shape the way we come together 
as a community — the activities we do — and give form to our 
potential (Duff 2010). Places give us the foundation for how  
we project into the future. Places shape us as we shape them.

As places evolve in complexity — decoding their material 
origins and the ideologies that have contributed to shaping  
them becomes increasingly difficult. Over time the landscape  
of place becomes a kind of monument to the past, and the 
significance of many of the symbols it contains become muted  
as the gravitas of their meanings are suspended in the past.  
In this way, places conceal their origins and assert the dominant 
power (Connerton 2008; Hoheisel 1985; Stih & Schnock 1993). 
Within an Australian context, analysis of place reveals a pre-  
and post-colonial narrative: one that is yet to be reconciled,  
or indeed formally acknowledged (Pascoe 2014). 

Human-nature relationship in shaping place

The environmental impact of place-making is unprecedented. 
Since the rise of the industrial revolution humans have been 
meaningfully impacting Earth’s natural assets at an alarming pace. 
In 1864 polymath scholar and diplomat George Perkins Marsh 
published the seminal Man and Nature; or, Physical Geography  
as Modified by Human Action. Although previous speculations  
on the topic had cited facets of environmental change, none had 
‘surmised the effects to be part of an inter-related whole. Moreover 
such influence had been assumed largely benign; damage was 
thought trivial, ephemeral, innately repairable’ (Lowenthal 2015,  
p. 56). ‘Marsh was the first to realize that man’s environmental 
impacts were not only enormous and horrific, but perhaps irreversibly 
cataclysmic’ (Lowenthal 2003, cited in Lowenthal 2015, p. 56). 

This revolutionary shift in the relationship of humans with their 
environment is encapsulated in the proposed new geological epoch: 
the Anthropocene. First coined by the Nobel prize-winning scientist 
Paul Crutzen in 2000, the term acknowledges the irreversible 
destructive impact of humans on the environment (Carrington 2016), 
which the evidence for is all around us. Geological resources that 
formed over millennia are mined to exhaustion: and materials such 
as clay and stone have been mined out in a matter of decades 
(Summerton et al. 2009). In the wake of this activity, vast sites 
have become grave voids; their material transformed and piled 
layer upon layer above ground to form the complex places  
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Fig. 4. Clifton Reserve bordering 

the Hoffman’s site, now developed 

into residential housing. Photograph 

Jessie Stanley 2016.



18

we inhabit today. It should be noted that although this phenomenon 
is widely acknowledged within the scientific community, the 
proposed declaration of this new geological epoch beginning 
from the 1950s is not a foregone conclusion. In order to define  
a new epoch:

 ‘a signal must be found that occurs globally and will be 
incorporated into deposits in the future geological record. 
(…) For the Anthropocene, the best candidate for such  
a golden spike are radioactive elements from nuclear bomb 
tests, which were blown into the stratosphere before settling 
down to Earth’ (Carrington 2016, paras. 13-14). 

The evidence is mounting for the Anthropocene’s declaration; 
carbon spheres emitted by power stations; plastic pollution; 
aluminium and concrete particles; and high levels of nitrogen  
and phosphate in soils derived from artificial fertilisers — all strong 
contenders for signalling its declaration (Carrington 2016).    

Useful in understanding the ways in which the human-nature 
relationship is addressed broadly within society, communications 
professor Dr Lauren Kolodziejski outlined three dominant 
dialectical tensions within US environmental discourse in her 
analysis of Maya Lin’s What is Missing memorial: ‘mastery-harmony, 
othering-connection, and exploitation-idealism’.

‘In the mastery-harmony dialectic, the mastery perspective 
frames nature as a realm to be dominated by human force 
while the harmony perspective upholds and ideal of humans 
peacefully co-existing with nature. The othering-connection 
dialectic contains a tension between othering discourses 
that posit nature as separate from and subordinate to humans 
and connection discourses how humans, as animals too, are 
one element existing within the larger natural order. Finally, 
the exploitation-idealism dialectic contains a tension between 
nature framed as ‘resource’ to be consumed for human benefit, 
even at the cost of complete destruction, and nature framed 
as intrinsically valuable and deserving preservation’ 
(Kolodziejski 2015, p. 429). 

Kolodziejski goes on to outline the successes and short-falls 
of posing these dialectics to audiences to ‘… challenge dominant 
understandings of the human-nature relationship’ (Kolodziejski 
2015, p. 439): her analysis providing salient considerations for 
creating works that address this theme. What is Missing (Lin 2015) 
is a multi-faceted memorial for species that are extinct or will 
become extinct within our lifetime, realised in multi-sited 
installations, a website and book. Kolodziejski’s critique highlights 

Fig. 5. Brick and Clay Industry 

Monument (C. Bold 1994), 

Brunswick, encroached and 

subsumed by the surrounding  

built environment. Photograph 

Jessie Stanley 2016.
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that by drawing on the tension between each of the dominant 
dialectics — showing both ideological sides — What is Missing  
is successful in reframing and encouraging reflection on the 
human-nature relationship, leading its audience to the logical 
conclusion that we must create a more sustainable relationship 
with our environment. 

The cultural shift towards mastery, othering, and exploitation 
in the creation of place is evident in each place addressed within this 
research. For example, the City of Moreland and the transformation 
of its clay resource explored in Marking Time. Over millennia the clay 
formed from the weathering of ancient sedimentary rock to inspire 
cultural associations and sustainable use by the indigenous 
Wurundjeri Tribe. European settlers arrived in the 1840s, and began 
mining the clay for their brick and pottery industries; evident today 
in the areas transformation into a bricked city. Once dwarfed  
in comparison to the age and size of the Earth (Hutton, cited  
in Farrier 2016), humans are now disproportionately transforming 
the Earth (Grant 2016), driven by a contemporary ideology  
of evolving place to embody progress (Marx, cited in Lefebvre 1968). 

Social activism: artistic methods of reclaiming and reshaping 
place as a space for discovery

Walking as an artistic method to reclaim and reshape place  
as a space for discovery (typically the city) has a long tradition.  
It originates from the literary foundations of the ‘flâneur’; first  
with Charles Baudelaire’s dandy in his 1863 essay The Painter  
of Modern Life, where he portrayed the flâneur as a man observing 
and finding the delightful curiosity of life by perambulating and 
observing the city ‘witnessing its transformation into a modern 
metropolis’ (Milliard 2010, p. 337); then with Walter Benjamin  
in the 1930s who depicted a somewhat darker version of the flâneur, 
as a figure estranged — equally interested in his observations of the 
city, but now with a critical, subversive outlook (Waxman 2010). 

The contemporary evolution of cities towards sameness and 
order, works against the 19th century notion of the city as a place 
for discovery. Urban theorist Richard Sennett argues that: 

‘Benjamin’s image of the ‘flâneur’ gets a new meaning  
in a world of Starbucks and Niketowns: no longer is the urban 
flâneur someone who can discover – at least in the new 
public realm – the strange, the unexpected, or the arousing. 
Alterity is missing. Equally, the accumulation of shared 
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Fig. 6. Bricked built environment  

of Park Street, Brunswick c.1980, 

photograph by Phillip Rogers, 

1970-1996. 
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history, and so of collective memory diminishes in these 
neutral public spaces’ (Sennett 2005, p. 121). 

Following on from the literary versions of the flâneur that 
tended more towards literary illusions than reality, Surrealism,  
and the Situationist International each used walking as a means  
of embodied social activism, to: 

‘revolutionize everyday life. Their members treated the  
urban situation as the terrain where that revolution could 
take place, precisely in using the city against its intentions, 
be they administrative, aesthetic, bourgeois, capitalist, 
political, pragmatic, or some combination thereof’  
(Waxman 2010, p. 2).

The Surrealists sought to re-enchant the experience of place 
by seeking out the marvellous within the banal. They walked their 
city to redefine pathways and possibilities beyond home-work-home, 
to reclaim the role of human spirit with the city. Unlike the flâneurs 
of literature that tended towards an idealized view of the city,  
the Surrealists embodied their opposition to the utilitarian and 
homogeneous existence of urban living in their wanderings, and 
aimed to ‘revolutionize the human condition’ (Waxman 2010, p. 5).  

Similar to the Surrealists, but with an altogether different 
emphasis — the Situationist International (SI, 1957-1972) sought  
to radically change everyday life by engaging with the city as a place 
for discovery. Rejecting Surrealism’s tendency towards individual 
experience, the fantastical and the self, the SI favoured grounded 
reality, play, and the collective urban experience. Their method  
of walking, ‘la derive’: 

‘was at once a game, a form of study, and a revolutionary 
device: a playful, passionate means of engaging with the 
urban landscape; a direct means of acquiring knowledge 
about it; and a rejection of the prerogative to live a life limited 
by work, consumption, and passivity’ (Waxman 2010, p. 83). 

They sought to expand everyday lived experience to include play —  
to acknowledge the importance of play as a fundamental human 
activity: replacing quotidian pursuits for profit and utility.  
They propagated their messages through their own publication 
Internationale Situationniste, as well as through pamphlets, 
exhibitions and street graffiti. Their ultimate goal was to break  
the barriers between everyday life and play, so that life and 
urbanity could be united in an ‘unpredictable, inspiring series  
of situations and encounters’ (Waxman 2010, p. 90).  
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Fig. 7. Unveiling of McKenna 

Memorial Drive monument, 

Kyneton Botanic Gardens, 1965, 

Friends of Kyneton Botanic 

Gardens, 2018.
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The central goal of each of these movements — to reclaim 
and reshape relationship to place — is increasing relevant, and  
is addressed through the contemporary practice of art in public 
space. Acting within the nexus of the forces and power dynamics 
that shape place, art in public space navigates political objectives; 
public favour; and private/public commissioning bodies. From its 
uniquely parallel position to the power dynamics of place; it contests 
and renegotiates ownership of public space. Its activation within, 
and of, public space contributes to the production of place, layering 
meaning and experience. In this way, art in public space is an 
effective form of social activism, as it intervenes in the fabric  
of place to shape experience and ideologies.

Monument/anti-monument 

The phenomenon of monumentality is intrinsic in the genesis of place: 
as the prevailing power adorns their environment with memorials 
that celebrate their ideology. These monuments mark a moment 
in time, and have traditionally represented the desire of their 
benefactor to imprint a permanent legacy that reflects their position, 
power, and influence. In their wake, Earth is littered with countless 
monuments — their meaning often forgotten, or made irrelevant 
by the passage of time. 

The propensity for monuments to signify the ending of public 
thought and discourse is widely acknowledged (Abramson 1999; 
Connerton 2008; Savage 1999; Winter 1999; Young 1992), their 
affect punctuating a full stop in the public consciousness, for their 
relevance to then degrade over time until they become completely 
devoid of meaning (Young 1992). This tendency towards a sanctioned 
license to forget (Connerton 2008) is evidenced by the venerated 
war memorials of the Great War; a contradiction to the mutilated 
survivors who ended up displaced and forgotten in society 
(Winter 1999). Commemoration can also warp cultural perspective 
by editing history: raising questions of what should be included, 
and who should determine what is included? ‘The struggle  
of humanity against power is the struggle of memory against 
forgetting’ (Duncan & Wallach 1980, cited in Connerton 2008, p. 61). 
Art Historian Kirk Savage (1999, para. 3) argues that this sort  
of lament has a long genealogy: 

‘Long before Robert Musil declared that ‘there is nothing  
in this world as invisible as a monument’, 
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Fig. 8. Isaac Smith Memorial 

Fountain (1902), Kyneton Botanic 

Gardens, 2017, photograph 

courtesy of Simon Griffiths.
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and that ‘This idea dates back to Pericle’s famous funeral 
oration for the Athenian war dead, in which he argued that 
the most distinguished monument is the one “planted in the 
heart rather than graven on stone”. The contrast between 
heart and stone — between spontaneity and fabrication, 
feeling and obligation — obviously calls into question the 
authenticity and efficacy of built forms of remembering’.

In 1992 James E Young coined the term ‘counter-monument’ 
to summarise a shift away from the emphasis of a memorial  
in public space from the monumental (a formal, tangible object  
to be venerated); to the contemporaneous (a relational experience 
to exist equally in the mind of the audience; the narrative and 
process of the artwork; and any physical object of art (Hung 2002; 
Froggett cited in Doherty 2015).

Young framed the rise of the counter-monument in Germany 
as an outcome of a country forced to acknowledge its brutal past. 
‘Traditionally, state sponsored memory of a national past aims to 
affirm the righteousness of a nation’s birth, even it’s divine election’ 
(1992, p. 270). Post-war and the fall of Nazi Germany, the country 
has radically reformed to condemn Nazism and the tragic systematic 
murder of its Jewish citizens. As the state and its citizens grapple 
with this memory, countless memorial competitions are held 
across Germany — in search of salient, fitting formal memorial 
signifiers. Young argues that: 

‘the surest engagement with memory lie in its perpetual 
irresolution. In fact, the best German memorial to the Fascist 
Era and its victims may not be a single memorial at all, but 
simply the never to be resolved debate over which kind  
of memory to preserve, how to do it, in whose name, and  
to what end. Instead of a fixed figure for memory, the debate 
itself—perpetually unresolved amid ever-changing conditions—
might be enshrined’ (1992, p. 270).

Since Young’s seminal coining of the term counter-monument, 
the practice of redressing monumentality has flourished, and the 
term has been applied to many methodologies. In analysing and 
clarifying these varied types of counter-monuments, Stevens, Franck, 
and Fazakerley (2012) proposed the sub-category ‘anti-monumental’. 
Their definition of the anti-monumental surmises my own creative 
output: as a form of commemoration in public space that typically 
draws attention to under-represented subjects; takes on temporary 
or horizontal form; are site-responsive; and engages visitors  
in temporal experience and meaning.
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Fig. 9. Alfredo Jaar’s anti-monument 

The Skoghall Konsthall (2000). 

Photograph by Galleria Lia Rumma, 

Milano.
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One captivating example of an anti-monumental counter-
monument (‘anti-monument’) is Alfredo Jaar’s The Skoghall 
Konsthall (2000). This large-scale spectacle brought the community 
of Skoghall (Sweden) together in a shared experience. It consisted 
of a large pine-framed ‘museum’, clad in paper supplied by the local 
paper mill. After an opening ceremony, and on the first evening: 
the fire department entered and burnt the structure to the ground 
in front of an astonished crowd. Jaar found the town so devoid of 
cultural life he opted to make a statement with this artwork; ‘I wanted 
to offer a glimpse of what contemporary art is and what it can do 
in a community. Then by “disappearing” it in such a spectacular 
way, I hoped to reveal its absence’ (Jaar, cited in Doherty 2015). 
Jaar had originally been commissioned to create a monument for 
the town, but instead chose to create a temporary fleeting 
experience, that theatrically created event and drew attention to 
the towns bereft culture through its vanishing and retrospective 
absence: alive only in the memories of those who experienced it.  

Encountering the sublime

As cities and towns evolve to become highly-ordered technological 
and industrial monoliths, they reconfigure the Earth’s natural 
resources until their origins are unfathomable. In this way place 
has evolved to effectively sever human experience from the wilds 
of nature, the sublime origin of its materiality muted, its meaning 
and context lost.

The original conception of the term ‘sublime’ is attributed  
to Longinus in 1674, when he equated experiencing the sublime  
as a type of ecstasy, and referred to the capacity of certain works 
of art and nature to ‘transport [their audience] … out of themselves’ 
(trans. Hamilton Fyfe 1939 cited in Young 2004, p132). The concept 
was furthered in the 17th century by explorers recounting their 
experiences as surpassing the aesthetic concept of beauty alone. 
Beyond sheer joy in aesthetic contemplation, the sublime described 
the inclusion of disquiet: a mix of pleasure and pain to produce 

‘…a pleasing kind of stupor and admiration’ as recounted  
by Thomas Burnet in 1684 (cited in Young 2004, p. 132). 

A sublime experience culminates when the witnessing  
of natural phenomena collides with the realisation of ones fragility 
in the face of nature; instilling a moment of clarity that supersedes 
one’s individual experience and become attuned to a collective 
state of being. The sublime combines beauty and tragedy to create 
ecstasy: the beauty of a wild natural experience; the tragedy of our 
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palpable fragility (inevitability of mortality); and the ecstatic 
enlightenment from experiencing the intrinsic relationship of each 
as beyond our control and part of a collective narrative (Young 2004). 
‘The feeling of the sublime is empathy with the fate of humanity  
as such’ (Young 2004, p137).

Encountering the sublime origin of place contextualises  
the human-nature relationship with Earth: as we concurrently 
acknowledge the unfathomable timescales in which Earth’s 
resources evolve, and the evidence of their transformation  
or demise. By inserting this expanded perspective of the shaping  
of place into public space with anti-monuments, place itself 
becomes fertile ground for discovery, to ‘reconcile the self with the 
universe, the subjective with the collective, the specific with the 
general, and the individual with the culture of her time’ (La Biennale 
di Venezia 2013, para. 2): to discover Blake’s ‘world in a grain  
of sand’ (1968), and our relationship to that astronomical scale.

Each of these key concepts have fed into my key research aim:  
to co-opt place as a space for discovering a broader perspective 
of our existence, by introducing the unexpected to be explored. 

Drawing from my theoretical and philosophical areas of interest,  
I created a set of objectives to address the research aim: 

Address sustainability in place-making; 

Reduce the human-nature divide by revealing the origins  
of place; 

Expand representation in place to be inclusive and balanced; 

Introduce the unexpected into public space to co-opt place 
as a space for discovery; 

Bring the process of art-making into everyday life.

In this threshold between epochs — reframing our relationship to our 
environment to acknowledge timescales and forces that operate 
beyond human measures is urgent. These interventions in public 
space seek to temporarily shape place into an experimental lab — 
where we can test, explore, and discover the how, why, and what 
next of our relationship to our environment.


