
 

When site-writing becomes site-reading or how space matters through time 

Jane Rendell 

 

My essay explores – briefly – how I evolved the term 'critical spatial practice' from my earlier 

introduction of it as a concept in 2003 to indicate an interest in the specifically spatial and critical 

aspects of interdisciplinary processes that operate between art and architecture, to my current 

practice of site-writing which performs acts of critical spatial practice through the writing of criticism, 

anticipating a space in which a writer might meet a reader.   

  

My initial training is in architectural design, and my interest in spatial constructions has influenced 

the work that I have gone on to do, first as a feminist architectural historian studying the gendered 

spatial practice of the rambler in 1820’s London, a precursor to the more famous Parisian flaneur, 

then as a theorist of critical spatial practice, and more recently as a site-writer.  

 

My first introduction to site-specific practice was in 1996 when I was invited to Chelsea College of Art 

and Design in London to teach on and later direct their MA in the Theory and Practice of Public Art 

and Design. I quickly became fascinated by public art, by what seemed a highly unstable form of 

practice, which insisted on locating itself  ‘a place between’ fine art and spatial design. Two years 

later when I was invited to guest edit a special issue of The Public Art Journal, I had become 

interested in examining the overlapping concerns of those artists and designers engaged in various 

forms of ‘spatial practice’ and the writings of cultural geographers and other cultural commentators 

and philosophers interested in ‘spatial theory’.  

 

In 2003 I came up with the term ‘critical spatial practice’ to describe projects located between art 

and architecture, and the standpoints theory offered for playing out disciplinary definitions. I 

developed this concept further in Art and Architecture, in which I examined a series of projects 

located between art and architecture – defined as critical spatial practices – since they both critiqued 

the sites into which they intervened as well as the disciplinary procedures through which they 

operated.1 I argued that such projects operated at a triple crossroads: between theory and practice, 

between art and architecture, and between public and private, and I was keen to stress three 

particular qualities: 



  

– the critical: I proposed that the definition of the term ‘critical’, taken from Frankfurt School critical 

theory, be extended to encompass practice – particularly those critical practices that involved self-

reflection and the desire for social change, that sought to transform rather than to only describe. 2  

 

– the spatial: drawing on the work of Michael de Certeau and Henri Lefebvre, I made a distinction 

between those strategies that aimed to maintain and reinforce existing social and spatial orders, and 

those tactics that sought to critique and question them, defining the latter as ‘critical spatial 

practices’. 3  

 

– the interdisciplinary: I was most interested in practices which desired to transgress the limits of 

their particular disciplinary procedures and to explore the interdisciplinary processes that operated 

in between them. 

  

For Julia Kristeva the interdisciplinary is a ‘site where expressions of resistance are latent’, and 

where the methodologies that must be invented take place along a ‘diagonal axis’.4 Homi 

Bhabha has also described the encounter between disciplines in psychoanalytic terms as an 

‘ambivalent movement between pedagogical and performative address’.5 It is precisely for this 

reason that I am a passionate advocate for interdisciplinarity; such work is not only critical and 

intellectual, but also emotional and political. In demanding that we exchange what we know for 

what we don’t know, and give up the safety of competence for the dangers of potential 

incompetence, the transformational experience of interdisciplinary work produces a potentially 

destabilising engagement with dominant power structures allowing the emergence of new and 

often uncertain forms of knowledge. 

 

I found Edward Soja’s examination of the interrelation of the conceptual categories of space, 

time and social being,6 highly productive; reading his texts suggested to me that my 

understanding of critical spatial practice, in terms of the interdisciplinary place between art and 

architecture, needed to be understood through three distinct aspects: the spatial, the temporal 

and the social.  

 

The focus on the spatial, entitled ‘Between Here and There’, investigated three particular issues: 



first, the relationship between site and non-site as put forward by Robert Smithson; 7 second, 

the potential for redefining Rosalind Krauss’s notion of an ‘expanded field’ with respect to 

contemporary urban and explicitly interdisciplinary practice; 8 and third, the possibility, following 

Michel de Certeau’s notion of space as a practiced place, for creative interventions to transform 

places into spaces of social critique.  

 

The focus on the temporal dimension, entitled, ‘Between Now and Then’, highlighted the 

relation of past, present and future in allegorical, montage and dialectical constructions and, 

through exploring the time of viewing and using art and architecture, sought to complicate the 

distinction often made between the allegorical experience as passive melancholia, and montage 

as active shock. 9   

 

Finally, the focus on the social, entitled, ‘Between One and Another’, examined the ‘work’ less 

as a set of ‘things’ or ‘objects’ and more as a series of exchanges that take place between people 

– subjects – through such processes as collaboration, social sculpture and walking.10 

 

Art and Architecture aimed to reflect upon different kinds of critical spatial practice. From 

researching and writing the book, I discovered that my position with regard to the concepts and 

works I was studying emerged in response to my situated experiences of ideas and artefacts. I 

became increasingly intrigued by taking the act of criticism as a form of critical spatial practice, a 

writing practice which makes sites between work and critic, essay and reader; that remakes 

works in textual forms; and rather than write about sites, aims to write sites.  

 

Site-Writing: The Architecture of Art Criticism, is a collection of essays and text-works, written 

between 1998 and 2008, which investigate the sites between critic and work, not only the 

material sites of production and reception of a work, but also those imagined and remembered, 

near and far. 11  Site-Writing is an attempt to explore a form of situated criticism, to investigate 

the position of the critic, not only in relation to art objects, architectural spaces and theoretical 

ideas, but through the site of writing itself.  

 

My research took place in parallel to teaching an MA and PhD module on site-specific writing. I 

was interested in encouraging students at the Bartlett to bring their design skills to explore the 



spatial structure of writing: to examine, for example, how the material, political and social 

qualities of a site might get transposed into a textual form, become reinserted into a site as a 

text installation, and might meet its reader through a performative event. 

 

I think my attitude to writing is no doubt influenced by my early training as an architectural 

designer. I certainly think of writing as a creative response to a brief, and most of the writing in 

Site-Writing, was produced in response to particular invitations either to write or talk about 

particular works. The approach combines different kinds of response, from the critique of a 

brief, so those which are more intuitive, emotional, associative, dreamy, meandering, out of 

place. I have an interest in the design of writing, in the composition and arrangement of words 

in relation to one another, on a page, in a book, operating through devices which I consider to 

be spatial, such as voices, frames, returns, view-points … 

 

Site-Writing was not written at once, nor is it organised as a linear and sequential argument. I 

see the arrangement and re-working of the writings in relation to each other as a form of 

architecture. I decided to structure the book not into chapters but into spatial configurations, 

where in each, the writing aims to perform the spatial patterning suggested by the architectural 

conditions and psychic states discovered in the artworks: Triangular Structures with Variable 

Thirds, Back and Forth, A Rearrangement of Words and Things, Déjà vu: That Which Keeps 

Coming Back,  Decentering/Recentering. 

 

Drawing on Howard Caygill’s notion of strategic critique, which shares with immanent critique 

the capacity for discovering or inventing the criteria of critical judgement in the course of 

criticism’,12 I suggest that with his/her responsibility to convey an experience of the work to 

another audience, the critic occupies a discrete position as mediator and that this situatedness 

conditions the performance of his/her interpretative role.13   

 

Interested in how the spatial and often changing positions we occupy as critics – materially, 

conceptually, emotionally and ideologically – create conditions which make possible acts of 

interpretation and constructions of meaning, my practice of ‘site-writing’ operates in the 

interactive space between artist/designer and work, essay and reader.  This is an active writing 

that constructs as well as traces the sites between critic, work and reader and in so doing 



constructs an architecture of art criticism. 

 

And so to end, I’d like to present a short site-writing which explores the interaction between 

writer and reader at the level of the macro and micro – cosmic and psychic – and how different 

spatial experiences and representations – text and image – real and imagined – come together 

when reading words and looking at images. One might think of this as a moment when site-

writing becomes site-reading or how space matters through time. 

 

Alien Positions 

For their exhibition at the Rijksmuseum in 2006, artists Bik Van Der Pol displayed one of the 

oldest items in the museum’s collection, a piece of rock brought back to earth from the moon in 

1969 by the crew of the first manned lunar landing mission, Apollo 11, in an exhibition space 

where visitors could come and reflect on this alien object.14   

 

In his remarkable essay, ‘The Unfinished Copernican Revolution’, psychoanalyst Jean Laplanche 

draws connections between astronomy and psychoanalysis, discussing the de-stabilizing affects 

of reversing the structures of relationships we take for granted socially, culturally and 

personally, from the macro-scale of the cosmos to the micro-scale of the psyche. Laplanche 

argues that the revolutionary move made by Copernicus in 1543, which demonstrated that the 

earth revolved around the sun, rather than the reverse, can be paralleled to Freud’s discovery of 

an unconscious whose existence de-stabilized the central position of the ego in the formation of 

the subject. In Laplanche’s view Freud did not pay proper heed to the possibilities inherent in his 

discovery, and went astray: ‘the wrong path was taken each time there was a return to a theory 

of self-centering’.15 This notion of going astray, Laplanche relates to astrology, describing how 

the word for planet derives from the verb planao, ‘to lead astray, to seduce’. 16  

 

Laplanche writes of how the unconscious implanted in the subject by the enigmatic address of 

the other can be thought of as an internal foreign body: ‘the unconscious as an alien inside me, 

and even one put inside me by an alien’. 17   

 

Alien Position One 



Go to the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 

Find the fragment of the moon on exhibition in the gallery. 

Stand in front of it. 

Think about where it comes from.  

Contemplate its strangeness. 

Consider its alien-ness.  

Ask yourself this: ‘Is this alien really outside me?’ 

 

Alien Position Two  

Ask the gallery attendant for a copy of Jean Laplanche’s Essays on Otherness. 

Return to the fragment of the moon. 

Draw up a chair and sit down facing the moon fragment. 

Turn to page 52 of Essays on Otherness and start reading. 

Read until you have completed  ‘The Unfinished Copernican Revolution’. 

Ask yourself this: ‘How does the moon see me?’ 

 

Alien Position Three 

Find out the date and time of next full moon. 

Take up a position where you can watch the full moon rise. 

Wait until the moon is at its zenith. 

Turn to page XXX of this book. 

You are looking at an image of the earth taken from the moon. 

Lift the book to the night sky with the image of the earth facing you.   

Position the image of the earth so that you can see the moon at the same time.  

Hold the images of the earth and moon together and wait …18 
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