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Over the summe of 2000, theartist Rwl Heffer, with
his collabortors dhn Leourneau and Lavrence
Chua, videtapal a 3ock ofchickens on a fam in up-
stae New York. Using thee still cameas they fol-
lowed the birdsO las twenty-four hours a dg: begin-
ning with incub#ed eggs puchasel from a local sup
plier, through haching & around sgenteen days to
the Rock©mave to its outdoor pe, and exding when
the chickens reached adulthood, on theseenty-pfth
day.1 From April 15 to dine28, 2001, Bul Feiffer@
Orpheus DescandingNthe work that resultel from this
footagéwas sinultaneously shen on two of thein-
formation plasma seens and vide monitors bund
throughout thepublic thoroughfaes of the World
Trade Center and theWorld Financial Cater com-
plex. The brst, a RTHVISION inf ormation monitor
wedgeal beween a Hudson nevsstand and a Quick
Card madine[Fig 1], was locid in themezzanine
debnal by a bank ofnineteen escal#ors and theNew
Jersey PATH train turnstiles [Fig 2]. The seeond was a
plasma s@en that placel thevideo beween direc-
tional signagend adertisements poomoting local
businesse and cultural eents on theNorth Bridge a
glassenclose pelestrian averpass spanning th&borld
Financial Cater and theWorld Trade Center [Fig. 3].

Over the seventy-b\e day peiod, thevideo played in
the World Trade Center as though ineal time
twenty-four hours a dg, seven days a veek. The work
was originally inteded to bepresanted as a dallite
feed a the World Trade Center, where every day the
chickens would bebroadcast lig; this ide was se
asideby Public Art Fund, theproject® Pnancial and
logistical undewriter, becauseof its piohibitive
expense2 To emphasie the Oeal timeD condéof the
work, thevideo® outdoor OtimenvironmentO was
syndironized to coincidewith theWorld Trade Cen-
ter@ While the brst be weeks took placén an artip
cially lit eavironment, in theoutdoor botagethat
comprisel thelatter half of the video, Pfeiffer timed
the video sunseand sunrisg to coincidevith thereal
sunses and sunrigeoutsidehe buildings: OSooy se
the outdoor light and thevideo [light]
simultaneously'3 Commuters daily ¢impsel intermit-
tent fragmaents of the pastoral narative during ther
brief journey acioss mezanineand bridgeto and
from work.
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In an intaview with Tom Eccle director of the Public
Art Fund, Raul Heiffer stressé that Orpheus Descand-
ing was Omadspeibcally ér an audi@cethat passe
through theWorld Trade Center every day,04 an audi
encecomprisé for themost part ofworkers whose
ofpce were locaed in theWTC/WFC complex. They
had ben passing ttough thecenter for mary years
he went on to s& and would contirueto do sodr
mary more: implying an &pectation on Heiffer® part
of an op&-ended and cylical return of this OpulicO
to this spacé In othe words the movement could be
characteized as a loopwhoseformulation was deer-
mined by the spaceFor Pfeiffer, key to thework's sue
cess was its unannourtt@setion into and with
drawal from this longrepetitious cyle of comingand-
going to-4ing and fp-ing: "Oneday thechickens ap
pear in ther [the comnuter@] pah, without ary ex-
planaion, and tha afte you kind ofgd a handleon
what is going on, the[the chickens] disappar agin."
Thework's unannouna apparanceand disappar-
anceformed a seond tenporal momaet, which Ffeif-
fer also haracteizes as a loop: Olt is in factewlong
loop. The bPnishd pieceis a saes of seventy-b\e
tapes-TapeOne says O001,8pE Two sgs 0002,0 and
so on. ... On theeenty-pfth d it goes back to 001
again.06 Ofinterest is Reiffer@ desire to labé the
work as a looplinking it both to a lage body of video
work investigating theimpact of repetitive editing, as
well as thecorundrum of timetied to a pe-hour pay-
check.

NANN\

Orpheus Descarding® poomotion and eception split
across tw cetral aspets its tanporal modeand its
audience Given Preiffer@ recent, rapid ascedance
the absaceof commantary on this verk is notalte.7
What little critical reception tha emerged was mar
ginal to themainsteam art pess focusé on its ten-
poral mode and inbrmed by a toneof trenchant pes
simism egarding thepotential insight/transcadence
that the audiencecoming to thenorld Trade Center
on a daily basis could dee from it. Rut differently, the
particular ndure of its time spaceand audiace not
its subjet mater, were consideed by thecritics who
did commat on thework to bethe factors gaerning
the work® succss or failue. On thelistseve of
maARTe, a webzinededicaed to issus concening the
Philippines and theFilipino diaspora, thevebzine®
managing ditor Erna Hernande poste the following
to thewriter ChristineBacaeza Balance



...Reiffer continues to placehe mundaneproducts
of our cultue into a cont&t which offers then great
signibcancdn this poject comnuters will noticea
video of chickens gown for our consumption, living
through thér complée life cyclein real time Thetrue
test of Pfeiffer's art will beto makeWall Streeters
bothe to stop and look. [yitalics]8

In other words accoding to Henande, Heiffer's
work would only sucas if its audiecestoppel in its
tracks and paidttention to the"issué the commaenta-
tor fdt it focusd on: thelife cycle of food animals w
usually only seas dismebered, prepackagd items
whoselives and theefore whosedeaths are uncetain
guantities That this audiecewill do so is consided
unlikdy by Hernandez, given its pofessional (andyb
implicit extension political) afblien.

In a Line 2001 eview of Orpheus Descading in
Time Out New York, a weekly puHication dedicated
to listing local culturalvents critic Stgphen Basilico
expandel on this pesimism. Hisasponsdo thework
is worth exploring & length. Basilico wate, Pfeiffer®
work will Oneer be sen by arybody...in its atirety.09
Not becauseof its structural makep, as onenvould
assumebut rather becausets audiece Otheshifting
tide of comnuters who pass though thesebuildings
on a daily basisCowld not stop to looktahe work,
instead walking Oas quickly asithegs could cay
them, awvay from ther jobs tavard homed and pe
sumally in theothe direction in themorning Corn+
tradicting Reiffer® description ofthe work® pioduc
tion process Basilico t#s his eade's tha Orpheus
Descanding is Olira, unalited and dosr®run as a
loopO lts linar structue calls &tention to Othend-
lessly epeated routine of the comnutersO a loop thse
peopleare Odoome to repeat ... until they retire. O
Given theattack on theWorld Trade Center and its
consguent destruction appoximately three months
later, this assumption adin inbnitecontiruity of rou-
tine as adil for Basilicallage criticism taks on an
almost unbaralde toneof irony. Becausethe comrmut-
ersNthe work® intended audienceNonly catch
glimpses of the videp, little more is revealed to them
Othan somehickens milling about.O As Basilico goe
on to write Orpheus Descanding is not just a viae
but Orher, it is a compbe interchangeof people
technology and localg Beausethe averagecom
muter lacks Oargater senseof the arena tha Pfeiffer
is opeating in,O thavork will remain Okisive and con
fusingO In othewords Basilico dismissehe
audiencdcommuter as incapale of synthaizing an
aesthdic experience by relating thevarious &peri-

ences ther senses recave, or absorbto more funda
mental conc@ts Whee | part company with Basilico
is precisdy in this idetiPcdion of the ultimate failure
of thevideo as ongyroundea in Othepublic® uncritical
disexgagenent with puldic art.0

Hernande and Basilico assurrngasé on its loction
and thetemporal structue of its reception, tha Or-
pheus Descending® audi@cewill not absorb thas
pects ofthework thesecritics idatify as important:
respectively, an avareness ofthe life cycle of meat
poultry, and thepublic® critical @gagement with art.
They both identify its tenporal structue as thework®
weak link, in tha it further compromise theaudk
enced ability to dcus and then expaienceenlighten-
ment through thework. Both criticisms msumefor
public art an activistale in which it transmits a par
ticular Omssag® to baead by the publicNits audi-
enceraising said audiaced consciousiss thereby
leaving it improved, or & least elucaed. As Rosalyn
Deutsde points out, this assum®r puldic art a ole
at the heart of either representative or participdaory
democracyl0 Orpheus Descending, in othe words
failed becauset did not stimulate OparticiptionO fom
OthepeopleO This in part beauseof the socio-
political pobleof its OconstitineyO it most impor
tantly becauset failed to dicit attention from its audi
ence OWll StreetersO did not Obothi® stop and
look,0 (Henande) kut rather walked away from the
work Oas quickly as théegs could cay themO (Ba
silico). Whanether Basilico nor Henande conside
is tha precisdy theform of attention they aguepre-
vents theaudiencefrom fully engaging with thework is
built into it by Pfeiffer. Unlike almostall othe worksof
art (Heiffer® othe work includel), Ompheus Descend-
ing was intaded to berecaved in fragmeats oser an
extended peiod of time In othe words hechose
thesespacs br thdr temporal as @l as thé spadial
characteistics The work® structue succeds in raising
the question, dos art Oin theublic interestO11 inte
est thepublic?

Orpheus Descanding was lodad ndther in a public
squae, nor a pullic spacalesigna for lesurely gath-
erings Rather, it was place in two locdions thd peo-
ple move through quickly andepetitively. Intended to
match thetemporal rlythm of the comnuters the
video did not lequire a sustaing, consciousrgjage
ment. Instead, it was Ointeled to besen day afte
day in passing [in theeriphery of consciousrss], a
barely registeing subiminal imageO12 Its inteded
reception was a Osteof distraction.O13 Critical to the
work® poduction ofreception in a stée of distraction



are thetwo loops idatiPal by both Heiffer and Ba
silico: thetwicedaily éob and Rev of the audience
and theseventy-b\e day cycle of the work itsdf. By
drawing thefocal point ofattention avay from itsdf
and tavard the othewiseunremarked upon mae-
ment of its audiece togeher, they foregrounded an
ongoing cyclical pocess where tens ofthousands of
peoplemoved each day through pulic space whose
primary functions wre transitional. Whilat was run
ning, Orpheus Descanding shifte theemphasis ofan
activity (thecyclical mavement of the comnuters)
away from poiis or an activity Wosegoal is othe
than theaction involved in its abievement (ther
movement through thesepassageays is part other
commnute to work), to thegoal of praxis which is ae
complishd in thevery action its#, in this instancehe
act of repetitively moving through tha spaceon a
daily basisin so doingit externalized a brmal com
ponent intrinsic to this wrk and vide art in gaeral,
by shifting it to onef its everyday counteparts going
to work and eturning home How this shift dects our
reading of both thevideo loop and thepraxis ofeve-
ryday life requires somesttention and daboraion.
This pape explores thesetwo loopsNspeibcallythe
transposition othe video loop onto theaudience
loopNin relation to both thesignibcant bogof video
loop works thd has lilt up over the last deade(the
nineteen nindies), and qustions about theubic, dis
traction and &ention.

VAVAVAY

Pfeiffer, Basilico and &nande® respetive opinions
and use of the public are shapé by longstanding de
bates about thepublic and pultic spaceBoth ¥rgen
HabermasO aelopment of the concet of the public
sphee and Walter Lippmann® description ofthe pub-
lic as a phantom cées over into curent sdolarship
on thepublic and its elationship to spacevhosead
dress moe closéy aligns with Opheus Descending
HabermasO Structurarahsbrmation of the Public
Sphee (1962) dscribes a pulic sphee that originally
developed out of the Kantian brmulation, theuseof
reason in pubc debate. Within this ddate, which took
placein the new pulic space op@ed up arly capitat
ism in theeighteenth century European maket cities
the expression ofa libeaal democraic ideal was wan
by thebourgeoisie For Habemas in the pubic sphee
the stde is in principle accountale to its citizng who
engagein rational, consesual déate over matters of
public concen in puldic space14 This Opulic
spheeO no longeexists in thewentieth century, as a
result in part ofthe interpenetration of public and
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private by both thegosernment and popular mdia. In
1927, Valter Lippmann agued in The Phantom Rib-
lic that the Oomnicomptent, savereign citizn,015
whosepresenceundelies theideal of representative
democracywas an illusion. No prate citizen, herea-
sonal, could beexpected to have acces to all then-
formation and aguments required to makean in
formed decision about déirs of stae. Given thein-
sumountable nature of his pulbic role, Lippmann ar
guss theprivate citizen usd to justify themadinery
of governmental rulein a representative democracy is
unmaskd as an illusion, or a phantom.16

Theterm Opubc spac® situtes both OpulzO and
Ospad@ athe heart of democracyIn his intoduction
to theantholog the Phantom Riblic Sphee (1993)
the cultural critic BruceRobbins points out thiathese
characteizations ofthe public and thepubic sphee
are nothing moe than conjuring tricks on thpart of
their authors rhetorically designel to haunt us with
either an impossile ideal, or historical mods to
which we should automécally cele moral and inté
lectual authority OWha Allan Bloom raise theghost
of Greece..heunintentionally ofers a juicy Héenistic
term for [Stanlg/] Aronowitz® Owthic tovn squaeON
the phantasmagoria: an agora...thsaonly a
phantasm.O17uRlicness theseaccounts tétheir con
temporary readeship conjure up thephantasmtc as
a quality oncepossesé but now lost in thdrretriev-
able past. Curent formulations ofthe relationship
between democracythe public and pultic spacegive
up theimposition ofan allencompassing iae tha
leaves out as mch as it includg preferring rather to
conside conditions as theare on theground. More
recent forms of public art takepart in thesebroade
movements which, as Detshe commaents Odistance
themsdves fliom overall solutions to social pb-
lemsO18 inst&d bPnding short ten solutions to con
crete problems and ae groundal in theaxiom of
rights ORightsO as tpitform for democracy was Ist
elaboraed in thelate-eighteenth century with theDec-
laration of the Rights ofMan, theculmingion of the
French bourgeois pulbic revolution. Danocracy was
mademore or less guivalent to Othepeopled vinen the
declardion asseded that all swereign pover was to be
moved from themonaichy, an institution quivalent to
transcedent power, or pover that lay outsidethe se
cial body, to OtheveopleO or within thesocial bogl

But what is Othg@eople?O And hw is this puver, for-
merly emanaing from a clary ddimited souce ex-
presse? Lippmann balkstahe indebnability ofthis
group, and Habemas lamats it as a ypnow historical



forcewhosetruly democrdic inRuanceis spat. hc
ques Derida deondl its expression ofwill, or Opulic
opinionO as th&silhouie of a phantom, théhaunting
fear of a denocraic consciousrssO thgparadaxically
legitimates paliamentary democracyl9 For Derrida,
the public® phantasmtic form is dueto its Pcklaa-
ture, its hangeability, its resistancdo go/ernance
ODos it takeplace...The wandeing of its pope
body is also thelbiquity of the spe&tor. It is not pe-
sent as suk in ary of thesespaca 020 Vith this Der-
rida peverts both HabemasO plib sphee and
Lippmann® phantom, § consideng its fugitie na-
ture as a poductiwe forcerather than thedownfall of a
concet. For Deutsthe as vell, precisdy this ireduck
bility to ary onething, placeor position placg Othe
peopled athe core of democracy: Qiver stans flom
the people but bdongs to nobod Democracy abal
ishes theexternal referent of power, and efers paver
to soci¢y.021 Neertheless this paer cannot bedi-
rectly expresse by an entity as amophous as Othe
peopleO WhileDerrida refers this paver to the ambi
guity of public opinion, Deaitsde locaes it in pullic
space OThe pubdic space.is thesocial spacehere, in
the absaceof a oundadion, themeaning ofthe social
is neotigtedNat onceconstitutel and put arisk.O
This transposition o&n othewiseintangide, amor
phous aergy onto thebody of the public spaceshaes
the samespistanological teritory as Derida® inver-
sion ofthe phantom pultic, and Tom Keenan® brmu-
lation of the public sphee as somihing tha is alvays
Ostructurallylsavhere,O and is Odeal by its esis
tanceto beng madepresent. 022

NNN

While theseformulations of OthepublicO bnd thie
expression in pulic spacsg thetemporality of the
public sphee is ldt unaccountd for. Conseguently,
video art is raely madea subjet in themary anthole
gies published on pubic art, in spiteof theimportant
public video artwork produced by artists sutas
KryzsztofWodiczko23 and sponsat by organiza
tions sub as Riblic Art Fund.24 An &ception is Linda
Burnham, vho algues in he suney of comnunity
video and peformanceartists thatheir experiments
sincethe 1980s hee expandal debnitions ofcommnu-
nity art, just as thdevelopment of video and pe-
formanceart in the1970s gpandal then-current no-
tions of "Pné art.25 Bunham®notion ofOpulic
video artO autortacally placs it Pst into its medium-
speibc trajetory, then into a caegory of Orights-
baselO pubc art initiatives tha focus on déidentiped
groups within thdarger body pulic. Neather of these
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aspets: vide® art histoy, and theequation of an ae
tivist comnunity with thepublic, characteized Ffeif-
fer@ work.

Notwithstanding thdack ofa systmatic body of writ-
ten work on timebasel pubic art, public video art
projects hae emerged. Similar to Feiffer, theartist
Thomas Glasefd's vide work City of Greens inbd
trated theclips of San Digjo Calibrnia® visitor #rac-
tions tha were played on a bank ofmonitors & an
information center as part ofOiNSITE97: Nev Pro-
jects in Riblic SpacaO Havever unlike Pfeffer, Glass
ford® work maintainel a moee corventional audieice
artwork relationship by using a pedictade narrative
spoofthat required thefocusd atention of its audi
encein order for it to succed.26 Whilea transitional
audience its menbers would have to slav dowvn and
stop to wich thework; in part beauseof the video®
narrative structue, but also and just as importantly
becauseas a pulic spaceinformation kiosks equire
peopled atention, unlikethe places of pure transition
sdected by Pfeiffer. Also likePfeiffer, Arturo Cuenca®
You Are Agu’, a manipuléed saellite imageof the
Tijuana/San Diego boder region installd as a light-
box billboad in Puente Mexico & the San Ysido bor
der crossingdrew on a Ocaptd comruter audience
or an audiemcewhosepresanceand durdion was de
termined by thegovernment demands ofcustoms and
immigration, not theartwork.27 FinallyBelin-base
artist Marijkevan Warmerdam® Dusbe, a pemanent
installdion & Amstedam's Skiphol airport features a
35mm PIm loop shwing a man sheering. Installa in
1995, it is still pyjected 12 hous a d&28 UnlikeOr-
pheus Descending theloop thd structued Duste has
no internally driven endNrather, its laent temporal
momaent is inPnity All theseworks shae a relationship
to thdr spaceaudienceand tenporal momat with a
radically diferent enphasis fom dther sitespeibc
sculptue, or thevideo art discusseby Bumham.

A more direct linecan betracaed beween Pfeiffer,
Cuenca and an Warmerdam®work and thecomnu-
nicaion straegies of commecial signageFfeiffer situ
ated Orpheus Descending alongsidéhetools use by
popular cultue in pulic space to commnicae with
its taige audience In the North Bridgeoverpassthe
video was shwn on two plasma seens béween
signagelirecting pelestrians to thdJS Customs
house the World Trade Center, the subwag and the
PATH trains, as vell as devators br peoplein whedl-
chairs on theeast sideand two succesie rows of
monitors adertising local sevices and upcoming
events sub as Baney's salgand Gahnney's takeut



(Fast! Rst! Rast! Sushi).O In tleezzanineat the foot
of the devators thevideo was shan on thePATHVI -
SION closé circuit TV monitor, othewiseuseal to
shav information about thePATH New Ersey traing
between a Hudson nessstand and a Quick Cama
chine Bdow each monitor a plaquavas hungex-
plaining thework in thesamevernacular as a plaque
marking a siteof historic inteest or scric beauty
along thehighway. Given Pfeiffer® deision to locte
his work in thesamespaceas thecommecial and di
rectional signageaather than inte preting it through
the prism ofvideo art histoy, Orpheus Descanding
can bebdter undestood in part though thework
donewithin architectural theory on therole of ver-
nacular signagén Learning from Las \égas Robat
Venturi, DeniseScott Bown and Stgen Izenour de
scribean architecture that is déoneal more by its signs
than its ildings an Oahitecture of styles and signsO
that is antisptal; Oan ahitecture of comnunicaion
over spaced29 Commeeial signs commmicae the
function of various hiildings instad of the buildings
itsdf, which are reduced to a sdes of blank boes:
O...thenighway signs.makeverbal and symbolic con
nections though spacecomnunicaing a complgity
of meanings though hundeds ofassocigons in fev
seconds fom far avay.030 Thesesigns esultel in a
highly sophistidad tempero-spdial relationship to
their audience tha was incoporaed by Ffeiffer.
Whereas thesigns in thestrip function likea narative
dependent on themovement of its reade, thecar
driver, in cinana theaudienceis standing still and the
imageis mwing In the World Trade Center, the
commaecial vernacular as vell as Peiffer, borrowed
from both languagein oder to commnunicae with a
transitional audiace Here, theaudienceis mwing
and theimageis mawing, but in two radically diferent
ways As Reiffer stressg his work is about a Odain
construction oftime..Orpheus Desceanding is nuch
less about a lirer narrative and moe about pesent-
ing a nystey, and asking pEplewho se it to gapple
with what it meansO31 or not.

Like sitespeibc sculptug, what also complies these
video works is the dependency on thér respective
sitesO putzs a constiturcyNpeoplewho happe to
cometo thespacdor reasons othethan viaving artN
that is moe passidy debnal than thecomnunities
describal by Deutste, Raven, and Bunham. Moreo-
ver, unlikeether the bronze hero on thehorseor the
moden abstract sculpter theseworks ae not locaed
in a tovn squae where they can drav on a moe easily
identibable public, or in a spacepeibcally dsigna
for pubic gatherings Rather, theseworks ae locaed
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in the overpassthe mezzanine theairport and the
border crossingwhich, while public, are also transi
tional space As Doudas Crimp writes in ORdebning
Site SpesibcityO theelationship béween all site
speibc art and thie sites is Ocontingéon the
viewer® tanporal moement in the spaceshaed with
the object. 032 Wh publicly locaed video work, two
temporal contimums shag the samepublic spacethe
viewer® tenporal maement through thespacewhich
is in tum layered over a seond tenporal momaet, the
time of thework. How thesetwo temporal momats
interact to a lage part dédermines each work. Integral
to Orpheus Descanding® sitespeibcity was anxglicit
renuncidion of theform of attention and tenporality
assume to becritical to thereception of Pneart. A
video with an &quisitdy calibraed relationship to its
sited timeenvironment, it also dpended on thecon
stant meement of its audiece On thetwo occasions
that | visited both sits of the work, theNorth Bridge
overpass and thenezzaninebridging thedevators and
the New Frsey PATH train entrance nobody stoppe
to look d the plaqueor up @ the monitor. As the
chickens were oblivious to thevideo camea, the
comnuters semed to beoblivious to themonitor; the
dominant sound in th&orth Bridgeoverpass was the
reverberation of peoplés wices as thg cornversed
while walking33 Whilesomepeopleglanced up to the
monitor as thg walkel by (to se what | was looking
at) | atracted more atention than thePfeiffer work,
becausd was out ofplace Rather than walking pur
posdully, | was Oloitéing with a pupos® (taking
notes) on thesdgeof thewalkway. Like the overpass
the PATH train mezzaninewas a transitional ea.
There also | both flt conspicuous and ew atention
from theothe occupants othe spacebecausd was
stayingin onespot.Indeed, | attracted the suspiciorof
at least onePort Authority ofbce34 A bod & rest
becamea body out of place and potatially sulwer-
sive. Unlike the overpassthere were two layers of
people present: comnuters and enployees of the
various lusinesse and pubc sevices sub as theHud-
son naevsstand mployees the Port Authority police
and a Nev Jrsey PATH ticket sdler. Both averpass
and mezaninewere designel to accommod a tran
sitional puttic, both habituged and indiferent to thar
surroundings Precisdy this act oftransition endered
the work sitespeibc, beauséts locdions place of
repetitious mavement, were integral to thework®
compldion, refracting thesubjet position ofthe ex-
changeback fom thework onto theviewer.

This combin&on of habit and lev levels of awareness
has ben explored a length in Walter Benjamin® OThe



Work of Art in the Ageof Mechanical Reproduction,O
where he distinguishd beween the stae of concentra-
tion tha art demands fom its audiace and thestde
of distraction in vkich architecture and popular cul
ture is recdved. Thesestaes ae opposed as bllows: a
Oman \Wo concetrates bdore a work of art is ab
sorbel by it,O while on theotha hand Othelistractel
mass absorbs thvork of art. 035 Tis inverted rela-
tionship ofabsoption Ois most eipus with egards to
buildings Architecture has alvays iepresented the pro-
totypeof a work of art thereception of which is con
summaed by a colletivity in a stée of distraction.O
Most importantly he stressg this brm of reception is
embedded in a outine OSuls appiopriation cannot be
undestood in tems ofthe attentive concantration of
a tourist béore a famous bilding,036 bt instead is
acquired by an individual vio becomes familiarizd
with theindividual work of architecture, or popular
culture, through theforce of habit, thus acquiring
O...theability to mastecertain tasks in a staof dis
traction.O

Benjamin shifts fom a g@eral description ofthis stée
of reception to thepossibilitis it holds outdr art:
ODistraction as pvided by art presents a coert con
trol of the extent to which new tasks ha become
soluble by appeception,O or therocess ofassimilting
a newly pacdved idea to a pe-existing coe of ideas
thereby undeastanding it. his stée of distraction e-
ables much of architecture® suliminal inBuence and
as Bejamin wiote, potentially art®as ll. OSince
moreover, individuals ae tempted to avoid sut taskg)
he contirues Oart will tackléhe most difbcult and
most important ong where it is alde to mobiliz the
masseO In othewords art receved by a distractd
audiencehas a btter chanceof commnunicaing dif>
cult concets For architectural theorist George Baird,
this mehod of comnunication has potatially insidi
ous dfects: Olnsofar as thedieceis not...in a condi
tion of high consciousrss architecture is readily abe
to inRuanceits bédnaviour, without tha audiencebe-
coming avare, let alonecritical of the social and po
litical manipuldions to vhich it may besubjeted.037

An important distinction neds to bemadebeween
the two ways in vinich Benjamin uss Odistraction.O
Oneis a érm and theothe is a stge. The former has
been thefocus ofmuch, often vitriolic atention from
Benjamin® contenporaries sub as Hokheme,
Adorno and Sigfried Kracaue. Theformer is mass
entertainment, sut as popular PIm, or l@vision. The
critique of mass etertainment can besummel up as
its failue to bt theviewer® sasory experienceinto a
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systen of purereason, ly instad reproducing the
conditions thathe viewer/w orker experiences exch
day. By doing spthe argument contirues this brm of
distraction doe not ppducewithin its subjet a stte
of receptivity to an asthdic experiencethat would
provide them with themeans to beak through he or
his conditions obppression. Rher, it distracts the
audiencefrom ther conditions ofoppression kile
reproducing thé& form. The seond usagef distrac
tion, most ecently examined in bnahan Crary® e-
haustiely researched Suspasions ofPerception: At
tention, Spetacleand Moden Culture, in part de
scribes thestde of mind of a subjet who is not eally
thinking about heor his ther-present suroundings
Rather, they are inwardly occupid, thedr thoughts or
attention are dsavhere, thinking about theast or the
future; theforce of habit piopdling them through tha
spacadoes not equire atention from than. They give
their surroundings theminimum acknevliedgment re-
quired to makesue that they ge from point A to point
B; in othe words Orpheus Descanding® audiece For
Benjamin, precisdy this ldter stae of distraction al
lows it to beseen as othethan a einforcament of the
existing conditions otapitalism, rther, a joumey into
its unconsciousviiriam Hansen writes thd while
OFeud has alteed our avareness oflanguaged Ba-
jamin demonstrded tha cinematic techniques hold the
potential to dhangeOour peception of the visual
worldO enphasizing thie Otexdency to cut though the
tissueof reality likea sugical instrumat (I, 233).0 In
this way they reveal theOOmaralO apeanceof the
capitalist geryday as an allgorical landscapean Oun
consciously peneated spac®O Aus they do not only
fulbll a Ocritical functionubalso a edemptive one
registeing saliments of experiencethat are not longe
or not \et claimeal by economic or social
rationalityOO38

NANN\

Hanse® ducidaion of Benjamin® cinenatic Ouncon
sciously pemeated spacgO a spacadieved through
the elaboraion of a seies of cinanatic techniques
does not pefectly map oer his daboraion of there-
ception of architecture as ondhat takes placen a
stae of distraction. Neertheless Hanse® agument
for theregistraion of Osdiments of experienced un
claimed by Osocial orcenomic raionalityO poposs a
modéd that goes somavay toward shelding light on
the aspets of Orpheus Descanding thd have been
unde discussion: spically Pfeiffer® insistecethat
the time of his work is thetime of the loop thefailure
of theart critics to pg atention to Orpheus Descend-



ing, among thevery mary works ty Pfeiffer that they
focusé on, and Pnally thé&ilure of critical work done
on thepublic sphee and pubic art to discuss Oplit
temporalityO Gien theintent of the OartisticOmk to
command consciougtantion, pulic art has histori
cally brfeited the potency discened by Benjamin in
architecture, in favor of a mose direct appal to its
audience As a esult, aly debate surounding thesig
nibcanceof a work of art tends to bcus on its dis
cenible ideological elationship to its typical modeof
represantation, while the focus on a wark of architec-
ture instead discloseits subconsciously maniptive
effects or thestdus ofits social or political praxi®r-
pheus Descanding®failue to command #ention from
the critics might in part bettributed to its \ery succes
in insating itsdf into thetemporality of the public
sphee, to disappar from consciousrss as it ere, by
entering into thetemporal rhythm of theto and fo
back anddrth from work. Precisdy its minimal pes
enceto consciousrss or dtention, is dueo its disap
pearanceinto thepublic® tamporal rhythm, and brings
us somevay into this amophous egion. If as Crimp
writes minimal objets edirect Oconsciouss® back
on itsdf and thereal-world conditions thaground
consciousrss039 the thetime of the public, | would
argue standsevealed by Orpheus Descending as the
time of theloop

Margot Bouman is alirD. candid#e in the Visual and
Cultural Studies pogram & the University of Roches
ter. Her dissetation investigates thematrices of spacé
time expressé in video art and vide installaion art.

1. Afte the seventy-bfth dg, the collaboraors killed
and de the chickens

2. Tom Eccle from OOpheus Descending: A Con
versaion,O in Bul Fieiffer et al, Orpheus Descending
(New York: Rublic Art Fund, 2001), 15.

3. Heiffer, OOpheus Descanding: A Corversaion,O
23.

4. Heiffer, OOpheus Descanding: A Corversaion,O
20.

5. Ompheus Descending was denal as a wrk of
public art by Pfeiffer and thePublic Art Fund, ly
which they meant a work of art whoseintended loca
tion and audiecewas locted outsideof the gallery or
museim context.

6. Heiffer, OOpheus Desceding: A Corversdion,O
21.
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7. A FilipinoAmerican artist, Feiffer roseinto
prominencein 19992000 on thestrength of a ciystat
line seies of tightly edited, minigure digital vides In
John 3:16 (2000), a digitally maniptéd version ofa
televisal baskéball game Preiffer kept the motions of
a ball in plg contiruously in thecenter of the sceeen,
leaving theball Roding magically andreatically in
front of a soldeut NBA crowd, simultaneously &oking
sensdions of movement and quieude The DVD work
Fragment of a Crucibxion (afteFrancis Bacon) (1999)
loopead a 30seond fragmat of a sindge moment on
the baskéball court, dstabilizing thepresumally vic-
torious ll of Knicks brward Larry bhnson into a
possille sceam of terror or rage a oncereinforcing
and undemining his stlus as a sports supero. The
DVD loop The Pure Products Go Crazy (1998), a
short clip fom thebIm Risky Busirss (1983)educes
Tom Cruiseto a sees of mechanically epeated mo-
tions transbrming a bridé fragment of his haracte®
adolescent excitement over being homealoneinto
simulated sex with a sofa.qhn 3:16 wasxhibited a
PS16Greater New York (2000) andfagment of a
Crucibxion (afteFrancis Bacon) and e Pure Prod-
ucts Go Crazy tathe 2000 Whitng Biennial. Raul
Pfeiffer was thebrst recipient of the Whitney Biennial
Bucksbaum #vard, an avard worth $100,000.00. Tis
was dllowed up with a solo shkvin &nuary 2001 &
The Project in Harlem, tha receved mixed reviews
Theseworks this ecognition, and a 200@001 esk
dency a the Whitney tha culminaed in an ehibition
of his work from December 20012002 vere thor-
oughly ceered by theart magzines Artiorum, Hash
Art International, ARTNews Art Newspape Fieze,
Artext, Art Monthly as vl as The New York Times
With the exception of a brid mention in a lage sur
vey by The New York Times no referenceto Orpheus
Descending was maden thesepublications

8. OSubf: Fwd: [maAR €] Paul Heiffer: Orpheus
DescendingO Bstal on
http://pub16.ezboad.com/bmaarteto ChristineBa
careza Balancen Tuesday Apr 17, 2001 2:52.m.
from Ema Hernandez.

9. Stéano Basilicp"dust Anothe Day on theFarm:
Orpheus Descanding Sugests That We're all Cagel in
Our Hellish Routines" Time Out New York, dine 7-
14, 2001, 56.

10. Rosalyn Detste Evictions: Art and Spel Foli-
tics (CambridgeMIT Press 1998) 269.

11. Thetitle of an antholog edited by theart histe
rian, Arlene Raven: Art in thePublic Interest (Ann
Arbor: UMI Research Press 1989)

12. Riblic Art Fund Ress RieaseORblic Art Fund
presentsE Artist Paul Heiffer's Orpheus Descanding:



http://pub16.ezboard.com/bmaarte
http://pub16.ezboard.com/bmaarte

A video installéion documating thelife-cycle of the
chicken a the World Trade Center PATH EntranceO
http://www .pubicartfund.og/pafweb/r eleasépfeiffe
I_releasehtml

13. Walter Benjamin, OThe Work of Art in the Ageof
Mechanical ReproductionO in lllumintions Transl.
Harry Zohn, alited and with an intoduction ty Han-
nah Arendt (Newv York: Sdocken Books 1973), 240.

14. Yrgen Habe'mas The Structural Tansbrma-
tion of the Public Sphee: An Inquiry into a Caegory
of Boumgenis Sociy Transl. Thomas Buge and Fe-
derick Lawrence (Cambridge MIT Press 1999), 21.

15. Walter Lippmann, The Phantom Rublic with an
introduction ty Wilfrid M. McClay (Nev Brunswick:
Transaction Bblishes 1997 [1927]), 11.

16. Lippmann, 63.

17. BruceRobbins OlntoductionO Fie Phantom
Public Sphee (Minneapolis: Uniersity of Minnesota
Press 1993), viii.

18. Daitsthe 272.

19. &cques Derida, The Other Heading: Rf3ections
on Today® EuopeTransl. RscaleAnne Brault and
Michad B. Naas Introduction ty Michad B. Naas
(Indianapolis: Indiana Unirsity Ress 1992), 84.

20. Derida, 87.

21. Daitsthe 273.

22. Thomas keenan, OMWhdows: Of VulnerabilityO
in BruceRobbing ed. The Phantom Riblic Sphee
(Minneapolis: Minnsota Uniwersity Ress 1993), 135.

23. Sub as his 1992 AlireStaf, where a vide® monk
tor, mountel on top ofa staf, displa/s a pe-recorded
narrative shaving theopaator® face his 1994
Mouthpiece a speially designel audiovisual monitor
covered themouth of its opeator and substitute ac
tual spech. Both works were designeal to beusal in
public spacg beween stranges As part ofhis sees
of projections onto moaoments in 1998 fom Se-
tember 2426, Wodizcko©Bunke Hill Mon ument
Projection featured interviews with Chalestovn (a
neighborhood in Boston) mothe-projected with
sound onto the21foot obdisk-who spokeof their
personal gpeiences apund thethemes of violence
freedom and tyrang The 30-minute projection began
at 8pm and ran until 10pm. As part @hSITE2000,
Wodiczko deeloped a poject seking to gie visibility
and wice through theuseof adwvancel madia tech-
nologies to women laborers in Tijuana®maquiladora
industry. The project, gounde in investigation and
interviews with thdaborers culminaed in morumen-
tal live projections oftheseMexican women laborers
reading thér testimonials onto thsixtyfoot-diameer
facadeof the Centro Cultural Tijuana®Omnimax
Theater, February 23 and Ebruary 24, 2001.
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24. Message to thePublic from 19821987 in Times
Squae; Pipillotti Rist® Welcometo my Gladeran the
Panasonic Yeo Sceen a the South Coner of Times
Squae every quarte past thehour April 6 through
May 20, 2000; Bny Oursla® thelnBuenceMachine
(2000) was ssmed nightly flom sunseto 10:00 pm
for two weeks starting Octolrel9th in Manhdtan
Squake Park in Octobe 2000.

25. Linda FFye Burnham, OMomets in theHeart:
Performanceand Mdeo Expegiments in Comnunity
Art since19800 in Aene Raven, Ed. Art in thePublic
Interest (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press 1989) 193-
208. r more on therelationship béween video® his
tory and art histoy se Martha Rosle® O¥eo: Shel-
ding theUtopian MomentO in Doug Hall and Sallyp J
Fipe, Eds, llluminating Video: An Essetial Guideto
Video Art (New York and San Fancisco: Averture and
Bay Area Video Coalition, 1990) 350.

26. The narrative featured theartist plging a dmes
Bond daracte, whosemission was to yadown golf
greens in urban spaceFor more on this vork se Sally
Yard@ OSpacen theRun/Life on theLoose Recent
Projects along thé&an Digo/Tijuana FrontierO Achi-
tectural Design (London, Enlgnd) v 69 no7/8 1999,
625.

27. Accoding to theinSITE 2000 confeenceweb-
site 40,000 commters pass tlnugh theSan Ysido
border crossing on a daily bas@rturo Cuenca®
http://www .insite?000.opg/artistbnal/Cuenca/

28. 'Marius Babiasdls dieBilde dusden lernten:
Marijke van Warmerdam bringt dieRealitatsefahrung
zum Film zuruckO #nstbrum International no143
Jan/Feb 1999, 2749.

29. \énturi et al, 8.

30. Robeat Venturi, DeniseScott Bown and Stgen
Izenour Learning from Las \égas: The Forgotten
Symbolism ofArchitectural Form Revisal Edition
(Cambridge MIT Press [1972] 2000), 13.

31. Reiffer, Conversdions 21.

32. Doudas Crimp ORdebning SiteSpeibcityO
from On theMusaum® Ruins (CambridgeMIT Press
1993), 155.

33. Somenetold Heiffer that this quality ofaccide-
tal occurencein Orpheus Descending madethem
think of early Andy Warhol PImsspeibcally Empie,
an aght hour still shot othe New York City land
maik.

34. Furthemore, they are not s¢ in space tha are
necessarily pubc, if by puldic we mean spacs tha are
open and accssilhe to everyone While Orpheus De
scanding was dscribeal as pulic art by both Heiffer
and Rublic Art Fund, theWorld Trade Center and the
World Financial Cater were space parolled by seu-


http://www.publicartfund.org/pafweb/release/pfeiffer_release.html
http://www.publicartfund.org/pafweb/release/pfeiffer_release.html
http://www.publicartfund.org/pafweb/release/pfeiffer_release.html
http://www.publicartfund.org/pafweb/release/pfeiffer_release.html
http://www.insite2000.org/artistfinal/Cuenca/
http://www.insite2000.org/artistfinal/Cuenca/

rity guads who had theauthority to contol who
could or could not bé the spaceWhile the former
World Trade Center® sitds avned by the Port
Authority of New York and Nev Ersg), the siteis
leasel to a private consortium ld by New York real
estde develope Larry Sihersten and Westbéd Amer-
ica Inc., a shopping mallmer that is part of Austra
lia's Westbéd Group.

35. Bajamin, 239.

36. Bajamin, 240.

37. GergeBaird, OPaxis and RpresentationO in
GeorgeBaird and Mak Lewis Queues Rendezvous
Riots: Questioning thePublic in art and Achitecture
(Banf: The Walter Phillips Galley and theBanf Cen-
tre for the Arts 1994), 6.

38. Miriam Hansa, OBejamin and Cinena: Ofie
Blue Flower in the Land of TechnologyOO NeGer-
man Critique40 (1987), 17224.

39. Crimp 154.
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