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Over the summer of 2000, the artist Paul Pfeiffer, with
his collaborators John Letourneau and Lawrence
Chua, videotaped a flock of chickens on a farm in up-
state New York. Using three still cameras, they fol-
lowed the birds’ lives twenty-four hours a day: begin-
ning with incubated eggs purchased from a local sup-
plier, through hatching at around seventeen days, to
the flock’s move to its outdoor pen, and ending when
the chickens reached adulthood, on the seventy-fifth
day.1 From April 15 to June 28, 2001, Paul Pfeiffer’s
Orpheus Descending—the work that resulted from this
footage—was simultaneously shown on two of the in-
formation plasma screens and video monitors found
throughout the public thoroughfares of the World
Trade Center and the World Financial Center com-
plex. The first, a PATHVISION information monitor
wedged between a Hudson newsstand and a Quick
Card machine [Fig. 1], was located in the mezzanine
defined by a bank of nineteen escalators and the New
Jersey PATH train turnstiles [Fig. 2]. The second was a
plasma screen that placed the video between direc-
tional signage and advertisements promoting local
businesses and cultural events on the North Bridge, a
glass-enclosed pedestrian overpass spanning the World
Financial Center and the World Trade Center [Fig. 3].

Over the seventy-five day period, the video played in
the World Trade Center as though in real time,
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. The work
was originally intended to be presented as a satellite
feed at the World Trade Center, where every day the
chickens would be broadcast live; this idea was set
aside by Public Art Fund, the project’s financial and
logistical underwriter, because of its prohibitive
expense.?2 To emphasize the “real time” conceit of the
work, the video’s outdoor “time environment” was
synchronized to coincide with the World Trade Cen-
ter’s. While the first five weeks took place in an artifi-
cially lit environment, in the outdoor footage that
comprised the latter half of the video, Pfeiffer timed
the video sunset and sunrises to coincide with the real
sunsets and sunrises outside the buildings: “So you see
the outdoor light and the video [light]
simultaneously."3 Commuters daily glimpsed intermit-
tent fragments of the pastoral narrative during their
brief journey across mezzanine and bridge to and
from work.
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In an interview with Tom Eccles, director of the Public
Art I'und, Paul Pfeiffer stressed that Orpheus Descend-
ing was “made specifically for an audience that passes
through the World Trade Center every day,”4 an audi-
ence comprised for the most part of workers whose
offices were located in the WI'C/WFC complex. They
had been passing through the center for many years,
he went on to say, and would continue to do so for
many more: implying an expectation on Pfeiffer’s part
of an open-ended and cyclical return of this “public”
to this space.5 In other words, the movement could be
characterized as a loop, whose formulation was deter-
mined by the space. For Pfeiffer, key to the work's suc-
cess was its unannounced insertion into and with-
drawal from this long, repetitious cycle of coming-and-
going, to-ing and fro-ing: "One day the chickens ap-
pear in their [the commuter’s] path, without any ex-
planation, and then after you kind of get a handle on
what is going on, they [the chickens] disappear again."
The work's unannounced appearance and disappear-
ance formed a second temporal moment, which Pfeif-
fer also characterizes as a loop: “It is in fact a very long
loop. The finished piece is a series of seventy-five
tapes--Tape One says ‘001,” Tape Two says ‘002,” and
so on. ... On the seventy-fifth day it goes back to 001
again.”6 Of interest is Pfeiffer’s desire to label the
work as a loop, linking it both to a larger body of video
work investigating the impact of repetitive editing, as
well as the conundrum of time tied to a per-hour pay-
check.
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Orpheus Descending’s promotion and reception split
across two central aspects, its temporal mode and its
audience. Given Pfeiffer’s recent, rapid ascendance,
the absence of commentary on this work is notable.7
What little critical reception that emerged was mar-
ginal to the mainstream art press, focused on its tem-
poral mode, and informed by a tone of trenchant pes-
simism regarding the potential insight/transcendence
that the audience coming to the World Trade Center
on a daily basis could derive from it. Put differently, the
particular nature of its time, space, and audience, not
its subject matter, were considered by the critics who
did comment on the work to be the factors governing
the work’s success or failure. On the listserve of
maARTe, a webzine dedicated to issues concerning the
Philippines and the Filipino diaspora, the webzine’s
managing editor Erna Hernandez posted the following
to the writer Christine Bacareza Balance:



...Pfeiffer continues to place the mundane products
of our culture into a context which offers them great
significance. In this project commuters will notice a
video of chickens grown for our consumption, living
through their complete life cycle in real time. The true
test of Pfeiffer's art will be to make Wall Streeters
bother to stop and look. [my italics]8

In other words, according to Hernandez, Pfeifter's
work would only succeed if its audience stopped in its
tracks and paid attention to the "issue" the commenta-
tor felt it focused on: the life cycle of food animals we
usually only see as dismembered, prepackaged items
whose lives, and therefore whose deaths, are uncertain
quantities. That this audience will do so is considered
unlikely by Hernandez, given its professional (and by
implicit extension political) affiliation.

In a June 2001 review of Orpheus Descending in
Time Out New York, a weekly publication dedicated
to listing local cultural events, critic Stephen Basilico
expanded on this pessimism. His response to the work
is worth exploring at length. Basilico wrote, Pfeiffer’s
work will “never be seen by anybody...in its entirety.”’9
Not because of its structural makeup, as one would
assume, but rather because its audience, “the shifting
tide of commuters who pass through these buildings
on a daily basis” would not stop to look at the work,
instead walking “as quickly as their legs could carry
them, away from their jobs toward home” and pre-
sumably in the other direction in the morning. Con-
tradicting Pfeiffer’s description of the work’s produc-
tion process, Basilico tells his readers that Orpheus
Descending is “linear, unedited and doesn’t run as a
loop.” Its linear structure calls attention to “the end-
lessly repeated routine of the commuters,” a loop these
people are “doomed to repeat ... until they retire.”
Given the attack on the World Trade Center and its
consequent destruction approximately three months
later, this assumption of an infinite continuity of rou-
tine as a foil for Basilico’s larger criticism takes on an
almost unbearable tone of irony. Because the commut-
ers—the work’s intended audience—only catch
glimpses of the video, little more is revealed to them
“than some chickens milling about.” As Basilico goes
on to write, Orpheus Descending is not just a video,
but “rather, it is a complex interchange of people,
technology and locale.” Because the average com-
muter lacks “a greater sense of the arena that Pfeiffer
1s operating in,” the work will remain “elusive and con-
fusing.” In other words, Basilico dismisses the
audience/commuter as incapable of synthesizing an
aesthetic experience, by relating the various experi-

ences their senses receive, or absorb, to more funda-
mental concepts. Where I part company with Basilico
is precisely in this identification of the ultimate failure
of the video as one grounded in “the public’s uncritical
disengagement with public art.”

Hernandez and Basilico assume, based on its location
and the temporal structure of its reception, that Or-
pheus Descending’s audience will not absorb the as-
pects of the work these critics identify as important:
respectively, an awareness of the life cycle of meat
poultry, and the public’s critical engagement with art.
They both identify its temporal structure as the work’s
weak link, in that it further compromises the audi-
ence’s ability to focus, and then experience enlighten-
ment through the work. Both criticisms presume for
public art an activist role, in which it transmits a par-
ticular “message” to be read by the public—its audi-
ence—raising said audience’s consciousness, thereby
leaving it improved, or at least educated. As Rosalyn
Deutsche points out, this assumes for public art a role
at the heart of either representative or participatory
democracy.10 Orpheus Descending, in other words,
failed because it did not stimulate “participation” from
“the people.” This in part because of the socio-
political profile of its “constituency,” but most impor-
tantly because it failed to elicit attention from its audi-
ence: “Wall Streeters” did not “bother to stop and
look,” (Hernandez) but rather walked away from the
work “as quickly as their legs could carry them” (Ba-
silico). What neither Basilico nor Hernandez consider
is that precisely the form of attention they argue pre-
vents the audience from fully engaging with the work is
built into it by Pfeiffer. Unlike almost all other works of
art (Pfeiffer’s other work included), Orpheus Descend-
ing was intended to be received in fragments over an
extended period of time. In other words, he chose
these spaces for their temporal as well as their spatial
characteristics. The work’s structure succeeds in raising
the question, does art “in the public interest”11 inter-
est the public?

Orpheus Descending was located neither in a public
square, nor a public space designed for leisurely gath-
erings. Rather, it was placed in two locations that peo-
ple move through quickly and repetitively. Intended to
match the temporal rhythm of the commuters, the
video did not require a sustained, conscious engage-
ment. Instead, it was “intended to be seen day after
day in passing [in the periphery of consciousness], a
barely registering subliminal image.”12 Its intended
reception was a “state of distraction.” 13 Critical to the
work’s production of reception in a state of distraction



are the two loops identified by both Pfeiffer and Ba-
silico: the twice-daily ebb and flow of the audience,
and the seventy-five day cycle of the work itself. By
drawing the focal point of attention away from itself
and toward the otherwise-unremarked upon move-
ment of its audience, together, they foregrounded an
ongoing, cyclical process, where tens of thousands of
people moved each day through public spaces whose
primary functions were transitional. While it was run-
ning, Orpheus Descending shifted the emphasis of an
activity (the cyclical movement of the commuters)
away from poiésis, or an activity whose goal is other
than the action involved in its achievement (their
movement through these passageways is part of their
commute to work), to the goal of praxis, which is ac-
complished in the very action itself, in this instance, the
act of repetitively moving through that space on a
daily basis. In so doing, it externalized a formal com-
ponent intrinsic to this work and video art in general,
by shifting it to one of its everyday counterparts, going
to work and returning home. How this shift affects our
reading of both the video loop and the praxis of eve-
ryday life requires some attention and elaboration.
This paper explores these two loops—specifically, the
transposition of the video loop onto the audience
loop—in relation to both the significant body of video
loop works that has built up over the last decade (the
nineteen nineties), and questions about the public, dis-
traction and attention.
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Pfeiffer, Basilico and Fernandez’s respective opinions
and uses of the public are shaped by longstanding de-
bates about the public and public space. Both Jiirgen
Habermas’ development of the concept of the public
sphere and Walter Lippmann’s description of the pub-
lic as a phantom carries over into current scholarship
on the public and its relationship to space, whose ad-
dress more closely aligns with Orpheus Descending.
Habermas’ Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere (1962) describes a public sphere that originally
developed out of the Kantian formulation, the use of
reason in public debate. Within this debate, which took
place in the new public spaces opened up early capital-
ism in the eighteenth century European market cities,
the expression of a liberal democratic ideal was won
by the bourgeoisie. For Habermas, in the public sphere
the state is, in principle, accountable to its citizens, who
engage in rational, consensual debate over matters of
public concern in public spaces.14 This “public
sphere” no longer exists in the twentieth century, as a
result in part of the interpenetration of public and
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private by both the government and popular media. In
1927, Walter Lippmann argued in The Phantom Pub-
lic that the “omnicompetent, sovereign citizen,”15
whose presence underlies the ideal of representative
democracy, was an illusion. No private citizen, he rea-
soned, could be expected to have access to all the in-
formation and arguments required to make an in-
formed decision about affairs of state. Given the in-
surmountable nature of his public role, Lippmann ar-
gues, the private citizen used to justify the machinery
of governmental rule in a representative democracy is
unmasked as an illusion, or a phantom.16

The term “public space” situates both “public” and
“space” at the heart of democracy. In his introduction
to the anthology the Phantom Public Sphere (1993)
the cultural critic Bruce Robbins points out that these
characterizations of the public and the public sphere
are nothing more than conjuring tricks on the part of
their authors, rhetorically designed to haunt us with
either an impossible ideal, or historical models to
which we should automatically cede moral and intel-
lectual authority. “When Allan Bloom raises the ghost
of Greece...he unintentionally offers a juicy Hellenistic
term for [Stanley| Aronowitz’s ‘mythic town square’—
the phantasmagoria: an agora...that is only a
phantasm.”17 Publicness, these accounts tell their con-
temporary readership, conjure up the phantasmatic as
a quality once-possessed but now lost in the irretriev-
able past. Current formulations of the relationship
between democracy, the public and public space give
up the imposition of an all-encompassing ideal that
leaves out as much as it includes, preferring rather to
consider conditions as they are on the ground. More
recent forms of public art take part in these broader
movements which, as Deutsche comments, “distance
themselves from overall solutions to social prob-

lems,” 18 instead finding short term solutions to con-
crete problems, and are grounded in the axiom of
rights. “Rights” as the platform for democracy was first
elaborated in the late-eighteenth century with the Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man, the culmination of the
French bourgeois public revolution. Democracy was
made more or less equivalent to “the people” when the
declaration asserted that all sovereign power was to be
moved from the monarchy, an institution equivalent to
transcendent power, or power that lay outside the so-
cial body, to “the people,” or within the social body.

But what is “the people?” And how is this power, for-
merly emanating from a clearly delimited source, ex-
pressed? Lippmann balks at the indefinability of this
group, and Habermas laments it as a by-now historical



force whose truly democratic influence is spent. Jac-
ques Derrida defined its expression of will, or “public
opinion” as the “silhouette of a phantom, the haunting
fear of a democratic consciousness” that paradoxically
legitimates parliamentary democracy.19 For Derrida,
the public’s phantasmatic form is due to its fickle na-
ture, its changeability, its resistance to governance:
“Does it take place?...The wandering of its proper
body is also the ubiquity of the spector. It is not pre-
sent as such in any of these spaces.”20 With this, Der-
rida perverts both Habermas’ public sphere and
Lippmann’s phantom, by considering its fugitive na-
ture as a productive force rather than the downfall of a
concept. For Deutsche as well, precisely this irreduci-
bility to any one thing, place or position places “the
people” at the core of democracy: “Power stems from
the people but belongs to nobody. Democracy abol-
ishes the external referent of power, and refers power
to society.”’21 Nevertheless this power cannot be di-
rectly expressed by an entity as amorphous as “the
people.” While Derrida refers this power to the ambi-
guity of public opinion, Deutsche locates it in public
space: “The public space...is the social space where, in
the absence of a foundation, the meaning of the social
is negotiated—at once constituted and put at risk.”
This transposition of an otherwise intangible, amor-
phous energy onto the body of the public space shares
the same epistemological territory as Derrida’s inver-
sion of the phantom public, and Tom Keenan’s formu-
lation of the public sphere as something that is always
“structurally elsewhere,” and is “defined by its resis-
tance to being made present.”22

AAAN

While these formulations of “the public” find their
expression in public spaces, the temporality of the
public sphere is left unaccounted for. Consequently,
video art is rarely made a subject in the many antholo-
gies published on public art, in spite of the important
public video artwork produced by artists such as
Kryzsztof Wodiczko23 and sponsored by organiza-
tions such as Public Art Fund.24 An exception is Linda
Burnham, who argues in her survey of community
video and performance artists that their experiments
since the 1980s have expanded definitions of commu-
nity art, just as the development of video and per-
formance art in the 1970s expanded then-current no-
tions of "fine" art.25 Burnham’s notion of “public
video art” automatically places it first into its medium-
specific trajectory, then into a category of “rights-
based” public art initiatives that focus on self-identified
groups within the larger body public. Neither of these
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aspects: video’s art history, and the equation of an ac-
tivist community with the public, characterized Pfeif-
fer’s work.

Notwithstanding the lack of a systematic body of writ-
ten work on time-based public art, public video art
projects have emerged. Similar to Pfeiffer, the artist
Thomas Glassford's video work City of Greens infil-
trated the clips of San Diego California’s visitor attrac-
tions that were played on a bank of monitors at an
information center as part of “inSITE97: New Pro-
jects in Public Spaces.” However unlike Pfeiffer, Glass-
ford’s work maintained a more conventional audience-
artwork relationship, by using a predictable narrative
spoof that required the focused attention of its audi-
ence in order for it to succeed.26 While a transitional
audience, its members would have to slow down and
stop to watch the work; in part because of the video’s
narrative structure, but also and just as importantly
because as a public space, information kiosks require
people’s attention, unlike the places of pure transition
selected by Pfeiffer. Also like Pfeiffer, Arturo Cuenca’s
You Are Aqui, a manipulated satellite image of the
Tijuana/San Diego border region installed as a light-
box billboard in Puente Mexico at the San Ysidro bor-
der crossing, drew on a “captive” commuter audience,
or an audience whose presence and duration was de-
termined by the government demands of customs and
immigration, not the artwork.27 Finally, Berlin-based
artist Marijke van Warmerdam’s Dusche, a permanent
installation at Amsterdam's Schiphol airport features a
35mm film loop showing a man showering. Installed in
1995, it is still projected 12 hours a day.28 Unlike Or-
pheus Descending, the loop that structured Dusche has
no internally driven end—rather, its latent temporal
moment is infinity. All these works share a relationship
to their space, audience and temporal moment with a
radically different emphasis from either site-specific
sculpture, or the video art discussed by Burnham.

A more direct line can be traced between Pfeiffer,
Cuenca and van Warmerdam’s work and the commu-
nication strategies of commercial signage. Pfeiffer situ-
ated Orpheus Descending alongside the tools used by
popular culture in public spaces to communicate with
its target audience. In the North Bridge overpass, the
video was shown on two plasma screens between
signage directing pedestrians to the US Customs
house, the World Trade Center, the subway and the
PATH trains, as well as elevators for people in wheel-
chairs on the east side, and two successive rows of
monitors advertising local services and upcoming
events such as Barney's sale, and “Johnney's takeout



(Fast! Fast! Fast! Sushi).” In the mezzanine at the foot
of the elevators the video was shown on the PATHVI-
SION closed circuit TV monitor, otherwise used to
show information about the PATH New Jersey trains,
between a Hudson newsstand and a Quick Card ma-
chine. Below each monitor a plaque was hung, ex-
plaining the work in the same vernacular as a plaque
marking a site of historic interest or scenic beauty
along the highway. Given Pfeiffer’s decision to locate
his work in the same space as the commercial and di-
rectional signage, rather than interpreting it through
the prism of video art history, Orpheus Descending
can be better understood in part through the work
done within architectural theory on the role of ver-
nacular signage. In Learning from Las Vegas, Robert
Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour de-
scribe an architecture that is defined more by its signs
than its buildings, an “architecture of styles and signs”
that is antispatial; “an architecture of communication
over space.”29 Commercial signs communicate the
function of various buildings instead of the buildings
itself, which are reduced to a series of blank boxes:
“...the highway signs...make verbal and symbolic con-
nections through space, communicating a complexity
of meanings through hundreds of associations in few
seconds from far away.”30 These signs resulted in a
highly sophisticated tempero-spatial relationship to
their audience, that was incorporated by Pfeiffer.
Whereas the signs in the strip function like a narrative
dependent on the movement of its reader, the car
driver, in cinema the audience is standing still and the
image is moving. In the World Trade Center, the
commercial vernacular, as well as Pfeiffer, borrowed
from both languages in order to communicate with a
transitional audience. Here, the audience is moving
and the image is moving, but in two radically different
ways. As Pfeiffer stresses, his work is about a “certain
construction of time...Orpheus Descending is much
less about a linear narrative and more about present-
ing a mystery, and asking people who see it to grapple
with what it means,”31 or not.

Like site-specific sculpture, what also completes these
video works is their dependency on their respective
sites’ publics, a constituency—people who happen to
come to the space for reasons other than viewing art—
that is more passively defined than the communities
described by Deutsche, Raven, and Burnham. Moreo-
ver, unlike either the bronze hero on the horse or the
modern abstract sculpture, these works are not located
in a town square where they can draw on a more easily
identifiable public, or in a space specifically designed
for public gatherings. Rather, these works are located

in the overpass, the mezzanine, the airport and the
border crossing, which, while public, are also transi-
tional spaces. As Douglas Crimp writes in “Redefining
Site Specificity,” the relationship between all site-
specific art and their sites is “contingent on the
viewer’s temporal movement in the space shared with
the object.”32 With publicly located video work, two
temporal continuums share the same public space: the
viewer’s temporal movement through the space, which
is in turn layered over a second temporal moment, the
time of the work. How these two temporal moments
interact to a large part determines each work. Integral
to Orpheus Descending’s site-specificity was an explicit
renunciation of the form of attention and temporality
assumed to be critical to the reception of fine art. A
video with an exquisitely calibrated relationship to its
site’s time environment, it also depended on the con-
stant movement of its audience. On the two occasions
that I visited both sites of the work, the North Bridge
overpass and the mezzanine bridging the elevators and
the New Jersey PATH train entrance, nobody stopped
to look at the plaque or up at the monitor. As the
chickens were oblivious to the video camera, the
commuters seemed to be oblivious to the monitor; the
dominant sound in the North Bridge overpass was the
reverberation of people's voices as they conversed
while walking.33 While some people glanced up to the
monitor as they walked by (to see what I was looking
at) I attracted more attention than the Pfeiffer work,
because I was out of place. Rather than walking pur-
posetully, I was “loitering with a purpose” (taking
notes) on the edge of the walkway. Like the overpass,
the PATH train mezzanine was a transitional area.
There also I both felt conspicuous and drew attention
from the other occupants of the space, because I was
staying in one spot. Indeed, I attracted the suspicion of
at least one Port Authority officer.34 A body at rest
became a body out of place, and potentially subver-
sive. Unlike the overpass, there were two layers of
people present: commuters, and employees of the
various businesses and public services such as the Hud-
son newsstand employees, the Port Authority police,
and a New Jersey PATH ticket seller. Both overpass
and mezzanine were designed to accommodate a tran-
sitional public, both habituated and indifferent to their
surroundings. Precisely this act of transition rendered
the work site-specific, because its locations, places of
repetitious movement, were integral to the work’s
completion, refracting the subject position of the ex-
change back from the work onto the viewer.

This combination of habit and low levels of awareness
has been explored at length in Walter Benjamin’s “The



Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”
where he distinguished between the state of concentra-
tion that art demands from its audience, and the state
of distraction in which architecture and popular cul-
ture 1is received. These states are opposed as follows: a
“man who concentrates before a work of art is ab-
sorbed by it,” while on the other hand “the distracted
mass absorbs the work of art.”35 This inverted rela-
tionship of absorption “is most obvious with regards to
buildings. Architecture has always represented the pro-
totype of a work of art the reception of which is con-
summated by a collectivity in a state of distraction.”
Most importantly, he stresses, this form of reception is
embedded in a routine. “Such appropriation cannot be
understood in terms of the attentive concentration of
a tourist before a famous building,”36 but instead is
acquired by an individual who becomes familiarized
with the individual work of architecture, or popular
culture, through the force of habit, thus acquiring
“...the ability to master certain tasks in a state of dis-
traction.”

Benjamin shifts from a general description of this state
of reception to the possibilities it holds out for art:
“Distraction as provided by art presents a covert con-
trol of the extent to which new tasks have become
soluble by apperception,” or the process of assimilating
a newly perceived idea to a pre-existing core of ideas,
thereby understanding it. This state of distraction en-
ables much of architecture’s subliminal influence, and
as Benjamin wrote, potentially art’s as well. “Since,
moreover, individuals are tempted to avoid such tasks,”
he continues, “art will tackle the most difficult and
most important ones where it is able to mobilize the
masses.” In other words, art received by a distracted
audience has a better chance of communicating diffi-
cult concepts. For architectural theorist George Baird,
this method of communication has potentially insidi-
ous effects: “Insofar as the audience is not...in a condi-
tion of high consciousness, architecture is readily able
to influence its behaviour, without that audience be-
coming aware, let alone critical of, the social and po-
litical manipulations to which it may be subjected.”37

An important distinction needs to be made between
the two ways in which Benjamin uses “distraction.”
One is a form and the other is a state. The former has
been the focus of much, often vitriolic attention from
Benjamin’s contemporaries such as Horkheimer,
Adorno and Siegfried Kracauer. The former is mass
entertainment, such as popular film, or television. The
critique of mass entertainment can be summed up as
its failure to fit the viewer’s sensory experience into a
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system of pure reason, by instead reproducing the
conditions that the viewer/worker experiences each
day. By doing so, the argument continues, this form of
distraction does not produce within its subject a state
of receptivity to an aesthetic experience that would
provide them with the means to break through her or
his conditions of oppression. Rather, it distracts the
audience from their conditions of oppression while
reproducing their form. The second usage of distrac-
tion, most recently examined in Jonathan Crary’s ex-
haustively researched Suspensions of Perception: At-
tention, Spectacle and Modern Culture, in part de-
scribes the state of mind of a subject who is not really
thinking about her or his then-present surroundings.
Rather, they are inwardly occupied, their thoughts or
attention are elsewhere, thinking about the past or the
future; the force of habit propelling them through that
space does not require attention from them. They give
their surroundings the minimum acknowledgment re-
quired to make sure that they get from point A to point
B; in other words, Orpheus Descending’s audience. For
Benjamin, precisely this latter state of distraction al-
lows it to be seen as other than a reinforcement of the
existing conditions of capitalism, rather, a journey into
its unconscious. Miriam Hansen writes that while
“Freud has altered our awareness of language,” Ben-
jamin demonstrated that cinematic techniques hold the
potential to change “our perception of the visual
world” emphasizing their “tendency to cut through the
tissue of reality like a surgical instrument (I, 233).” In
this way they reveal the “‘natural’ appearance of the
capitalist everyday as an allegorical landscape...an ‘un-
consciously permeated space™ Thus, they do not only
fulfill a “critical function but also a redemptive one,
registering sediments of experience that are not longer
or not yet claimed by economic or social
rationality.””’38
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Hansen’s elucidation of Benjamin’s cinematic “uncon-
sciously permeated space,” a space achieved through
the elaboration of a series of cinematic techniques,
does not perfectly map over his elaboration of the re-
ception of architecture as one that takes place in a
state of distraction. Nevertheless, Hansen’s argument
for the registration of “sediments of experience” un-
claimed by “social or economic rationality” proposes a
model that goes some way toward shedding light on
the aspects of Orpheus Descending that have been
under discussion: specifically, Pfeiffer’s insistence that
the time of his work is the time of the loop, the failure
of the art critics to pay attention to Orpheus Descend-



ing, among the very many works by Pfeiffer that they
focused on, and finally the failure of critical work done
on the public sphere and public art to discuss “public
temporality.” Given the intent of the “artistic” work to
command conscious attention, public art has histori-
cally forfeited the potency discerned by Benjamin in
architecture, in favor of a more direct appeal to its
audience. As a result, any debate surrounding the sig-
nificance of a work of art tends to focus on its dis-
cernible ideological relationship to its typical modes of
representation, while the focus on a work of architec-
ture instead discloses its subconsciously manipulative
effects, or the status of its social or political praxis. Or-
pheus Descending’s failure to command attention from
the critics might in part be attributed to its very success
in inserting itself into the temporality of the public
sphere, to disappear from consciousness as it were, by
entering into the temporal rhythm of the to and fro
back and forth from work. Precisely its minimal pres-
ence to consciousness, or attention, is due to its disap-
pearance into the public’s temporal rhythm, and brings
us some way into this amorphous region. If; as Crimp
writes, minimal objects redirect “consciousness back
on itself and the real-world conditions that ground
consciousness,”39 then the time of the public, I would
argue, stands revealed by Orpheus Descending as the
time of the loop.
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