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PREFACE

Produced by the San Francisco Art Institute 2011 MA cohort,
Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City is a consideration of
art and urban movement in San Francisco. It is published to accompany
the exhibition of the same name, on view at the Diego Rivera Gallery
from April 25 – April 29, 2011 and SOMArts Gallery from May 1 – May
15, 2011. The exhibition documents five artist projects implemented
throughout the spring of 2011, each of which evidences shifting conditions
of artistic and spatial production as seen through the frame of transit.
The projects, selected for realization from an open call for proposals first
circulated in the fall of 2010, include: Aram Bartholl’s physical USB flash
drive interventions, Dead Drops; Nick Bastis’ technologically-mediated
spatial navigation project, Foreign Exchange; Julie Cloutier’s intimate
psychogeographic rock displacements, Rock Portraits, Set D; Resonant
City’s continued exploration of Bay Area regional identity as formed by
public transit; and Christen Sperry-Garcia’s embodied transit mapping
choreography, Maps, Nodes, Networks.
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This digital volume seeks to contextualize each of the above works,
critically examining the roles of cultural producers in problematizing
and re-visioning our shared spaces of transit. Each of the contributors to
this volume addresses the complex historical, geographical, aesthetical,
theoretical, and anecdotal aspects that frame each projects. The texts
within are not, however, limited to the scope of these projects alone.
Several authors compare pieces from Transit/Stasis with those of other
contemporary artists in order to elaborate a shared conceptual territory.
Comparisons between San Francisco transit and transportation with
those of other locales are also considered. Additionally, artists are
discussed whose work exceeds the scope of Transit/Stasis, thus revealing
some of its limitations and potential extensions.
Ian Alan Paul’s piece Architects of Speed, Conspiracies of
Stillness introduces the context in which the Transit/Stasis project
emerged, and describes a framework for understanding the concepts
of speed and stillness as they are employed by each of the artists. The
first section of this publication, Contextualizing Urban Transit: San
Francisco and Transportation Planning, seeks to outline the decisions
and lived consequences of transportation planning on San Franciscans.
Heatherly Born develops a public history of inequitable transit access
and environmental justice concerns for one San Francisco neighborhood
in her essay, Bayview-Hunters Point: A Forgotten City; we are reminded
of the irony that transit can result in movement barriers. Claudia
Schidlow’s comparative study Transit and City Planning: San Francisco
and Mexico City provides an international perspective from which to
judge the efforts of local planners. Finally, an interview conducted with
John S. Rahaim, the City and County of San Francisco Planning Director,
discloses the institutional obstacles and possibilities for the future of art
in and of transit.
Analog Experience: Spatial Interventions and Public Art, the
second section of this publication, expands upon the transit context
of San Francisco by envisioning the roles of artists in altering the built
environment. “Analog,” in this case, is in reference to both the material
nature of several interventions in the physical environment and the
object as proxy, housing personal experiences, cultural indicators, and
geological histories, alike. Both public artists and artists working less
4

formally within the public sphere are discussed. Pamela Campanaro
offers a cogent analysis of the structure of Sperry-Garcia’s participatory
work, placing the emergent praxis of collaborative performance within
a history of alternative curatorial models in her essay Maps, Nodes,
and Networks: Retracing the Trajectories of Collective Curating. Frida
Cano* renders the private experiences of place and time, intimately
experienced at the focused scale of the sidewalk and embodied by
portraits of displaced rocks, in her piece Portraying the Essence of a
City: Rock Portraits, Set D by Artist Julie Cloutier.
Allison Blomerth continues to view the site of the sidewalk in her
essay The Parklet: Re-Imagining San Francisco Public Transit Space.
Blomerth traces the development of local design collective REBAR’s
‘Walklets’ into an initiative for ‘Parklets’—temporary public plazas and
parks on sidewalk adjacent pavement—realized through the Pavement
to Parks program. Art in spaces of transit is also supported by the San
Francisco Arts Commission, and is discussed in Casey Mouton’s essay
Central Subway Station Public Art Project. Kim Cook and Emily Dippo,
who comprise the collective NODE (Network of Daily Experience), round
out this section in their interview with the collective Resonant City.
Together, the two groups discuss how transit access and experiences
have informed regional identity, and propose new routes and modes
toward a more equitable future.
The last section of this publication, Problematizing the Divide:
Virtual and Actual Spaces of Transit, questions the veracity of discrete
categories like virtual and actual as apt for describing how contemporary
urbanites navigate space. Instead, each essay posits new models for
harnessing the potential of interdependent virtual and actual spaces,
critically addressing the consequences they impose on our everyday
lives. Melina De Hoyos and Charlotte Miller respectively discuss the
works of Bastis and Bartholl in their essay Conversations on Digital
Art Practice: The Play Between Online and Offline Worlds. Within
the context of these two artists’ works, De Hoyos and Miller introduce
essential concepts, such as “society-technology-space relations” and
“infoscape”—each of which seek to describe our current social, spatial,
and informational entanglements. In a second take on Bartholl’s piece,
Dead Drops: Transiting the Expanded Field via Information and
Communication Technology, I frame the urban network of physical
5

information hubs as a radical re-siting of the public sphere, as discursive
sites that have adapted both from online file sharing methods and
sculptural practices. Finally, Karl Nelson goes beyond the initial scope
of Transit/Stasis to explore the burgeoning technology of Augmented
Reality (AR) in his essay Smartphone Tourism: The Disappearance of
a Monument. Nelson analyzes the potency of Augmented Reality art
practices like that of Mark Skwarek in commenting on the production
of spaces, particularly tourist sites; by altering the visual and auditory
qualities of sites when mediated by smartphone applications, the jarring
experience reveals conditions that are otherwise normalized. Together,
the textual documents that make up this publication contribute to
scholarly discourse by contextualizing, problematizing, or hypothesizing
new directions in transit-oriented art practices.
Because the content of the publication has focused on the
relationships and intersections between artistic practices and
conceptions of transit and stasis, our collaborative has chosen a form
that embodies these elements as well in hopes that the publication will
have its own experience of transit and stasis. The formal qualities of this
publication reflect the conceptual framework explored within; Transit/
Stasis is a series of ephemeral newsprint artists’ posters, a digital text on
a USB drive that is as accessible as the transit debit card it is modeled
after, and a tidy travel folder more appropriately scaled to the needs of
commuters. In digitizing the publication and packaging it within the
travel envelope, not only do we anticipate that the texts will find their
way into unexpected contexts, but that the materials themselves become
used in novel and unexpected ways.
—E. Maude Haak-Frendscho
*Fundacion/Coleccion Jumex Scholar and Recipient of the Program Beca para Estudios
en el Extranjero 2010-2011 del Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes
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-1We declare that the splendor of the world has been enriched
by a new beauty: the beauty of speed. A racing automobile
with its bonnet adorned with great tubes like serpents with
explosive breath ... a roaring motor car which seems to run
on machine-gun fire, is more beautiful than the Victory of
Samothrace.
—Filippo Marinetti, “The Futurist Manifesto”1

When we were first beginning to imagine what the Transit/Stasis:
Negotiating Movement In The City project would come to be, I clearly
remember sitting in the crowded MA collaborative room with the rest of
our cohort trying to map out on a chalkboard all of the concepts and ideas
which were necessary to include in our analyses and curatorial process.
What began as more or less a simple diagram, including things such as
public transportation systems and other technologies that informed,
regulated or suggested movement, very quickly branched and unfolded
to reveal much more about our ideas concerning art and power. In that
moment certain politics or trajectories of the project were uncovered—
it then became a critical investigation of both speed, and ultimately its
binary opposite, stillness.

INTRODUCTION
Architects of Speed, Conspiracies of Stillness
Ian Alan Paul
7

Conversations focusing on the emergence and proliferation of a
digital and networked media as the dominant forms take place within
both consumer society and new media art practices. The promise of a
liberatory deregulating speed is usually upheld as the engine that will
generate progress and, in the spirit of the modernist avant-garde, reveal
new frontiers of the imaginary. In this way, the aesthetic affect of speed
is not new or specific to the emerging digital age, but rather was defined
and celebrated by the European and North American modernism(s) of
the early 20th century. As was made apparent in the Fillipo Marinetti
quote at the beginning of this text, the seductive violence of speed
(conceptual and literal) has long been within the discourse of Western
art. If this emphasis on / attributed to speed is robbed of its newness,
then we are pushed to investigate why an insistence for speed continues
to persist within contemporary dialogues and curatorial investigations
such as our own.
8

All of the artworks included in the Transit/Stasis project have,
of course, been selected primarily because of their relationships with
these concepts, either moving to generate or disrupt their claims. Aram
Bartholl’s Dead Drops project, which prompts users to remain in one
location during their encounter with his work, and also grounds and
localizes what is normally an ephemeral and dispersed activity—online
file sharing. His work is, on some level, an intervention or disruption
of the supposed speed of digital networks. Similarly, Christen SperryGarcia’s work, Maps, Nodes, and Networks, appears to, through her
mapping of movement (and speed) with string, disable the very same
movement that enabled its construction in the first place. Paradoxically,
her artwork uses speed as the conceptual fuel with which stillness is
produced.
Nick Bastis’ project, Foreign Exchange, suggests another kind
of transit and speed via its compression of space. Similar to the way
a user accomplishes tasks in a virtual world through an avatar, here
Bastis has created the conditions under which distance collapses and
different subjects become digitally-bridged for the duration of the work.
Julie Cloutier’s Rock Portraits, Set D also transgress the conceptual
demarcations of both speed and stillness, through both her own transit
within the City during the initial rock collection and later, as well, during
her placement of the rock portraits themselves. The product of her speed
and movement ultimately is a stillness of the rock its portrait. Lastly,
Resonant City generates their own map of movement through the public
transportation system of the Bay Area and spatially organizing their
experience of a kind of infrastructurally facilitated speed.
-2The oldest among us are not yet thirty, and yet we have already
wasted treasures, treasures of strength, love, courage and keen
will, hastily, deliriously, without thinking, with all our might, till
we are out of breath. Look at us! We are not out of breath, our
hearts are not in the least tired. For they are nourished by fire,
hatred and speed! Does this surprise you? it is because you do
not even remember being alive! Standing on the world’s summit,
we launch once more our challenge to the stars!
—Filippo Marinetti2

What can we come to say about this collection of cultural producers?
And furthermore, what are they capable of saying about transit and
stasis, speed and stillness? It is no coincidence that speed has come to
be idealized and aestheticized in the way it has under current hegemonic
conditions, where postmodern capital necessitates incessant acceleration
on all fronts. Though, beyond this frequently addressed accumulative
vector of capital, is there even more to say for its predominance in art
practices and discourses? Stillness has always been synonymous with a
certain kind of conservatism, tied to the inertial institutions and personae
that are meant to be overcome by the imagined avant-garde. Yet, in the
face of this assumption, stillness begins to crop up in radical progressive
discourses and even in revolutionary ecological propositions. In the
specters of climate catastrophe, media over-saturation, and an explosion
in the number of diagnoses of psychological conditions such as attention
deficit disorder, stillness emerges as the surprising medium of change.
One has to look no further than examples such as emergence of the “slow
food” or the “go local” movements to see how this expression of politics
has taken shape in many popular forms.
It is without doubt that a certain power is associated with speed—
the speed of weapons, transportation, communication, cognition,
production, consumption, and destruction; all speak to the ways in
which a speed or temporal efficiency has been mobilized in the expansion
of capital and empire. In this light, we can think of some of the artist’s
gestures of stillness as generating a type of counter-power akin to the
French Situationists’ cries for people to stop working and abandon
production in the middle of the 20th century. This kind of intervention,
this kind of stoppage really, makes clear a new trajectory in contemporary
art which moves away from the ideals of the avant-garde and points to a
completely different logic altogether, one which begs an active stasis and
affective passivity.
-3We are on the extreme promontory of the centuries! What
is the use of looking behind at the moment when we must
open the mysterious shutters of the impossible? Time and
Space died yesterday. We are already living in the absolute,
since we have already created eternal, omnipresent speed.
—Filippo Marinetti3
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In Transit/Stasis, our MA collaborative group has generated a
frame through which we can all consider these paradigms. Whether this
interesting relationship between an assumed speed and interruptive
stillness persists as a register for considering contemporary art is yet
to be determined; within the context of this exhibition, the tensions of
this relationship generate plenty of room for audiences to encounter
this gesture and examine it on their own terms. In a world increasingly
and exponentially sped up by market and social forces, the artists in
Transit/Stasis have provided a machine with which we can convert
some of that movement into a crystallized and localized form, and to
consider movement-as-such. A question that remains open, and which
seems to be the appropriate way to close these thoughts, emerges: In this
project’s negative-terms, its anti-speed, are there autonomous readings
that move past its relationship with speed? Or does it simply remain an
intervention, and offer no emancipation or radicality in its operation?
This is something which each viewer, each person, must consider and
decide in their encounter with the project.

within the space of the publication, the gallery, and the public, each
commissioned project will offer an opportunity to their audiences to
reevaluate their own relationships to speed and stillness, and perhaps
even reveal trajectories for new thought and action. //

1

Filippo Marinetti, “The Futurist Manifesto,” Le Figaro (Paris: 20 February 1909).

2

Ibid.

3

Ibid.

None of the works in Transit/Stasis are as celebratory of speed
as the Italian Futurists were when they first published their manifesto,
yet nonetheless it remains a dominant topic of an undeniable sort. Does
this type of celebration cease to function in the way it used to due to our
immersion in a postmodern condition? Is speed no longer celebrated as
the sharpened edge of the avant-garde because it no longer operates to
push us as a society or culture? Or has it become so normalized in our
assumptions about the world that it does not manifest as critical but
simply as hegemonic? There cannot be a definite answer to these sets of
questions, yet the projects in the Transit/Stasis framework all operate
against a logic of speed in their own way, and on their own terms. Beyond
this critique, or perhaps interrogation of speed, some of the included
artists go further and champion or romanticize a radical stillness.
Throughout the Transit/Stasis publication is a range of writings
that have taken up some of these issues and have actively engaged
the projects within each of their contexts. Each paper aims to set the
grounds upon which a productive criticality can flourish, and which we
can continue to explore the intersections, dissonances and synergies
amongst the works. As with any curatorial project, the act of bringing
distant works together in a shared conceptual space has the potential
to unleash and unravel unexpected discourses and encounters. Both
11
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CONTEXTUALIZING URBAN TRANSIT:
San Francisco and Transportation Planning
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The most current census estimates that 815,358 people live within
San Francisco’s seven-by-seven mile city limits making it the second most
densely populated city in the United States.1 This population navigates
the peninsula’s hilly topography through an array of travel modes: cars,
public transit, motorcycles, bicycles, and walking, among others. A recent
study of the San Francisco Bay Area revealed that among these forms of
movement an increase in the use of automobiles and a decrease in the use
of public transit occurred, making cars the most frequently used form of
transportation.2 Today, I-280 and Highway 101 bring almost 400,000
vehicles per day within 100 feet of the nearest residences.3 Bound by
both highways, the impact of freeway pollution for the neighborhood of
Bayview-Hunters Point exacerbates preexisting conditions of health and
environmental burdens. In contribution to SFAI’s 2011 MA Collaborative
project Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City, this essay will
explore the ways in which transportation barriers compromise public
health for the residents of Bayview-Hunters Point.

BAY VIEW-HUNTERS POINT
A Forgotten City
Heatherly Born
15

Hunters Point Naval Shipyard was constructed in 1941 and was
a major shipyard during World War II. Wartime demands pushed
other industries out of the neighborhood and created an economic
dependence on shipbuilding. As populations migrated to take advantage
of economic opportunity in
Bayview’s booming shipyards,
major
demographic
changes
occurred in the City. Between 1940
and 1950, the African American
population grew from 7–11,080.4
Institutional segregation and
housing discrimination confined
African Americans to BayviewHunters Point and by 1970 African
Americans comprised 69.1% of the
neighborhoods population.5 The
post-war trend of suburbanization
and increased automobile use led
to freeway construction of both Highway 101 and Interstate 280 on
the north and west sides of the neighborhood. Highway construction
enhanced mobility for suburbanites to the urban center, yet isolated
Bayview-Hunters Point from the rest of the City. In 1974 the Navy closed
16

Figure 1. Bayview
Hunters Point Shipyard
and Neighborhood

the port, leaving 7,000 unemployed workers and designated a federal
Superfund site.6 Marked by unemployment, poverty, poor transportation,
crime, pollution, and urban blight, Bayview-Hunters Point became a
“forgotten city.” Urban historian Christine Boyer defines her concept of
the forgotten city.
There is no peaceful co-existence between these different spaces of
the city, one absorbed and the other expelled by the space of flows.
Yet a violent hierarchy of domination and rivalry irretrievably
marginalizes and victimizes the forgotten city. Here are located
the annihilating dumping grounds of the city, garbage lots, drug
centers, homeless shelters, half-way houses, and services for
“problem people.”7
Geographically and economically confined, residents of Bayview-Hunters
Point were denied the right to negotiate movement in San Francisco,
which reveals how economic, political, and cultural systems informed
the neighborhood’s stasis.
Located in the southeastern part of San Francisco, BayviewHunters Point is now a predominately low-income, minority
neighborhood. According to U.S. 2000 census data, nearly 40% of
Bayview-Hunters Point residents have annual incomes below $15,000
and the unemployment rate is 13%, more than twice as high as the City
as a whole.8 As of 2000, 48% of residents are African American, 1.3% are
American Indian, 23% are Asian and Pacific Islanders, 17% are Hispanic
and 10% are White.9 Furthermore, Bayview-Hunters Point contains over
half of the city’s industrial land use with over 320 toxic sites.10 Current
scholarship reveals that low-income, minority neighborhoods across
the United States have a disproportionate presence of toxic industries
and waste sites.11 In addition, research has shown that environmentally
hazardous neighborhoods also lack sufficient and reliable transit
systems.12 Infrastructure and land use dictate daily travel, and whether
or not people have access to a quality of life that would include fresh
food, clean air, medical facilities, among others. Poorly planned urban
development and inadequate transit has put many basic services out
of reach for the residents of Bayview-Hunters Point, raising issues of
environmental justice.
The racialized geography of the neighborhood uncovers spatial
arrangements that are positioned by access of power and differential
17

control of resources.13 Residents of Bayview-Hunters Point are spatially
trapped and socially marginalized, greatly impacting their ability to
negotiate movement in the City. When compared to other neighborhoods
in San Francisco, Bayview-Hunters Point is afflicted disproportionately
by environmental and health inequity. The neighborhood has the highest
infant mortality rate in California and residents are hospitalized more
often than residents in any other San Francisco neighborhood for nearly
every disease.14 One-third of San Francisco’s children live in BayviewHunters Point and two-dozen schools and childcare centers are located
within three miles of San Francisco’s only federal Superfund site.15 As
a result, 20% of children living in Bayview-Hunters Point have asthma
and the prevalence of chronic illness in the neighborhood is four times
the state average.16 The lack of access to fresh food makes corner stores
the community’s primary food source. Food Co. is the only grocery store
within the neighborhood, serving more than 33,000 residents. In July
2006 the neighborhood mobilized to demand that Food Co. stop selling
rotten produce and spoiled items, but unsanitary food conditions remain
present within the store.17 As a result, 15–20% of the Bayview’s African
American and Latino/a residents suffer “Inequalities in transportation
from diabetes and 40–50% are obese.18

increase isolation and impact
access to medical facilities,
grocery stores, and other
important destinations that
allow for the development of a
healthy community.”

Inequalities in transportation
increase isolation and impact access
to medical facilities, grocery stores,
and other important destinations
that allow for the development of a
healthy community. Lack of access to
reliable transportation is one of the
most pervasive barriers to health care and the neighborhood’s lack of
income makes public transit a matter of life or death. As a designated
Health Professional Shortage Area, the failure of BART and MUNI to
provide reasonable routes to medical facilities and other important
destinations has caused the neighborhood to create alternatives that
meet the communities’ needs.19 In 1971, citizens of Bayview-Hunters
Point established a non-profit community based agency with the mission
to “build a community that is empowered, clean, safe, and healthy.”20
The Bayview Hunters Point Foundation for Community Improvement,
Inc. offers the neighborhood a variety of services not provided by
the City, including a community shuttle program that provides free
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transportation to and from medical and mental health facilities,
substance abuse programs, among other important hubs. In addition
to improving transportation inequalities, Bayview residents along with
other community based organizations mobilized to improve access to
healthy food, forming the Southeast Food Access Workgroup (SEFA).
The role of SEFA is to ensure that healthy, fresh, local, sustainable, and
affordable produce is accessible to all residents of the neighborhood.21
Complex socio-spatial processes shaped the creation of social
and environmental conditions in Bayview-Hunters Point, which
were officially ignored by the City of San Francisco until recently.
MUNI’s introduction of the Third Street line in 2007 has provided the
neighborhood with much needed access to basic necessities; however,
contemporary industry, residual contamination, and the area’s freeways
continue to compromise public health and further sequester residents.

Figure 2. Residents
protesting
redevelopment, 2006.

The introduction of the Third
Street line was also accompanied
by plans from San Francisco’s
Redevelopment Agency. Future
plans for redevelopment include
improving
transportation
infrastructure, evaluation and
clean up of industrial brownfield
sites, planning and development
of community facilities, and
other revitalization efforts that
address the issues of public
health and transportation in
Bayview Hunters Point.22 While
redevelopment will bring much needed services to the neighborhood,
reinvestment raises concerns of gentrification and displacement for lowincome residents. Governor Jerry Brown’s proposed budget cuts for
California includes the elimination of redevelopment agencies across
the state. Brown’s proposal would dissolve all plans for redevelopment
in Bayview-Hunters Point, leaving these issues of public health and
transportation unresolved.23
The struggles for equal access to public space reveals how spatially
oppressed groups are navigated by systems of economic, political, and
cultural institutions. Transportation barriers increase isolation and
19

prevent access to basic necessities or activities that enhance quality
of life. Inequalities in transportation continue to negatively impact
Bayview-Hunters Point disproportionately and those consequences
are physically inscribed on resident’s bodies. The relationship between
access to sustainable transit and public health requires the establishment
of equitable transportation policies that promote the development
of healthy communities. The potential of continued and growing
access to transit will promote environmental stability and economic
growth in Bayview-Hunters Point. While the future of San Francisco’s
Redevelopment Agency remains unknown, the integration of sustainable
transit modes with affordable housing is required to meet the needs of
this undeserved community. //
1 “Population Finder,” U.S. Census Bureau, http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/
SAFFPopulation?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=05000US06075&_geoContext=&_
street=&_county=san+francisco&_cityTown=san+francisco&_state=&_zip=&_lang=en&_
sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010&_submenuId=populati (accessed
Feb. 10, 2011).
2 Mizuki Kawabata and Qing Shen, “Commuting Inequality between Cars and Public Transit:
The Case of the San Francisco Bay Area, 1999-2000,” Urban Studies 44.9 (2007): 1759-1780.
3 “Traffic Data Branch,” California Department of Transportation, http://traffic-counts.dot.
ca.gov (accessed March 12, 2011).
4 Mitchell H. Katz, San Francisco Department of Public Health, Health Programs in
Bayview Hunter’s Point and Recommendations for Improving the Health of Bayview
Hunter’s Point Residents, 2006.
5

Ibid.
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Christine Boyer Boyer, “Violent Effacements in City Spaces,” In Assemblage 20 (1993): 20.

8 Huntersview Tenants Association and Greenaction for Health & Environmental Justice,
Pollution, Health, Environmental Racism and Injustice: A Toxic Inventory of Bayview
Hunters Point, San Francisco [San Francisco, California, September 2004], 5.
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Ibid.

10 Ibid; Literacy for Environmental Justice, http://www.lejyouth.org/aboutus/about.html
(accessed March 29, 2011).
11 James P. Lester, David W. Allen, and Kelly M. Hill, Environmental Injustice in the U.S.:
Myths and Realities, [Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2000].
12 Mitchell H. Katz, San Francisco Department of Public Health, Health Programs in
Bayview Hunter’s Point and Recommendations for Improving the Health of Bayview
Hunter’s Point Residents, 2006.
13 The Anthropology of Space and Place: Locating Culture, edited by Setha M. Low and
Denise Lawrence-Zunigais, [Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2003].
14 Ibid; Literacy for Environmental Justice, http://www.lejyouth.org/aboutus/about.html
(accessed March 10, 2011); Huntersview Tenants Association and Greenaction for Health
& Environmental Justice, Pollution, Health, Environmental Racism and Injustice: A Toxic
Inventory of Bayview Hunters Point, San Francisco [San Francisco, California, September
2004].
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19 Bayview Hunter’s Point residents are U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Designated Health Professional Shortage Areas in San Francisco, http://hpsafind.hrsa.gov/
HPSASearch.aspx (accessed March 11, 2011).
20 “Bayview Hunters Point Foundation for Community Improvement: Our Mission,”
Bayview Hunters Point Foundation for Community Improvement, http://bayviewci.org/
mission.html (accessed March 29, 2011).
21 “Southeast Food Access Workgroup,” City and County of San Francisco: Shape Up San
Francisco, http://www.sfgov3.org/index.aspx?page=1183 (accessed March 29, 2011).
22 “Redevelopment Agency: Bayview Hunters Point,” City and County of San Francisco
Redevelopment Agency, http://www.sfredevelopment.org/index.aspx?page=53 (accessed
March 29, 2011).
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This essay examines systems of human movement and their
diverse successes and challenges in two very different cities: Mexico City
and San Francisco. Similar to other cities, each was built according to
the needs of the population, the local culture, economy, and geography
among other defining factors. Modern cities have adapted or been built
in order to accommodate the various forms of transit that the population
utilizes everyday to fulfill their needs. As someone who has lived in both
places long enough to acquire insider knowledge of local transit norms,
the dissonances between these two sites have been the foundation upon
which this comparative study has emerged.
This essay ties into the project Transit/Stasis: Negotiating
Movement in the City by the SFAI 2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative by
using Mexico City—one of the largest and most chaotic cities to transit
in the world—as a foil for exposing the successful long-range transit
planning of San Francisco, which is otherwise scrutinized by locals.
From an international standpoint, I will examine San Francisco’s transit
as an exemplary urban transit paradigm. San Francisco’s transit model
could be followed and adopted by other cities of the world by generating
diverse solutions to reduce pollution and traffic congestion by instituting
ecologically mindful transit projects such as the Better Streets Plan and
Central Subway that will be discussed in this essay. Mexico City would
greatly benefit from adopting a long view planning strategy such as in San
Francisco, where the best solution is not what solves an issue that occurs
today but one that addresses matters that will likely be encountered in
the long run.
SAN FRANCISCO
San Francisco is a city that measures seven miles by seven miles

TRANSIT AND CIT Y
PLANNING
San Francisco and Mexico City
Claudia Schidlow
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with an estimated population of 815,358.1 People transit the hilly terrain
by walking, biking, driving, and various regional public transit systems.
San Francisco is characterized by forward thinking, which is evident in its
city planning and transit policies. San Francisco’s planners have worked
hard for many decades to limit the use of private vehicles as a primary
choice of transit. Planners have restricted the building of highways
within the City. They have also gone so far as to take down existing
highways to give way for beautiful avenues, such as the Embarcadero
Freeway. In 1951, San Francisco adopted a freeway plan that stipulated
building a grid of freeways crisscrossing the City,2 shown in figure 1. A
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Figure 1. The 1948
plan to crisscross
San Francisco with
freeways6

neighborhood movement arose against the freeway plan and by 1959 the
plan was put to a halt, but by then Bayshore’s stretch of Highway 101 and
southbound Interstate 280 had already been built and the Embarcadero
Freeway was left unfinished.3 Many battles were fought to take down
the Embarcadero Freeway without much success because of the fear of
producing traffic gridlock, but “on October 17, 1989, the 7.1 magnitude
Loma Prieta earthquake… damaged San Francisco’s Embarcadero
and Central Freeways so severely that they had to be closed. The
Embarcadero Freeway had been retrofitted for earthquake safety during
the early 1980s, so it still stood, but it was so severely damaged that it
could not be used.”4 As drivers adjusted to alternative routes and began
using public transportation, arguments against the demolition of the
Embarcadero Freeway subsided, and on February 27, 1991, Mayor Agnos
struck the first symbolic blow to begin demolition. He later remarked, “It
removed that scar and opened up one of the most important parts of
this City for development.”5 San Francisco’s eastern waterfront is one of
its many beautiful
sights that attract
tourists and locals
alike, where the
Ferry Building is
one of the main
attractions
and
most picturesque
landmarks. Before
the removal of
the Embarcadero
Freeway, the Ferry
Building, like the
rest of the waterfront was overshadowed by the unappealing transit
structure that blocked the charming views and made walking in the area
unpleasant. Today, countless businesses have opened and boomed as a
result of the removal of the Embarcadero Freeway that gave way to a
revitalization of the area with countless people circulating it every day.
As planners have restricted the building of highways in San
Francisco in order to limit the use of private vehicles, and therefore
reduce traffic, other measures have been adopted to difficult car
ownership in the City. Recent policies to constrain car use include the
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restriction of parking spaces. New buildings in the SOMA district do
not have space for all the residents to park their cars within the facility,
therefore motivating residents not to own a car and instead to utilize
public transit or alternative modes of transportation such as walking
and bicycling. Another example that encourages the public to utilize
other means of transportation rather than private vehicles is the Better
Market Street Project which aims to facilitate walking, bicycling, and
the use of public transit while restricting car circulation to only some
intersections.7 During an interview conducted by the SFAI 2011 MA
Thesis 2 Collaborative, the Director of the Planning Department, John
S. Rahaim, declared: “generally we will not spend transportation dollars
on things that enable driving, but will spend transportation dollars on
transit… we have done a lot of things to make it explicitly harder to drive,
to recognize that we are a city that should be built on transit.”8
San Francisco has also encouraged transit systems that are trying
to make transit more efficient and therefore alleviate city traffic. Many
bicycle lanes have been drawn
(figure 2) and projects such as
the new Transbay Terminal
and Central Subway intend to
do a better job of connecting
current and future transit
systems. MUNI, the public
transit system of the City, as
well as other transit systems
such as BART, Caltrain, AC
Transit and Samtrans will
bridge transit between San
Francisco and the greater Bay
Area. Another project that is
underway is the Better Streets
Plan that “reflects the understanding that the pedestrian environment is
about much more than just transportation—that streets serve a multitude
of social, recreational and ecological needs that must be considered when
deciding on the most appropriate design.”9 This plan places its primary
emphasis on the pedestrian, indicating the considerable weight that the
city planning department allots to the livable environment as measured
by the individuals that inhabit and walk the space; the needs of vehicles
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Figure 2. New bicycle
lanes marked on
Market Street10

(cars, buses, bicycles) are secondary.
Additionally, ecologically sound decisions are a key component
within the transit planning of San Francisco. Following the non-polluting
example of the historical cable cars and street cars, MUNI’s bus fleet is
comprised of older electric trolley buses that service the City by running
on electrical wires, and newer hybrid buses that were introduced in 2007
in order to reach the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency’s
(SFMTA) goal of “reducing its fleet greenhouse gas emissions to thirty
percent below 1990 levels by the year 2012 and becoming 100 percent
emission-free by 2020.”11 By also encouraging bicycling and walking as
seen in the Better Streets Plan, people can resort to these eco-friendly
forms of transit that operate simply on the person’s energy and are
becoming excellent alternatives to utilizing a personal motorized vehicle
when public transit is not needed or wanted.
San Francisco’s City Planning Department is planning ahead in
order to meet the demands of the population. The case of Mexico City,
explored in the next section of this essay, demonstrates how this foresight
is not always implemented. San Francisco’s Planning Department
conducts studies to research the future growth and movement of the
City, and they create plans bearing in mind how the population and City
projects will adapt. The expected growth of San Francisco’s population
“will add about 161,000 residents, reaching a population of 957,000…
by 2035,”12 and would generate insufferable traffic congestion if the City
had not implemented restrictions for car use and promoted alternate
methods of transportation. Planning ahead and being mindful of the
quality of life, aesthetic, and environmental impact of the City has made
San Francisco the transitable urban center it is, and will likely continue to
be. Mexico City, as we will see in the following section is a very different
urban environment from San Francisco. Mexico City’s short term
planning decisions or the lack thereof have resulted in a complex web of
traffic congested arteries that scar and pollute the greater metropolitan
area of the Valley of Mexico, that serves as an excellent counterpoint as
to why I consider San Francisco an exemplary paradigm of transit and
planning that could be trailed by other cities such as Mexico City
MEXICO CITY
Mexico City is one of the largest urban centers on the planet,
spanning three federal entities: the State of Mexico, the State of Hidalgo
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and the Distrito Federal (Federal District, or D.F.); also known as the
Zona Metropolitana del Valle de México. The constant expansion of the
greater metropolitan area has made it increasingly difficult to delineate
the city’s limits, and consequently, there is no precise measurement of
the urban footprint. During the second “By also encouraging bicycling
half of the twentieth century, the
and walking as seen in the
Valley of Mexico experienced a growth
without precedents, both in population Better Streets Plan, people can
and territory, resulting from politics
resort to these eco-friendly
of the 1950s that stimulated industrial
forms of transit that operate
development and at the same time,
offered better living conditions for new simply on the person’s energy
settlers. The expansion of the metropolis
and are becoming excellent
prompted a fragmentary peripheral
alternatives to utilizing a
growth through irregular processes and
personal motorized vehicle
under conditions in which its regulation
seems uncontrollable.13 The population
when public transit is not
of Greater Mexico City exceeds twenty
needed or wanted.”
million,14 making it the most inhabited
urban environment. The needs for transportation of the population
are enormous and cannot be satisfied by the municipal transportation
system, therefore it is complemented by privately managed collective
transit and personal vehicles, as will be seen later on.
Mexico City’s transit could benefit from San Francisco’s example
in creating greater infrastructure for municipally run public transit,
promoting bicycling, walking, and addressing traffic congestion and
pollution. Mexico City is plagued with traffic arteries that are continually
congested, shown across the map in figure 3. Greater Mexico City is
connected to the nearby cities of Querétaro, Toluca, Cuernavaca, Pachuca
and Puebla through private toll expressways. Internally, the Federal
District is serviced by arterial roads called ejes viales, and the metro area
is connected by two ring roads: the Periférico, which has an elevated
highway running on top, and Circuito Interior.16 City planning usually
is not executed according to plan; the Periférico, for example, was never
closed as a circuit although that is what the original plans indicated.
The number of cars circulating in Mexico City has greatly
increased since the eighties by 4-10% a year,17 resulting in unmanageable
traffic and pollution, generated by the 3.5 million vehicles that plague
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Mexico City.18 The government has taken creative measures to resolve
both issues. Pollution control is mainly tackled by instituting a program
called Hoy no circula, where cars with certain number-endings on their
license plates are not allowed to be driven particular days of the week,
or else the driver faces fines. As a result, many people buy additional
cars to make up for the days
that their other vehicles
could not be driven. In turn,
this phenomenon increased
the amount of vehicles
circulating in the greater
metropolitan area. With the
quantity of cars constantly
expanding, traffic in Mexico
City has risen to the point
where many of the streets,
avenues and arteries more
closely resemble a giant
parking lot than transit
routes; you can see the
extent of the standstill in
figure 4.

Figure 3. Map of
Mexico City and its
metropolitan freeways15

become unbearable, and there is not a developed culture of foreseeing
and investing in the future. On the contrary, it seems that people live
under the motto: what matters is here and now.
The Metro and Metrobús are the only municipal systems of
public transit. Tracing
the lines where the
Metro and Metrobús
provide transit service to
the population excludes
many areas of Mexico
City, making it difficult
for people to move freely
through public transit to
any corner of the City.
Only one-seventh of
Mexico City’s urban area
is served by the Metro
system.22 Other forms
of collective transit are provided by private enterprises that the City
government regulates but does not control.
The largest component of mobility is presented in the public
transit system serviced by microbuses and buses, offered by a
considerable number of independent organizations that operate
recurring and tortuous routes through the saturated main byways.
Within the Federal District the system moves 52% of the travelers,
integrated by more than 61,000 microbuses and close to 3,000
urban buses that also service the State of Mexico. According to the
Plan Rector del Transporte del Estado de México, the conurbated
area is serviced by 44,000 units controlled by 172 organizations
and 94 companies.23

To alleviate traffic
congestion, the government
announced on December
2010 that they would
implement a project similar
to the elevated highway
running over the Periférico.
New “second floors” will
be built over many of
the existing transit arteries to accommodate the automobile-clad
population.20 Newscasters describing the government project remarked
that the plans to build elevated highways over existing transit arteries
were designed ten years ago and thus outdated.21 The plan arrived late

Both municipal and privately managed public transit does
not cover the transportation needs of the more than twenty-million
inhabitants, and therefore the remaining half of the traveling population
resort to privately owned vehicles for their transit needs. According to

to meet the demands of the City and its current population, and will be
carried out with the projections made over a decade ago. Local culture
shows a tendency in which issues are addressed only when they have

scholar Miguel Ángel Alva Gonzáles, in his 2008 study of Mexico City’s
transit and pollution issues, “there have been virtually no attempts to curb
automobile ownership and use.”24 The easiest way to transit throughout
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Figure 4. Bumper
to bumper traffic
in Mexico City’s
Periférico19

the City is by car, and the plans to build more elevated highways that
will span most of the city’s footprint overshadow the short reach of the
public transit system. This situation is indicative of Mexico City’s urban
planning which has indirectly endorsed car use as the principal mode
of transportation; “as in most cities in developing countries, the policy
towards private autos has been to encourage them to be less polluting
while providing the necessary infrastructure for their increased use.”25
Alva Gonzáles explains that people in Mexico City are not willing to walk
more than a block to get to their destination and that they are highly
dependent on their vehicles.
CONCLUSION
San Francisco and Mexico City are two very different cities from
the perspective of transit and city planning. San Francisco has been
carefully restricted in its growth by the government and by its physical
location, allowing the population to walk and bicycle to fulfill their
transit needs for the distances are not extensive. Mexico City has grown
insurmountably, without much control and without the infrastructure to
support its expansion, making it incredibly difficult to walk and bicycle
the vastness of the City that was designed to accommodate motorized
vehicles as the primary means of transportation. MUNI in San Francisco
is working towards being emission free by 2020, while Mexico City’s
pollution control with the Hoy no circula program has resulted in
the population acquiring more cars. San Francisco’s city planning is
very much focused on looking forward and planning for posterity. It
is concerned with the impact of our actions today well into the future,
and wishes to be one step ahead to be prepared for what is to come.
Mexico City’s city planning is geared towards playing it by ear, solving
issues once they have stumbled upon a problem. The consequences of
the solutions result in worse problems down the line.
San Francisco has clearly made a bid to reduce the number of cars
in the City by making it problematic to park and circulate throughout
the City, while at the same time encourage public transit, bicycling,
and walking. Mexico City has focused on creating more roadways to
accommodate private vehicle growth, but since there is a lack of horizontal
space for building transit arteries, the City has decided to build vertically
by elevating highways over the existing roads. The government has
encouraged bicycling by closing areas of downtown on Sundays, but the
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rest of the week is hostile territory for bicycle use, where drivers impose
the right of way and grant no respect for cyclists or pedestrians.
The solutions that San Francisco has found to deal with the transit
needs of its population cannot be applied to Mexico City because the
dimensions of each city, the local culture that governs each urban center,
and the density of their populations, are very distinct. Nevertheless,
Mexico City—and other cities as well—could evaluate San Francisco’s
progressive transit and planning strategies and follow the example by
providing better conditions for alternative transit such as bicycling and
walking or a farther reaching municipally run public transit. Otherwise,
we can imagine where each city is headed in the future according to their
city and transit planning, one with increasing car use, the other, perhaps
more diversified. Both cities’ plans have prohibited or allowed certain
types of growth, therefore giving them distinct transit characteristics. This
comparative study elucidates their respective qualities and constitutive
elements, making evident the conditions of local planning that underpin
the projects developed for Transit/Stasis. //
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John S. Rahaim was appointed Planning Director for the City and
County of San Francisco in early 2008. In that role he is responsible
for overseeing long range planning, development entitlements and
environmental reviews for most physical development in the City.
Prior to his appointment in San Francisco, Mr. Rahaim was
Planning Director for the City of Seattle, a position he held since August
of 2003. In 1999, Mr. Rahaim was the Founding Executive Director of
CityDesign, Seattle’s office of Urban Design founded; and the Executive
Director of the Seattle Design Commission, the City’s primary design
advisory panel for public projects and related urban design initiatives.
In addition to ongoing development review and environmental
reviews for physical development, the San Francisco Planning Department
has a number of major initiatives underway. These include the Transit
Center District Plan, creating a new high density core for Downtown San
Francisco; the Better Streets Plan, a comprehensive strategy to upgrade
the quality of the city’s public realm; the city’s strategy to accommodate
the state’s High Speed Rail Corridor, as the northern terminus to the
system; and regional planning efforts to address the nine county region’s
Sustainable Community Strategy.
On November 22, 2010, the MA Collaborative sat down with Mr.
Rahaim to discuss the current state of and future plans for transit in San
Francisco. The following is an excerpt from this discussion.

JOHN S. RAHAIM
An Interview on San Francisco Transit
Edited by Allison Blomerth
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JR: My name is John Rahaim, and I’m the Director of the Planning
Department. I’ve been in planning most of my career going back to the
early 1980s. I was trained in architecture, actually, both undergraduate
and graduate level, but realized I had a lot of interest in architecture
but no talent for it. I love architecture as both an art and for its placemaking capabilities. But my real interest is in how everything fits
together, and that’s really what planning is about. Planning is one of
the great generalist professions left, in my opinion, because it’s about
bringing diverse disciplines together and making cities work. Pertinent
to your topic, the current mantra in planning is the connection between
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transportation and land use and how cities grow. Cities can play an
extraordinarily important role in climate change by making better
connections between transportation systems, development and land use
patterns. San Francisco is a poster child for that in some ways; downtown
is so heavily served by transit that it’s one of the most sustainable in
the country. For example, in the core of downtown 70% of the people
who work there don’t drive! That is the highest percentage of any city
outside of New York. This is primarily because of BART, partially Muni
but mostly BART.

“Cities can play an
extraordinarily important role
in climate change by making
better connections between
transportation systems,
development and land use
patterns.”

There is a regional effort going
on right now. Two years ago the state
passed something called Senate Bill
75. SB3-75, which requires, for the first
time ever, that every region in the state
develop a joint sustainable community
strategy that combines our regional
transportation and land use plans. This
is the state’s first attempt to do this with
the explicit goal of reducing regional
greenhouse gases. San Francisco was first to have what’s called a “Transit
First” policy, and that was codified in the City’s charter back in the 1970s.
And what that means is that the city, generally—there are exceptions to
every rule—will not spend transportation dollars on things that enable
driving, but instead will spend transportation dollars on transit. And if
you look at the recent history of the City, there’s been virtually nowhere
that we’ve spent money [on driving], in
“we have done a lot of things
fact we have done a lot of things to make
to make it harder to drive”
it harder to drive—explicitly making
it harder to drive on purpose. We, for
example, are lowering parking requirements and lowering the amount
of parking that one can put into a development. Downtown would not
exist in its current form it if had been developed to accommodate people
driving.
Thesis 2: If you’re going to ask people not to drive, that puts pressure
on the transit system to be exceptional.
JR: The Transit Agency spends an awful lot of time on [considering the]
frequency of car use; and we’ve also spent a lot of time on the pedestrian
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experience. All of us who use transit are by definition at some point a
pedestrian in the process, because we have to get to a transit stop, and
from a transit stop to our destination. We’ve been working for three
years—this was just adopted by the planning commission and is going
to the board tomorrow as a matter of fact—on a plan, a code, for how
we design our streets.1 It’s not just about transit. Streets represent 25%
of the land area of the City, that’s more than all the parks put together,
parks represent about 17% of the land area of the City. When I say
streets I’m talking about a place for cars and sidewalks, building to
building. The whole goal of this plan is to make streets much friendlier
for pedestrians and bicycles, and place less emphasis on cars. You’ll see
bits and pieces of this all over the City. Everything from places where we
have taken out lanes of traffic or lanes
“The whole goal of this plan
of parking expanded sidewalks, like
is to make streets much
along The Infinity. On Beale Street we
friendlier for pedestrians
took out two lanes of traffic and created
a linear garden and parks along the
and bicycles, and place less
street. The most recent example, which
emphasis on cars.”
is really fun, is the Pavement to Parks
Program, a swat team approach in which over a 48-hour period we take
over pavement (corner of 17th and Castro-that was the first one). We
went out there and bought plants and painted the pavement. There are
now a half a dozen of those across the City. The latest [project] is called
“Parklets.” It is two parking spaces in a commercial district where we
install platforms and put in café tables and plants. They are so popular
and successful that we have now institutionalized the program and local
businesses can propose a Parklet. There are 40 proposals for them now.
[Parklets are] really simple and all designed to be removable, so they
don’t require intensive five years planning.
The quality of the City for pedestrians is one of our major efforts.
Clearly the qualities of the pedestrian environment, in my opinion, have
a whole lot to do with how one uses transit. My big beef about using buses
is not so much the buses themselves, but the experience of waiting: the
shelter, is it a nice environment, how you wait, what the wait is like, if
you are on some wind swept street corner it is a lot different than waiting
inside a BART station. What we are about is how these things work
together as systems.
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Thesis 2: How do you define transit?
JR: High capacity transit lines including some bus lines like Geary, tenminute frequency, and obviously the trains. Two-thirds of the City is in
walking distance of transit and 90% of the jobs are in walking distance
of transit.
Thesis 2: What attracts you to the job that you have?
JR: With the Mayor (Mayor Gavin Newsom) leaving the office in a
few weeks my colleagues say that my job is safe because nobody else
wants it (Laughs). I have a passion for cities and managing how they are
formed. This city has an incredible tradition of planning; this is a pretty
extraordinary city on many levels. On many people’s estimation it’s
the most beautiful city in the country.
“There’s a special quality
There’s a special quality to this city
to this city that is about its
that is about its texture, both a physical
texture, both a physical and
and cultural texture. It is about the
details, the character of the streets,
cultural texture.”
neighborhoods, and I love that about
it; it’s a people-friendly city. It’s a great honor to be doing this work,
as difficult, and challenging and stressful as it can be it is also a great
honor. There is also the fantastic tradition of planning. The 1985 plan for
downtown was groundbreaking for its time. It has created the downtown
we have today, which in my view, is the best downtown in America in
terms of its intensity, walk-ability, accessibility, and attractiveness. It
was all established by a plan that is now 25 years old. What’s difficult
about the work in this department is that we don’t see the results of our
work for years. It’s frustrating to young planners and they get out of the
profession because of it. If you can get over that, it’s really interesting to

ANALOG EXPERIENCE:

Spatial Interventions and Public Art

recognize that what you impact is in the long run. //

1
“On November 23, 2010, The Board of Supervisors unanimously passed the Better Streets
Plan on first reading.” The Better Streets Plan, “Legislative Hearings on the Better Streets Plan,”
http://www.sf-planning.org/ftp/BetterStreets/participate.htm (accessed March 18, 2011).
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All it takes to recognize collectively when we see it is to
count, and then admit to the relationships between what
adds up. Looked at this way, we have to ask, what or who is
not an accumulation, a collectivity?
—RAQS Media Collective1
Contemporary arts practice has entered a point of suspension, a
paralyzed stasis of a de-skilled society.2 Language and rhetoric have
become the new “mediums” of contemporary art, interrupting the
novelty of an artist’s material cognition. As a result, visual culture fails
to include its viewer, halting the interpersonal relationships commonly
generated by the arts. The artist collective is in some ways an “answer”
to the abandonment of personal interaction in the production of art.
While most insist on evaluating the role of the collective, I question what
it means for an artist to create a temporary collective within its own
audience. Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City is a project
of the SFAI 2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative. Our project brings together
the work of five artistic trajectories that activate movement and question
intervention in the Bay Area. The aim of my analysis is to illustrate how
one participating artist, Christen Sperry-Garcia, employs her audience
to act as a temporary collaborative while exhibiting the importance of
materiality and communal meal space in performance.
Artist Christen Sperry-Garcia investigates the literal mapping
of bodies in transit with her project, Maps, Nodes, and Networks:
Meeting in San Francisco. The project is an extension of a larger body
of Garcia’s work, Relational Traffic Studies. Based on her examinations
of pedestrian/vehicular traffic dynamics in Southeast Asia, globalized
routes of transnational travel, and human trafficking, her map

MAPS, NODES, AND
NET WORKS

Retracing the Trajectories of Collective Curating
Pamela Campanaro
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studies physical pathways and the transfer of people and information
through movement.3 Maps, Nodes, and Networks continues Garcia’s
investigations, charting public space in San Francisco. Elaborating on the
concepts of social interaction, communal meal space, and observation
studies of pedestrian/vehicular traffic patterns, Maps, Nodes, and
Networks is more appropriately distinguished as an event, rather than an
exhibited performance.4 Open to variation, failure, and the unexpected
occurrences of human navigation within a shared space, the project
encourages cooperation and relationship building while simultaneously
destroying the boundaries of “spectator” and “performer.”5 This is the
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crux of interpreting Maps, Nodes, and Networks as a curated collective.
The reflexive concept of spectator-as-performer blurs the normal
distinction between observer and participant, thereby challenging the
role of its audience. Garcia’s project, in result, transforms the complacent
voyeur to a subjective, collectively curated body.

Figure 1

Dutch curator Jean Leering coined the term, “collective curating”
in May of 1968 in response to the political and social movements taking
place.6 The notion of the collective has been further articulated by political
theorist Paolo Virno, who claims that the ultimate goal of contemporary
collective practices is to curate spaces of democracy among participants
who co-author experienced reality.7 This observation by Virno is a direct
correlation to the aims and objectives of Maps, Nodes, and Networks.
When asked the critical question of why an artist chooses to work or
curate collectively, The Chamber for Public
Secrets, the collective that recently curated
Manifesta,8 answered, “In a collective, the
risk of overwhelming ideologies, blind faiths
or devastating emotional responses is less.
All is diluted… There is a good chance that
thinking, working and deciding together may
bring a less self-centered and more interesting
outcome.”9 Here, The Chamber for Public
Secrets illustrates the shared responsibility and
interdependence that working collaboratively
entails. Also, it reinforces the importance
of the communal meal component of Maps,
Nodes, and Networks. Interjected at the end of
the day as a means of communally verbalizing
the interactive portion of the event, the meal is
a way to subvert the overwhelming ideologies,
blind faiths, and devastating emotional
responses, mentioned above by The Chamber
for Public Secrets.
Maps, Nodes, and Networks activates a shared experience and
responsibility comparable to Leering and Virno’s illustration of the
collaborative. The project begins at a central meeting point within San
Francisco. Since no two-performance events are alike, Garcia tailored
the project to the Bay Area, utilizing its abundance of recreational parks,
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public meal spaces, and transportation modes.
Maps, Nodes, and Networks: Meeting in San Francisco is a three
part event that consists of performers following hand-drawn
maps to meet at a pre-determined site, then physically mapping
their respective pathways, and finally commencing a communal
meal that occurs on site. Performers use balls of string to record
their movements within an enclosed
space while interacting with each
other and the audience, encouraging
cooperation and relationship building
among spectator and performer, who
eventually collapse into one role.10
Pre-selected dance/performers, scattered
throughout the City, use various forms of
unique San Francisco transportation to reach
the communal site, including bikes, street/
cable cars, MUNI, or BART. Hand-drawn
maps by Garcia serve as a basic navigation tool
for participants to meet. Meanwhile, recruited
public spectators wind yarn into spools for the
event. Once the performers arrive, they tack
up their maps next to one another for public
observation. Spectators give each performer
a ball of yarn to begin the mapping of their
travel routes (Figure 1 & 2). Performers have
the option of trading maps in order to chart
another’s alternative route. About halfway through the performance, the
artist invites spectators to map their own routes of travel using memory
to recall their trajectories. At this point, the camps of “performer” and
“spectator” dissolve and the performance becomes an art producing
collective.
Garcia’s work enacts a much more loose assessment of the
collective, “the whole is less than the sum of its parts if it was not reduced
to that whole.”11 Garcia’s investigations of space shape her ability to
create a place of communal engagement, a nod to the relational aesthetic
component that underscores her work. Maps, Nodes, and Networks tracks
the rhizomatic trajectories of human movement through space. These
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Figure 2: Maps, Nodes,
and Networks. These
images were taken
from a performance
of Maps, Nodes, and
Networks in Los
Angeles. Performers in
solid colored jumpsuits
maps their routs of
transit as audience
member look on and
prepare to engage
in the charting of
their own routes,
collectively.

performances, or “traffic studies” as she describes them, began during
a research trip to Southeast Asia. Fascinated by the unspoken dynamics
of vehicular and pedestrian traffic, Garcia began to sketch pathways and
record video to track the negations in action (Figure 3). 12 “I drew them
from memory after I returned…
I could vividly recall my routes,
where the sidewalk crumbled, when
I had to cross to the other side of
the street… It was never a straight
route anywhere, but rather a series
of compromises. For me, surviving
and going with the traffic in Phnom
Penh required hyper-intuition and
choreography.”13 Eventually, her

Figure 3: Relational
Traffic Studies: Daily
Mapping- Phnom
Penh Series. This
drawing reveals a
glimpse into Christen
Sperry-Garcia’s
research in human
movement during
her stay in South
East Asia. Compiling
similar drawings on a
day-to-day basis, these
free form depictions
illustrate human
moving patterns
throughout the
cityscape.

overseas study of transit within
a city led her to dive into more
personal investigations of the body.
Her sketches in human movement
contributed to the conceptualization of a project that, by using yarn,
could tangibly mimic the patterns she observed.
The use of yarn in Garcia’s work is an unspoken metaphor for the
interdependent lattice she and her participants construct. Rather than
dwelling on the aesthetics of the yarn, Garcia elected its use because it is
direct.
The traditional aesthetic of yarn has proven to be a material that is
immediate light-weight, easily accessible, recyclable, affordable,
a way to leave a residue, and a way to distinguish between one
performer and another. In the past, performers and audience
have sat together rolling yarn balls prior to the mapping portion
of the event. Rolling yarn by its very nature speaks of community,
which is valuable to me.14
Although yarn appears to be the primary medium, Garcia insists that the
role of the body is more valuable.15 As the driving force of the process,
the body is the medium that allows for the literal charting/webbing
of interpersonal support structures. Yarn in Garcia’s project is a point
of intersection, where each person’s mapped path becomes a support
structure for those who follow. A binding agent in constructing each
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person’s trajectory, the yarn serves to interweave each performer’s
experience, thereby building a collective embodiment of shared transit.
Maps, Nodes, and Networks calls attention to notions of contemporary
collectives, yet it becomes more of curated experience rather than a
contextualized body of work.
Once the yarn is used up, the group shares a communal meal. In
this instance, food, like the yarn, is a material used to unify and facilitate
public intermingling. The crux of Maps, Nodes, and Networks is that,
as it maps the narrative of dismantling the designation of observer and
participant in performative art, it generates a common bonding agent
at the site of the meal space. While yarn is the medium in the opening
portion of the event, food is the catalyst of interpersonal connections
toward its conclusion. “Food plays a significant role in the culture of my
family and has also inserted itself into my work. Food has a way of making
people feel more comfortable, bringing people together and creating a
comfortable social space and social time.”16 A material alliance within
the project, food acts as the portal for
“Yarn in Garcia’s project is a
which the connections placed on the
point of intersection, where
collective body in social/communal
action bridges the performative element
each person’s mapped path
of human negotiations of movement. It
becomes a support structure
is here we see both the transit and stasis
for those who follow.”
components of Garcia’s project. While
the yarn mapping conveys the element
of movement, the meal sharing articulates the slowing down, or moment
of stasis, integral in her project.
Sharing a collective meal further illuminates Maps, Nodes, and
Networks as a temporary collective. Slowly throughout the event, the
designations of “roles” retract, allowing for a fleeting establishment of
the collective cohort. Like allocating a meal, talking about the event
then becomes another shared experience. The refreshing component of
Garcia’s project is that a discursive framework comes after the exploration
of movement. She insists upon the material cognition, illustrated in the
vital component of using yarn and food in Maps, Nodes, and Networks.
Discourse is a secondary concern—not to say an afterthought—a “remapping” of the day’s event and how it is pertinent in contemporary art
practices. For this reason, Garcia’s Maps, Nodes, and Networks is an
example of a cyclical intermingling of performance, curated collectivity,
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meal space, and reflexive discourse of Transit/Stasis.
Maps, Nodes, and Networks is a compelling case study in the
curation of temporary collectives. As the event comes to a close and the
meal breaks at its last course, participants remove the yarn and clean
up, leaving no trace of their investigations in movement patterns. The
event becomes a memory documented only by the snapshots and video
clips taken periodically throughout the day. All involved parties leave
the way they entered: through the use of BART, MUNI, street/cable cars,
etc., leaving behind the collective comradery that helped shape Maps,
Nodes, and Networks in San Francisco. Participants separate, creating
new paths of movement as they navigate new bodies of space. With each
neighborhood traveled, bus boarded, or block biked, those present at
Maps, Nodes, and Networks continue their praxis of engagement with
the City and its moments of transit and stasis. //
1 Raqs Media Collective, “Additions, Subtractions: On Collectives and Collectivities,”
Manifesta Journal No. 8 2009/2010: 5-14.
2 Sennett, Richard, The Craftsman (London: Yale University Press, 2009), 27.
3 Sperry-Garcia, Christen, Interview by author, February 10, 2011, Maps, Nodes, and
Networks: Retracing the Trajectories of Collective Curating.
4 Sperry-Garcia, Christen, “Maps, Nodes, and Networks Proposal,” 2011.
5 Ibid.
6 Editorial, “Collective Curating,” Manifesta Journal No. 8 2009/2010: 3-4.
7 Ibid.
8 The Chamber of Public Secrets, Chamber of Public Secrets, http://www.chamberarchive.
org/ (accessed February 20, 2011).
9 Cramerotti, Alfredo, Rian Lozano, and Khaled Ramadan, Chamber Archive, “A Subjective
Effort to Explore the Richness and Specificity of Collective Curating,” http://www.
chamberarchive.org/texts/collective%20curating.pdf (accessed February 19, 2011).
10 Christen, 2011.
11 Raqs Media Collective, “Additions, Subtractions: On Collectives and Collectivities,”
Manifesta Journal No. 8 2009/2010: 5-14.
12 “Embodied Rituals: An Interview with Barbara T. Smith and Christen Sperry-Garcia,”
http://anotherrighteoustransfer.wordpress.com/2010/08/05/embodied-rituals-an-interviewwith-barbara-t-smith-and-christen-sperry-garcia/ (accessed February 11, 2011).
Figure 4: This image is a “how-to” instruction guide for creating a similar version of Christen Sperry-Garcia’s, Maps,
Nodes, and Networks. Step-by-step guidelines can help cultivate a similar shared experience in collective curating
in any city. Copyrighted by Christen Sperry-Garcia. Images courtesy of artist. 2011.

13 Christen, 2011.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 “Embodied Rituals: An Interview with Barbara T. Smith and Christen Sperry-Garcia,”
http://anotherrighteoustransfer.wordpress.com/2010/08/05/embodied-rituals-an-interviewwith-barbara-t-smith-and-christen-sperry-garcia/ (accessed February 11, 2011).

47

48

How can the essence of a city appear to its inhabitants?
When I was a little girl, I remember looking at faces frequently and
with no effort whatsoever. The faces appeared in clouds, shadows, fruit,
and fabric wrinkles. In my opinion, the capability of a child to imagine
such things correlates with a free mind functioning outside the lines of
an adult mode of living. Finding faces in mundane objects brought about
an interest in both great and minuscule things. I remember finding rocks
on the sidewalks and imagining that those rocks belonged to a historical
era way back in time when dinosaurs ruled the earth. I used to have some
respect for them—and maybe that is one of the main reasons why I never
liked to kick them as many children do. Rocks were everywhere I went.
I used to see them outside my house, on parking lots, in the school, at
the park… until one day, they disappeared. The day I discovered such
an unexpected situation I panicked. I thought the end of the world was
close since the world was lacking of historical reminiscence. The absence
of rocks in the world was an essential element for a young girl whose
personal world started to change radically. As we grow older, little things
become more and more insignificant because our attention focuses
mainly on life trends. As adults, the essence of life becomes vague and
hard to find. As we experience movement, in urban space for example,
the speed of a city prevents us from the quiet and slow observances that
would allow us to see all the little details that surround us. Once there,
we lose the essence that keeps a city or place alive. So what is the point of
navigating a place without finding its essence?
Canadian-born and San Francisco-based artist Julie Cloutier
developed a project that calls on the curiosity of San Francisco pedestrians
in today’s high-speed world. This art project is presented as part of SFAI

PORTRAYING THE
ESSENCE OF A CIT Y

Rock Portraits, Set D by Artist Julie Cloutier
Frida Cano*
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2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative, Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement
in the City. Regarding the project, rocks are like containers of meaning
and stories of life itself. Cloutier’s project, Rock Portraits, Set D, evokes
the everyday places that, for the majority of people, are absent or silent.
For most, a sidewalk is an in-between space that is utilized to pass from
one destination to the next. This is the space of interest for Cloutier,
and how she intends to re-present the City through a selection of rocks
(figures 1 and 2). What is appealing about her work is also the translation
to a gallery space. The outside rock experience is transferred to a clean
and white-cube space at the Diego Rivera Gallery. Following the logic
of encountering, locating, relocating, and discovering rocks, Cloutier
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has set the small “containers of meaning” in the gallery in order to play
with the space and with the visitor’s inquisitiveness. Spectators, in a
fortuitous encounter, will notice rocks on the floor
that mimic the original location from the City of San
Francisco in which the rocks were first encountered.
What is interesting is the hidden aspect that the
project denotes, this is, the liminal space that the
rocks had while being discovered in the streets. The
rocks are not as visible as expected, they are not
treated as gems, rather, Cloutier’s rocks just moved
to a different location—the gallery space—in order to
continue encountering the curiosity of the viewers
only in a different scenario.
Figure 1. Drawing;
Rock 4

Figure 2. Rock 4 found
in its location, Irving St.
@ 22nd Ave.

In order to encounter the rock, the artist has
chosen to become not only a simple pedestrian, but a flâneur—“a person
who walks the city in order to experience it”1 within the streets of San
Francisco, California. Cloutier picked up a selection of stones that she
encountered when walking from one place to another in her daily routine.
The fifteen rocks that currently form her collection, “Set D,” are the basis
for pencil drawings that are then (re)placed in the specific locations
she collected each depicted rock. According to the artist, these rock
portraitures “hope to expose
new codifications by revealing
overseen
relationships
within the landscape of the
sidewalk.”2 The drawings are
then reinserted in the places
where the original rocks were
found (figure 3). The action
of encountering rocks, taking
them away from their sites,
capturing their essence in a
drawing, and reinserting the
rocks in the form of drawings
recalls the way in which walking the city streets becomes a momentum of
creation, in which the urban complexity is translated into cultural terms.
The interesting creative process that Cloutier has is directly linked to the
urban modes of human transit, of individual movement within the City
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of San Francisco. Rock Portraits, Set D refers to an act that intends to
heighten our awareness of the sidewalks, an action that gathers walking,
leaving, and encountering within an urban space.
French historian and philosopher Michel de Certeau describes
the act of walking as if it was a language, a means for communication. He
affirms that, “the act of walking is to the urban system what the speech
act is to language or to the statements uttered.”3 De Certeau remarks
on an urban-linguistic mode of production in which the selection of
particularities of the world are chosen and help shape a dialog between
pedestrians and their urban context. It is interesting to notice the
relation between de Certeau’s statement and Cloutier’s Rock Portraits.
The first asserts the act of walking as communication with the urban
space, the second evokes a language of encountering the essence of the
world through rocks. It is interesting to notice how the artistic practice
of Julie Cloutier conjures the
City as a language, and the
contact of mundane objects—
such as rocks—intensifies the
meaning of being a flâneur.
The articulation of Cloutier’s
work is based on the
familiarity with the artist’s
immediate context, the City
of San Francisco in which she
lives, her movement within
the streets, and her response
of her daily experience
through art. As art historian and critic Martha Biskirk has pointed out
in her book The Contigent Object of Contemporary Art, the practice of
navigating throughout the City “arises from the interaction with context,
particularly as artists play with materials, forms, and methods that are
closely related to corresponding examples from nonart realms.”4 Along
these lines, we can understand rocks as geological remains that have
inspired artists throughout time, because they are containers of local
history.
Rock Portraits, Set D not only operates in de Certeau’s terms, “thecity-as-language,”5 but also to the term, dérive, developed by a group of
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Figure 3. Rock
Intervention on
Irving St. @ 22nd Ave.

international revolutionaries of the 1950s,6 the Situationist International.
Dérive encompasses the idea of psychogeography, a concept developed
by French philosopher Guy Debord that refers to “the study of the precise
laws and specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously
organized or not, on the emotions and behaviors of individuals.”7
Debord’s notion of experiencing forms and modes in urban life speaks
to an artistic production, in which emotions and the context are primary
when considering a deep analysis. For Cloutier, the “study” of the urban
space through rocks is based on emotions, as if the selection was made
through sympathy. For her project Rock portraiture: A Custom Service,
she states that “the beginning of this project took place at home. My
family and I went out to the backyard and assigned ourselves the task of
choosing a rock for one another. The rock needed to describe the person
through characteristics based on size, shape, pattern and found location
in relation to its surroundings. From that point on, I’ve been deciphering
and cataloging my various rock collections.”8 In her art, Cloutier works
through encountering emotions based on shape, size, pattern, or even,
from their original location. Whether the rock selection she makes for
Rock Portraits, Set D is conscious or not, the artist organizes the rock
encounter in psychogeographic terms, this is, a search of the City’s essence
through emotions and behaviors during the rock encounter. What is also
interesting is that she replaces the drawings later on, expecting them
to become equally important for the people who get to encounter and
experience the dérive generating with this new contexts, new meanings,
and new situations.
Debord’s psychogeography reminds me of the phenomenon of
associating places and their stories with the objects that belong to such
a site. Works such as Gabriel Orozco’s Carta Blanca (2002), Abraham
Cruzvillegas’ Roughness (2006) and Autoconstrucción (2009), and
Francis Alÿs’ Walks are just a few examples in which artists bring “non
artistic” elements into the discourse of humans and our relationships
to sites. In Carta Blanca, Orozco collected empty Carta Blanca beer
bottles after a party at the beach. These bottles were dislocated and
readapted into the gallery space for an exhibition in Europe. These
“new” bottles were presented with chairs and sand from the same beach
as if the intention of the artist consisted of giving some elements to the
audience to rearticulate a specific situation that took place in his life.9 In
Autoconstrucción, Cruzvillegas gathered pieces of wood from the streets
of London and re-accommodated them into the gallery. His intention
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was to discuss the material itself—the physicality of each piece—in order
to address the presence of the urban or local surroundings.10 In Walks,
a series of performances in which Alÿs wandered through the streets of
Mexico City carrying out a single action,11 local elements from Mexico
City become the elements that trigger a specific situation. Whether it is
a gun or garbage, the artist reintegrates the urban scenario within itself,
creating encounters and myths that go beyond the object/situation itself.
Along these artistic lines, Cloutier’s rock collection evokes a
manner by which pedestrians can interact with the City through one of
its simplest inhabitants: rocks. However, it is not the rocks themselves
but rather the resulting portraiture that contains the essence of an urban
locality, that is, the City of San Francisco. It is in these drawings, in the
face of each rock, where the notion of psychogeography fuses location,
imagination, and creation. Inventor and designer Richard Buckminster
Fuller’s phrase, “organization of matter through sympathy,”12 illuminates
how Cloutier’s rock collection comes
“Along these artistic lines,
together. Her anthology of stones
Cloutier’s rock collection
responds primarily to her unconscious
13
decisions in which the psychic guides
evokes a manner by which
the criteria for the rock selection. In
pedestrians can interact with
this way, the locations of the rocks in
the City through one of its
the City of San Francisco draw a map
that respond to an intuitive geography,
simplest inhabitants: rocks.
that later becomes an image in the
However, it is not the rocks
form of a pencil drawing. The rocks
themselves but rather the
act as reminders that we need to find
images that more adequately describe
resulting portraiture that
the City than objects alone. The project

contains the essence of an

enables people to stop or pause from
their daily routines in order to consider urban locality, that is, the City
why there is a drawing of a rock on the
of San Francisco.”
ground instead of an actual rock. The
artist disrupts and/or interrupts the pedestrian in transit to propose
a reconsideration of the in-between spaces we negotiate without ever
truly noticing our surroundings. By doing that, Cloutier points out the
many ways in which pedestrians find elements within the City that
communicate their conditions, that is, the City’s essence. What is the
essence of the City? Perhaps Cloutier’s project cannot answer such a
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question, but it shows the productive value of pausing to find the essence
anew each time the city is navigated—in much the same way children
discover places so easily. //
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Parklets: removable and temporary platforms with plants,
tables, seating, bicycle parking, or art installations that cover
the area of two-three parking spots or unused roadway, and that
provide a space for pedestrians and locals to relax, eat and drink,
or socialize.1

REBAR is an interdisciplinary studio based in San Francisco and
operating at the intersection of art, design and activism. Our
work encompasses visual and conceptual public art, landscape
design, urban intervention, temporary performance installation,
digital media and print design.2

Currently, there are eight parklets functioning across the City
of San Francisco, and future parklets are in the works. The Pavement
to Parks program is a collaboration between San Francisco’s Mayor’s
Office, the Department of Public Works, the Planning Department, and
the Municipal Transportation Agency. Their intent is to recreate the
concept of a mini park on the street, as streets represent 25% of the land
area of the City while parks represent 17%.3 The effort is part of a citywide
plan to make the streets of San Francisco friendlier and more attractive
to pedestrians and bicyclists. As mini extensions of sidewalks, parklets
improve street walk-ability, provide havens for the sidewalk traveler, and
serve local businesses and communities. The City modeled the parklet
program after the interdisciplinary studio REBAR’s Walklet module and
their internationally implemented and celebrated PARK(ing) Day. This
case study examines how artists inspire urban change and collaborate
with city planners and local volunteers to transform and re-imagine
public space. Parklets and Walklets represent the direct intersection of
art and transit investigated in the SFAI 2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative
project Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City.

THE PARKLET
Re-Imagining San Francisco Public Transit Space
Allison Blomerth
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In 2005, members of the San Francisco art collective REBAR
claimed a parking space in the 500 block of Mission Street, rolled out
a piece of sod, installed a bench and a tree, and fed the meter at their
“park” until the allotted two hours were spent. This intervention was
an experiment to reclaim public street space for activities other than
the movement and storage of vehicles. An image of the installation
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Figure 1. REBAR’s
original PARK(ing)
Project, 2005. http://
parkingday.org/aboutparking-day/, http://
www.rebargroup.org

Figure 2. Divisadero
Street Parklet. Image
courtesy sfbike
on Flikr. http://
sfpavementtoparks.
sfplanning.org

on REBAR’s website spread quickly on the Internet and
inspired people in other cities to enact similar projects
(figure 1). REBAR responded to the demand for further
projects and created a manual for others to reclaim and
re-imagine parking spaces. PARK(ing) Day has grown
dramatically and is now an international event; in 2009
citizens from 140 cities in 21 countries realized their
custom park-parking spot.4 The project has also evolved to
encompass local community concerns, as REBAR excitedly
announced that, “participants have built free health clinics,
planted temporary urban farms, produced ecology demonstrations, held
political seminars, built art installations, opened free bike repair shops
and even held a wedding ceremony!”5

hubs. These principles are to be upheld by all City departments, boards,
commissions, and officers. This legislation has already implemented
plans to discourage the use of private vehicles, and intends to continue
in this direction.9 As Director of the Planning
Department, John Rahaim has disclosed, “generally
we will not spend transportation dollars on things
that enable driving, but will spend transportation
dollars on transit. We have done a lot of things to
make it explicitly harder to drive, to recognize that we
are a city that should be built on transit.”10 Along with
transit costs, the City spends funds for improving ease
of pedestrian movement through expanded sidewalks, linear gardens,
and areas of streets that are closed to private vehicles (figure 3).

		
REBAR’s sidewalk extension Walklet on 22nd and Bartlett
in the Mission District appeared as a natural expansion of the PARK(ing)
Day project. A Walklet is “a modular, flexible sidewalk extension
system designed to create new public spaces for
people by extending the pedestrian realm into the
parking lane.”6 The City has since adapted the idea
for the Pavement to Parks project; institutionalizing
REBAR’s Walklet system and renaming their sites
“parklets” (figure 2). This move demonstrates how
artists and artist collectives such as REBAR are
important and powerful leaders in the development
of public programs. Artists, often embodying
multiple roles as activists, urban planners, designers, and architects, are
well suited to quickly expose and address sites for artistic intervention.
Unlike city planners who often do not see the results of their work for
years, artists can focus on generating projects that can be completed in a
few months, or with REBAR, in a matter of a single day.

The parklet offers a positive model for quickly transforming street
space into mini community parks and pedestrian shelters at no extra cost
to city departments. Their cost, around $7,000 for a basic parklet and up
to $35,000 for larger ones with art installations, are paid for by corporate
donations and a grant from the Office of Economic and Workforce
Development’s Neighborhood Market
“The parklet re-imagines
Place Initiative.11 Local businesses
street space as community
donate
materials
(recycled
and
sustainable materials including solar
space; it reclaims a section of
lighting) and volunteers donate their
pavement with oil stains from
time, around 48 hours for complete
construction. Maintained by a local thousands of cars into a space
steward, either from the community or to rest during or after human
a local business, the decision of where a
transit.”
parklet is sited depends on the following

While REBAR’s project “re-valued the metered parking space as
an important part of the commons - a site for generosity, expression,
socializing and play,”7 the City of San Francisco can use the parklet as
part of a strategic plan to reduce the use of private vehicles. San Francisco
was the first city in the country to develop a “Transit-First Policy” in
its charter.8 Its primary objectives include ensuring safe and efficient
transit systems, promoting vanpools and taxis, encouraging pedestrian
and bicycle traffic, and maintaining ease of parking near public transit
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criteria: under-utilized roadway, community support, a lack of public
space in the neighborhood, the potential for improved pedestrian safety,
and overall projected use.12
Parklets also addresses the goal of reducing the use of private
vehicles on a smaller, more manageable and positive scale as opposed to
citywide tolls, which arguably hurt local businesses. By taking up extra
parking spaces in front of businesses, there is more incentive to walk,
bicycle, take transit, or simply stay local and support businesses close
by. The parklet re-imagines street space as community space; it reclaims
a section of pavement with oil stains from thousands of cars into a space
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Figure 3. 17th and Castro
Parklet. Image courtesy
of Seth Boor. http://
sfpavementtoparks.
sfplanning.org

to rest during or after human transit. Pavement to Parks is a successful
program in that it keeps the human in mind, the body’s movement on
foot or direct energy into biking, rather than focusing attention on the
vehicles that move humans.

Figure 4. 17th and Castro
Parklet. Image courtesy
of Andrea Aiello. http://
sfpavementtoparks.
sfplanning.org

MN1F1C6PHN.DTL (accessed February 14, 2011).
12

Pavement to Parks.

13 Amy Standen, “Park(ing): Car Space as a Park,” All Things Considered, NPR, September
21, 2006, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=6119328 (accessed February
27, 2011).

Reactivating urban transit space for social
space—not based on commerce—is what REBAR
originally intended with their parking spot
intervention. For NPR’s All Things Considered,
REBAR director John Bela reflected that, “Primarily
the parking project is about rethinking the way that
streets are used. It’s about opening up opportunities
for more efficient uses, more humane uses, more
creative purposes in urban environments.”13 Parklets,
Walklets, and PARK(ing) Day are not only efforts to make sidewalks
and streets a littler greener, these projects promote a mindset in which
communities and neighborhoods beyond San Francisco can work in
unison to transform unused public space, in this case 6 x 20 square foot
sections of pavement primarily used for the transit and stasis of private
vehicles (figure 4). REBAR’s projects represent the ways in which artists
invoke change and have the ability to influence citywide public programs.
//
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The city and people of San Francisco will soon experience an
influx of public art quite unlike anything that has appeared in the city
before. The first being the Tansbay Terminal, a transportation and
housing project that transforms the San Francisco Bay Area’s regional
transportation system by creating a “Grand Central Station of the West.”
The San Francisco Arts Commission’s announcement of the Transbay
Terminal selected artists was made public in recent months, further
plans have developed as well for the public artwork to appear at the
three stations in the new Central Subway project; an exciting time for
both artists and pedestrians, the new stations will feature a variety of
styles of artwork that will hopefully leave a lasting impact on those who
encounter it. In conjunction with the SFAI 2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative
project, Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City, this essay
specifically looks at the process of selection and how the works selected
for the Central Subway Station orient transit riders to the communities
they are entering and leaving. Two of the proposed stations provide a
glimpse of the distinct cultures of the San Francisco neighborhoods in
which they are embedded as transit riders pass through them, and one
simply provides visual entertainment to those in the station.
On July 30th, 2010 the San Francisco Arts Commission, the arts
agency of the City and County of San Francisco, released the names of
the selected artists for the Central Subway public art project. The process
began
with
outreach
for applicants in 2008.
The Central Subway will
stretch from Chinatown
to south of Market where
it will connect with the

CENTRAL SUBWAY
STATION
Public Art Project
Casey Mouton
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T-Third Street rail line.
Currently scheduled to
be completed in 2018,
the Central Subway will
continue from the 4th
and King Station to an
additional above-ground light rail station at 4th and Brannan Streets,
descending underground between Townsend and Brannan Streets there
it will meet three new subway stations: the Moscone Station at 4th and
Folsom, the Union Square/Market Street Station, and the Chinatown
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Figure 1. Map of the
Proposed Stations. San
Francisco Municipal
Transportation Agency:
Central Subway
Courtesy of: http://
www.sfmta.com/cms/
mcsp/cspover.htm.

Station at Stockton and Washington,1 mapped in figure 1. The project
will include three stations, one above ground platform, and a long
underground pedestrian walkway connecting the subway with other
public transportation.2 The project is groundbreaking for the history of
public art within centers of transit in the United States. With a budget
for the public art projects set at 14.5 million, the investment in art for the
Central Subway project is one of the largest the city has ever made for
public art in the history of the San Francisco Art Commission’s Public Art
Program, and of the highest amounts a U.S. city has invested in public
art in the history of the practice.3
The Arts Commission’s Public Art Program is a percent-for-arts
program. This is a standard state, federal, and municipal model for the
funding of public art projects associated with public capital improvement
projects. In accordance with the City’s Administrative Code, The
San Francisco Art Enrichment funding amount is 2% of the eligible
construction costs for public works projects initiated by the City and
County of San Francisco. These funds must be used for artworks that will
be incorporated into the premise that is
“Art works in public spaces
generating funds, such as libraries, city
maintained their social value, parks, police and fire stations, the San
Francisco International Airport, and
and subsequently spread to
MUNI transit projects. These funds
other public buildings like
include both art funds and a separate
airports, bus terminals, train amount set aside for administration
of the projects.4 Art began to appear
stations, and other transit
in the public in the late 1800s when it
hubs as a way for a city to
was mostly a government-sponsored
engage its passengers as well activity and with the implementation of
president Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s
as enhance the aesthetics of
New Deal in the 1930s, art was presented
the space.”
directly to the public. The initiative
positioned public art as, “an agent of social change and enlightenment
entrusted to ensure the welfare of all citizens.”5 The public sector was
flooded with murals and paintings commissioned for federal buildings
and municipal facilities, all of which aimed to employ artists and reignite
momentum for interest in the arts. Art works in public spaces maintained
their social value, and subsequently spread to other public buildings like
airports, bus terminals, train stations, and other transit hubs as a way
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for a city to engage its passengers as well as enhance the aesthetics of the
space.
San Francisco Arts Commission’s outreach to local and
international artists for subway station proposal resulted in 460
submissions; 175 of which came from the Bay Area.6 The San Francisco
Arts Commission recognized the range of public possibilities for public
art due to the spatial capacity and configuration of each station. They can
be identified in what is being called the SFMTA Design Criteria. They
are as follows. Zone 1: Street level station entrances. Zone 2: Ticketing
area where the fare gates, change machines, maps and station agents are
located. Zone 3: Public station corridors. Zone 4: Paid areas and platform
levels where passengers board and leave the trains.7
While this zoning identification helps in clarifying the areas
in which artwork may be featured, the types of work that the Arts
Commission sought for the stations can be broken down into even further
classifications. Public Art Program Project Manager Judy Moran, has
overseen the early stages of development on the Central Subway project.
She and her colleagues created a system for classifying the artwork to
be selected. Two artists will be featured at each station; one will create
a landmark work and the other a wayfinding work. The landmark work
will serve as an identity marker for the station and will be located in
a prominent area like an entryway. The wayfinding work will extend
through two or three levels of the station, providing a visual thread for
pedestrians navigating the space. As artworks stretch throughout the
station levels, they will serve the purpose of both guiding and directing
passengers.8
Moran explained in an interview held in February 2011 that after
two rounds of public calls to artists, committees were created. They were
made up of community members from the station neighborhoods, as
well as members of the Municipal Transportation Department, the City
and County Transportation Authority, the individual station architects,
and two arts professionals. These representative constituents were
assembled to handle the task of going through the proposals and selecting
finalists. The finalists’ proposals were displayed publically for comment
and consideration and then returned to the committees for a final vote.9
From these three station committees the two artists/artists groups were
selected for the stations. The depth of community involvement in the
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project gives each station a truly individual concept that is particular to
the area in the City in which it resides. The artwork that is featured at
the Chinatown Station, for example, relates specifically to the Chinese
residents of that neighborhood through the depiction of a historic
Chinese dance.
The Moscone Station, part of the south of Market Street community,
also calls upon the history of the neighborhood. The artworks chosen
for the station keep the current community in mind—SoMa is rich with
museums, galleries, restaurants, and theaters—and the changes that
have occurred there throughout time. One of the artists uses repurposed
photographs that document the history of the area, which acknowledge
the construction and growth that has made the area what it is today.10
The art does more than provide visual entertainment for commuters,
however, as many of the works speak directly to the communities within
which they are situated. The Union Square Station is unique in that it
does little to connect the station, the subway riders, and the artwork
to the history of the community.
Instead, artistry and entertainment
are given precedence over a depiction
of the neighborhood; the works at
the Union Square Station do not
explicitly reflect the people, the city,
or the history of the area.

Figure 2. The Chinatown
Station. Courtesy of:
San Francisco Arts
Commission: Central
Subway Public Art
Program. Central
Subway Master
Plan. http://www.
sfartscommission.org/
pubartcollection/pubartprojects/2008/09/04/
central-subway/.
(Accessed February
2011).

The work in each of these
stations, Moran noted, “is allowed
much more freedom of possibility
than public artwork found in parks, plazas, and other outside venues.”11
A work placed outside has a more demanding and rigorous life due to
the effects of weather as well as damage from graffiti. Aside from having
more freedom for material use by the artists, Moran explained that the
works in an area of transit have to be of a significant scale so that they
will be noticed. When train passengers are moving from the area quickly,
the work must be able to engage those in the station without forcing
them to stop and read text or look at a lot of complicated content. It must
re-engage the passengers every time they come to the station, and be
interesting enough to withstand repeated viewing, solidifying the need
for both the wayfinding and landmark classification system.12 While
San Francisco has only planned for three stations, the Arts Commission
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agreed that employing two artists was more appropriate than featuring
only one at each station, given the limited number of stations and the
want for a diverse presentation of artwork.13
The Central Subway plan is smaller in
comparison to Public Art projects in
subway systems in New York, Los Angeles,
and Chicago, where one artist’s work may
dominate each station.
The Chinatown Station, seen in
figure 2, will feature works by the artist Yu
Mei Hou, born in China and now residing in San Francisco, and New
York public artist Tomie Arai. Hou’s installation piece, Yang Ge Dance
of Northeast China, will be the landmark work for the station. This
lively piece is based on a traditional Chinese folkdance and will feature
large-scale paper cut art depicting the dance. The wayfinding work by
Arai illustrates the history of the area surrounding the station through
architectural glass elements. Passengers will experience the narrative
in layers as they move through the station and read the history of the
area, illustrating the use of a wayfinding work as the piece guides the
trajectory of passengers through the station.14

Figure 3. The Moscone
Station. Courtesy of:
San Francisco Arts
Commission: Central
Subway Public Art
Program. Central
Subway Master
Plan. http://www.
sfartscommission.
org- /pubartcollection/
pubartprojects/2008/09/04/
central-subway/.
(Accessed February
2011).

The Moscone Station will feature projects by Bay Area artist
Catherine Wagner and the renowned New York sculptor Tom
Otterness, which is diagrammed in figure 3. The landmark
project by Wagner will feature photographs she took during
the 1970s that document the construction of the Moscone
Center—the largest convention complex in the city—which is
in the “immediate vicinity” of the station.15 The photographs,
transformed into large-scale photographic drawings, are
to be experienced as sculptural reliefs. The images will be
sandblasted and laser etched onto a grey stone metal panels that will
sit, slightly recessed, into the walls of the concourse level. Otterness’s
work, the wayfinding work of the station, creates a series of humorous
sculptural vignettes featuring his signature bronze characters as transit
riders. These will be placed throughout the station.16 Otterness, whose
proposed work is shown in figure 4, is well known as a public artist for
transit locations. His 2002 work Life Underground, took 10 years to
complete and is located at the 14th Street-Eighth Avenue New York City
Subway Station. It consists of over 100 cast bronze sculptures throughout
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Figure 4. Life
Underground by Tom
Otterness. New York
City Subway. Photo by:
James Dee. Courtesy of:
http://www.tomostudio.
com/exhibitions_
subway.html. (Accessed
March 2011).

the platforms and stairs.17
The Union Square/Market Street Station will feature works by the
Austrian installation artist Erwin Redl and a collaboration between Jim
Campbell, a San Franciscobased installation artist,
and
New
York-based
sculptor and photographer
Werner
Klotz,
shown
within the context of the
neighborhood in figure 5.
Spanning the entire ceiling
of the concourse, Redl’s
Lucy in the Sky will be the
station’s landmark work,
Figure 5. The Union
Square Station. Courtesy
of: San Francisco Arts
Commission: Central
Subway Public Art
Program. Central
Subway Master
Plan. http://www.
sfartscommission.org- /
pubartcollection/pubartprojects/2008/09/04/
central-subway/.
(Accessed February
2011).

featuring light pixels aligned in a diamond like grid. The ceiling will
become a spectacle of lights as thousands of tiny LCD’s cycle through
a spectrum of color. Campbell and Klotz’s wayfinding work, Reflected
Loop, will circumscribes sections of the concourse and platform levels to
create a unifying circuit of light and reflections through the station. Made
of polished stainless steel discs supported from above by thin steel rods,
the work will wind through the station in a sectional loop.18 Both works
have less of a connection to the community than works at other stations,
opting instead to provide a visual spectacle for the riders. Commuters’
interactions with the light will constantly change the experience of the
works, providing a limitless show for riders. Union Square is one of the
most popular areas for tourists in the city, thus the spectacular works are
geared more toward tourists and other entertainment seekers than local
residents.
The purpose of public artwork in a center of transit is not only to
engage and excite the passengers, but also to truly engage and educate
those encountering the work. Whether it is by calling upon a Chinese
folk dance, or by using humor to bring a lighter mood to the station, the
artists and selected projects all offer artwork to the city that is not only
entertaining, but that also shed light on the communities with which they
interact. The artwork at the Moscone Station and Chinatown Station
both illustrate the communities within which they will be situated and
entertain passengers, as well. The Union Square Station speaks directly
to its visiting audience by delighting and charming them, providing a
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more engaging public transit experience than a solely functional one.
The selected artworks for the Central Subway Station project illustrate
a balance between community engagement and entertainment for the
riders. This blend of community-specific work with those that illustrate
the breadth and wonder of art in a transit center allow for the work in the
Central Subway Stations to be both enjoyable and meaningful to transit
riders. //
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FUTURE TRANSIT
A Dialogue with Resonant City
Kim Cook and Emily Dippo (NODE)
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Written as a conceptual journey through time and place in the
setting of the Bay Area transit system, a dialogue emerges between one
collective and another. Resonant City, a small anonymous group of
artists, writers, and independent researchers based in Oakland, sheds
light on the complexities presented by pursuing a unified transit system
for the Bay Area. Resonant City reconfigures notions of regional identity
by collecting ephemera, documentation and first hand experiences from
their travels along the Bay Area transit lines. The discussion between
Resonant City and NODE, Network of Daily Experience, an artist collective
based in San Francisco, is presented here. The two collectives reflect on
the ways in which creativity, personal experiences, and encounters with
fellow citizens contribute to how we navigate systems of movement and
question how we affect systems of movement that navigate us. Each
collective imagines future transiting for the region they call home.
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The following text was written in conjunction with the SFAI
2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative project, Transit/Stasis: Negotiating
Movement in the City, an exhibition and publication examining the
space of negotiation between transit and stasis as a productive territory
for conceptual inquiry and physical interventions. The following text
documents an interview between the anonymous members of Resonant
City, one of the five projects selected for realization as a part of Transit/
Stasis, and NODE collaborative members Emily Dippo and Kim Cook,
who have been working together since 2009. They chose to work as their
collaborative persona for this project as a way of directly engaging with a
fellow collective.

History
NODE—Cook: Local transit history is apparent within the existing San
Francisco transit system. The transit system has developed and changed
while maintaining historically relevant elements, as evident in cable
and street cars. It is clear that within this system, the complex range
of technologies used make it very difficult to update infrastructure in
order to expand service; the convergence of historical and contemporary
transit technology delimit future growth. A general fragmentation exists
that is as much a symptom of history as it is of bureaucracy. The transit
system within San Francisco can be seen as a microcosm of the issues
faced by the greater Bay Area and acknowledged by Resonant City.
Q: Do you have specific historical references for the production of your
psychogeographic maps? How does Bay Area history play into your
research and experiences of the individual stops and individual cities?
The systems in place today were at one time an imagined future.
Resonant City: One cannot
escape history; it is rooted
in conditions of the material
world. We do not have specific
historical referents for producing
the map portion of this project.
While history does influence the
creation of space, particularly
red-lining and the destruction of
neighborhoods while creating the
transit system or the choices of the
73

NODE—Dippo: How much of
the Bay Area history can be seen,
felt, and heard while in transit?
As we move over land and water,
how often are we conscious of
what has come before us and what
is currently in the environment
around us? What psychogeographic
maps are we creating based on
our own interests and knowledge,
and how much of these personal

end of the line, the actual mapping
is based on real-time experience,
and provides a way for us to know
the Bay Area as a geographical
construct
from
a
certain
perspective—that of transit.
The desires of the past are
always present in some form;
transit infrastructure is not exactly
flexible. The BART system was
and continues to be a massive
undertaking and has cost fifteen
billion dollars (adjusted for
inflation) to build, and the average
cost per mile of extension is $200
million dollars. Over the years its
design and administration has
had its own internal logic. We are
still living with decisions that were
made in the 60’s about the future
of BART.
One negative example of
the past lingering is the legacy
of carpeted seats. Initially they
thought that people would be
more comfortable having cushy
seats like on an Amtrak or regional
train, but now most of those
seats are fairly disgusting and the

maps could contribute to a
collective
psychogeography?
I enjoy thinking about the
Situationist International’s “drift”
and passion for maps, as they
might help us produce a collective
psychogeographic map informing
future transit and movement
planning and encourage us to
archive contemporary shared
experiences. How could the Bay
Area’s strong history of skateboard
culture, for example, inform
future recreational movements
like parkour?

logistics to replace seats is a 15 year
process. They’ve just started a new
phase to design their next fleet of
trains, which will start operations
in 5 years. This time around they
are embracing a more open and
participatory design process and
anybody can send in suggestions
for how the cars should be.
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Public
NODE—Dippo: When working as an artist in the public domain I
am constantly thinking about how my actions and interactions with an
audience, or simply the people sharing public space, is happening in a
meaningful way. In our collaborative, Kim and I are often inviting people
to engage with us as either active participants or passive pedestrians.
Part of the joy of working in this way is talking to and learning from
strangers you will likely never see again. A simple conversation, glance
or act will bring so much meaning to a project that is just impossible to
attain in a studio or gallery.
Q: Within your Transit/Stasis proposal, you state that you will be
collecting interviews and documenting the transit experience of
individuals. How do you view your relationship to these participants;
are they collaborators? Do you consider your participants as audience
members as well? Do you take on the persona of Resonant City while in
the public domain?
Resonant City: Transit is
something that affects us all. It
is one of the crucial elements
to everyday life, and one would
hope that people think that the
ways in which they view the world
matters. One part of our research
is conducted through interviews
and surveys and the other part, the
visual/sound recordings, are based
on our own interactions with the
city and transit systems. On a very
base level we are collaborating
with our participants because
they are taking a small amount of
their time to actively participate
in this project, but we would not
say they are collaborators per
se. We have the mentality that
you start where you are, so many
of the participants are friends,
co-workers, and acquaintances,
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NODE – Dippo: Whether enacting
a research methodology for further
studio work, or actions completing
a conceptual plan, working in public
spaces with strangers certainly has
its rewards. There is a fine balance
in negotiating relationships with
strangers; deceiving people or
taking advantage of particular
situations is an unacceptable
but unfortunately all-too-often
scenario.
NODE—Cook: It is sometimes
difficult to attain the level of
interaction imagined for a project.
Pressure is added when a project is
so dependent on the participation
of others. Emily and I have had
projects in the public realm that
were not as successful as we hoped
due to this circumstance. There

which in a round about way says,
yes, some of the audience will be
participating by consenting to an
interview or taking the time to
fill out a survey. In public we are
still largely anonymous, Resonant
City is not a persona—this is not
currently a performance project.

is a level of give and take when
you are working with the public.
Sometimes projects go over well,
as planned, and sometimes they
do not. You must constantly
be aware of the context of your
interaction and have a back-up
plan if things go awry. With each
new public project we learn more
about interacting with the public.

Future
NODE—Cook: I’ve begun to think about divisions between
neighborhoods, both real and perceived. In many cases transit lines
create and enforce these divisions, although, ironically they functionally
create connections. Through our research for Transit/Stasis, and in our
own art practices, we have been exposed to many recent art projects on
this theme. It is necessary to have an informed critical dialogue to better
contextualize the current moment and imagine the future.
Q: The end result of your project has an interesting visionary element,
as stated in your proposal: “With the results of the exploration, we would
like to speculate on how a more unified system could prefigure a more
unified regional identity.” Can you hypothesize on what a unified system
would look like? Do current conditions allow for implementation of this
system or is it less grounded in the here and now?
Resonant City: The nature of the
exploration is more speculative
than grounded in reality—this is,
after all, a work on paper rather
than being hired as regional
transportation planners. The onthe-ground reality of regional
transportation
infrastructure
is wrapped up in bureaucracy,
public-private
partnerships,
billions of dollars, and prolonged

NODE—Cook: While thinking
about visionary projects I ask
myself, ‘Are the solutions presented
by artists viable?’ In many cases
the answer is ‘not particularly,’
but they are easily accessible for
their audience as concepts. The
artist may not be interested in
immediate tangible change, but
getting people to re-envision
their world. In the statement for
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multi-year, multi-decade project
implementations grinding most
progress to a halt. We, on the other
hand, are not confined by these
types of restraints or resources.
Of course we can hypothesize on
what a unified system may look
like, but material conditions of
regional planning would not allow
a project like this to come into effect
for another fifty years, if ever. This
is, of course, a conversation that
is more about long-term thinking
and planning; the here and now
is not always the most concrete
way to hatch a plan. By imagining
things differently we open the
door to more possibilities of what
the future can look like.
This project is more about the
spatial relationships within the
Bay Area based on mass transit
and the spread of resources. If
we had an effective mass transit
system, would capital be less
concentrated? Would it change
the material relationships in
Richmond or San Jose? How
would the region change if it were
viewed as a unified Bay Area,
instead of San Francisco and the
rest of the outlaying suburban
areas? Since it is clear that capital is
unevenly distributed, how does the
geography of the Bay Area create
its material conditions, and what
would happen if this distribution
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the visionary project, Wish You
Were Here! Postcards from Our
Awesome Future, artists Steve
Lambert and Packard Jennings
explain the change that is made
through the visioning process:
“We believe that exposure to these
visionary plans expand our concepts
of what is possible. Common
perceptions of urban landscape are
of an unchangeable constant, or
when changes do happen, they are
made from opaque government
offices or behind the doors of a
developer’s conference room.
However, our built environment
is created through decisions and
those decisions can be different.”1
Lambert’s and Jennings’ answer
suggests that in the long run they
are interested in provoking change,
but not just by changing the issue
at hand. It is more complex than
that. What they suggest is a change
in thinking that moves beyond the
status quo. With that in mind, one
must reflect on the final forms of
visionary projects and how these
forms reach the intended audience.
NODE—Dippo: When thinking
about a more unified transit
system of the future I started to
imagine how the architecture and
engineering would look. Does this
unified transit system have many
layers incorporating multiple

of resources and access changed?
Part of this answer may actually
be tied to regional place making
and identity—how we conceive of
ourselves regionally and how our
relationships to place affect us.

types of movement, or might it be
super streamlined like the sterile
tunnels in the science fiction film
THX 1138,2 a movie I can’t help
thinking about while on BART.
Does it maintain the mundane
repetition so succinctly illustrated
in Koyaanisqatsi3 or is one of its
features a fantastic interactive
Velo-City,4 a rapid mobility
system based on human-powered
wheeled movement? Creating a
unified and efficient system for the
future might look very much like
the Velo-City vision that fosters
healthy lifestyles, increases our
acknowledgment of actual distance
in relation to the environment,
and engages us in a social sphere
that places value on sharing
common infrastructure.5 Indeed,
might H.G. Wells have been right
in declaring “cycle tracks will
abound in Utopia?”6 Our future
systems may rely more upon our
own energy and communal public
space. While notions of a unified
regional identity can evoke visions
of homogeneous life, they can
also do just the opposite; regional
identity might be based on notions
of shared commons, enabling
a multitude of people to move
together in many forms.
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Mapping
NODE—Dippo: The mapping process has historically been a practice
based on demarcating territory. The process of mapping designates a space
as belonging to a specific group or it highlights space yet to be mapped
in great detail. The act of mapping has the potential to be an empowering
experience, producing greater awareness and understanding, or involve
reclaiming lost knowledge or territory. In the introduction of Infinite
City: A San Francisco Atlas, Rebecca Solnit states: “Maps are always
invitations in ways that texts and pictures are not; you can enter a map,
alter it, plan with it. A map is a ticket to actual territory, while a novel is
only a ticket to emotion and imagination.”7
Q: The supporting images for your proposal, Train Route Typologies
and Proposed Unified Transit System Routes, are suggestive of a
journey. We are thinking specifically about the journey as a metaphor
for the ‘unified system.’ Can you speak to the use of images in regard to
this project?
Resonant City: The Train Route
Typologies are an example of
what the various transit routes
look like from above, lines placed
on a map to signify the methods
of movement throughout the
region. There are only a handful
of generic typologies that transit
systems take—a spiders web of
criss-crossing lines, a circle or
a straight line (A to B) along the
grid. We pulled the Typologies
out of the map environment in
order to understand the patterns
of the routes and create a series
of images for the overall design of
the transportation proposal.
We do not subscribe to a certain
metaphor when thinking about
images in relationship to this
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NODE—Cook: I understand
references to the map as an entry
point in ways that other forms are
not, but am not fully convinced
by their efficacy. When thinking
of a map in this way, I am left
contemplating the fragmented
maps proposed by Resonant City
and looking further back into
history to the fragmented maps
created by the Situationists. There
is value in the psychogeographical
map that is not inherent in its
form. The dysfunctional map acts
as a symbol of societal issues. I
am thinking specifically of Guy
Debord’s Naked City, a map that
fragmented Paris and illustrated
“the Situationists’ concern with
the construction and perception
of urban space.”8 Resonant City

project. It is really more about
typologies of the different stops on
mass transit and the psychological
affect that architecture and space
have on an individual in transit.
This could conversely be the way
that sound walls on the freeway
make one feel claustrophobic,
or it could be the way a person
is affected by traveling through
portions of the City on rail, bus,
or bike. It’s not so much the
journey we are interested in as the
feeling the journey creates in the
individual.

is addressing a similar concern
through mapping; “how one
travels through space defines how
we see ourselves and how local and
regional identities are formed.”9

Collaboration
NODE—Cook: As members of NODE, we have found there are many
advantages to working collaboratively. The ability to create more complex
projects with added support is possible through this collaborative
environment. We bounce ideas off of each other before realizing them
in the world, thus providing an automatic feedback loop; in a sense we
are sometimes more critical in our collaborative endeavors. Our mode
of collaboration differs from that of Resonant City in that we view our
collaboration as an extension of our individual art practices.
Q: On the Resonant City website ‘About Us’ section you state: “We
write collaboratively because it is not a single author that is important,
but rather ideas.” We are interested in how you came to this self-less
mode of collaboration and how it has been helpful to you as artists?
What are some of the difficulties you have encountered working as an
interdisciplinary group?
Resonant City: We are not selfless—believe me—we are each a
cantankerous personality. We are
also not all visual artists, more so
we are independent scholars and
writers and artists. With this in
mind our interdisciplinary way

NODE—Cook: The anonymity
employed by Resonant City reflects
a trend in anti-individuation in
public art practice. In Mapping
the Terrain: New Genre Public
Art, Suzanne Lacy’s pivotal book
of essays on public art, Suzi
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of thinking does not lend itself
to specialization, although each
of us has our own strengths and
weaknesses that complement each
other.
Collaboration offers a certain type
of social interaction that we all
find enjoyable and creates a space
with more minds to work through
ideas. Resonant City is more about
creating a platform for the series
of ideas we have been ruminating
on, rather than about each of us
as individuals. We felt that it was
easier to present ideas on their
own merit than on some notion of
expertise, our force of personality,
or reputations.
The difficulties we encounter are
no different than any other type of
group activity: such as a clashing of
heads over ideas, time constraints,
or varying styles of work habits,
but these idiosyncrasies can be
expected in any collaborative
project. But we do this project out
of our own personal interests and
enjoyment. //
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Gablik wrote, “much of the new
art focuses on social creativity
rather than on self-expression
and contradicts the myth of the
isolated genius...”10 One could say
that the current moment in public
art has gone beyond the question
of the ego-driven individual artist,
but collective anonymity extends
this viewpoint even further.
Gablik concludes her essay by
stating, “this book [Mapping
the Terrain] bears witness to
the increasing number of artists
who are rejecting the product
orientation of consumer culture
and finding ever more compelling
ways of weaving environmental
and social responsibility directly
into their work.”11 The mode
of collaboration practiced by
Resonant City is but one example
of artists rejecting the ‘product
orientation of consumer culture’
or more bluntly stated, capitalism.
NODE—Dippo: Resisting the
production model based on the
individual art star, so favored
by international art markets has
positioned many artists in such a
way that they are able to produce
work differently than they
otherwise would. The choice to
work in a collective cannot always
be evaluated as a resistance, there
are many collectives functioning
very successfully within the
international art market systems.

So collective does not always signal
a rejection of the market, but what
does it signal? A social dynamic
based on exchange, an intent to
cooperate, an interest in pooling
resources and sharing skills, and
a need to produce in ways that
are unattainable as an individual.
These are basic life skills and yet
are often highly undervalued or not
required of artists who primarily
work solo. So how then do we
envision the arts playing a vital
role in future multidisciplinary
projects? Specifically in reference
to this project, I am interested in
thinking about how this art project
might influence people working in
other disciplines, future transit in
the Bay Area and beyond. //
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Problematizing the Divide:

Virtual and Actual Spaces of Transit
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Introduction
The SFAI 2011 MA Collaborative project Transit/Stasis:
Negotiating Movement in the City examines how we navigate systems
of movement and how systems of movement navigate us. Two artists
whose projects were chosen for realization in Transit/Stasis, Chicagobased artist, Nick Bastis, and Berlin-based artist, Aram Bartholl, reconceptualize the way we use the Internet as a tool for negotiating
movement through the City of San Francisco. Merlyna Lim, a faculty
member of the Consortium of Science, Policy and Outcomes and the
School of Social Transformation - Justice and Social Inquiry Program
at Arizona State University, discusses the relationship between the
online and offline worlds using the term “society-technology-space
relations”1 in her essay “Lost in Transition? The Internet and Reformasi
in Indonesia.”2 Employing this concept as a framework for discussing
the use of digital technologies in contemporary art practice, highlighting
the works of Bastis and Bartholl, this essay explores the ways in which
the digital age has reshaped relationships between society, space, and
movement.

Conversations on Digital Art
Practice
T he Play Between Online and Offline Worlds
Melina De Hoyos and Charlotte Miller
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Two of the five works realized for Transit/Stasis, Foreign
Exchange by Nick Bastis and Dead Drops by Aram Bartholl, examine the
notion of “society-technology-space relations” through the reshaping of
information movement within the urban fabric of San Francisco. Foreign
Exchange exposes the possibilities of virtual travel through a scavenger
hunt via Google Maps. Dead Drops adapts the urban environment for
offline peer-to-peer file sharing by installing USB flash drives as an
anonymous network in public space, illuminating the tension of public
online and offline space. Both works dictate and navigate the movement
of the participant through urban space as a means of critique on the
ways in which the Internet and digital technology have reconfigured
the urban experience. Foreign Exchange and Dead Drops provide
two interpretations of the impact of Internet and digital technology on
geography, space, and place, and in turn, on their navigation.
In his essay “Organized Networks and Nonrepresentative
Democracy,” Dr. Ned Rossiter, an Adjunct Research Fellow and associate
member at the Centre for Cultural Research discusses the impact of
the Internet on conceptions of geography and space. He remarks, “As
the Internet gained purchase throughout the 1990s on the everyday
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experiences of those living within advanced economies in particular, the
popular imagination became characterized by the notion of a “borderless”
world of “frictionless capitalism.”3 Space became thought of in terms of a
world without borders, in which information could be exchanged across
borders, boundaries and divisions with the click of a button.
The advent of the Internet as a global communications technology
has opened historically unprecedented opportunities for the
flow and cross-fertilization of ideas within and across territorial
boundaries, bringing promises of empowering people by giving
civil society greater voice vis-à-vis the state, political elites, and
private economic interests. 4
The Internet has redesigned relationships between individuals, societies,
and geographical territories as cyberspace opens up the possibility for
communication across “territorial boundaries.”
Drawing on this redefining of relationships due to rise of the
Internet, the conversations to follow; Virtual Realities: All Hail Goggle
and Digitizing the Urban Experience: Dead Drops by Aram Bartholl
enter the discourse of digital art practice through close readings of
Foreign Exchange by Nick Bastis and Dead Drops by Aram Bartholl.

Virtual Realities: All Hail Google
Melina De Hoyos
The search engine on an Internet browser provides instantaneous
access to exhaustive results of query. Google is the most used and
accessible search engine in our day and time.5 It not only serves as a
search engine, but Google is also an e-mail provider, map, news source,
calendar, group site, etc. While other search engines existed prior to
Google, such as Yahoo, not one has matched Google’s success. In 2006,
“google” was added as a transitive verb to Merriam Webster’s Collegiate
Dictionary.6 It is understood within today’s society that to satisfy a
curiosity you must “google” it. To further emphasize Google’s strength
as a tool, only sources found on Google will be utilized. Of particular
importance to this phenomenon is the volume of content one can retrieve
by utilizing Google, and the level of disconnect to reality. Reality, in this
sense, is the experiential quality of being in the physical presence of
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something tangible, like a location that can be “googled.”
A fascinating feature offered by Google that directly relates to
this correlation between physical location and online signifier is Google
Maps. Within Google Maps, people can locate themselves and find places
of business nearby; get directions using various modes of transportation;
find real estate; and get a street, traffic, satellite, Webcam, photo, video,
and/or “Earth” view of any given location. Google Maps has distinct
influence over socio-spatial production from Google, as it also can be
downloaded as a smart phone app7 and is a standard application with
other phones that have built-in GPS.8 Besides concerns for privacy, the
possibilities offered by Google Maps—which allows users to see a location
before ever setting foot in real space—makes the meanings of identifying
systems of movement and human movement in the City resonate in a
new way.
The profound scale at which Google is currently used as an
“infoscape” situates us between two points: offline and online. Online,
there exists an entire digital world that people could spend a lifetime
discovering. Some have already ventured
“The profound scale at which
more fully into this digital world by way
of the cultural phenomenon of virtual
Google is currently used as
travel. In virtual travel, people take
an “infoscape” situates us
tours,9 visit museums,10 and use virtual
between two points: offline
airlines.11 They can even view other
people’s photographs and tips about
and online. Online, there
12
various global locations all from the
exists an entire digital world
comfort of their laptop or desktop. Why
that people could spend a
travel, when the travel comes to you?
A travel blog in The Guardian offers a
lifetime discovering.”
more apt question: “Can virtual travel
ever replace the real thing?”13 This question is posed after “browsing”
a video, provided by Google, of the Trans-Siberian Railway from the
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the lines become between offline and online if both artist and volunteer
can view the same pathways? Is there really a difference between the two
modes? Do they operate on a similar logic or interdependently?
Artist Jenny Odell conducted the second project, Travel by
Approximation: A Virtual Road Trip, independently in 2010. Odell’s
project brings virtual travel even closer to the physical world, and it
became a book in which she chronicled her adventures on the virtual
road. Also utilizing Google Maps to navigate her path, she describes,
“For one real year—two virtual months—I photoshopped myself into
countless screenshots, read hundreds of reviews on Yelp, TripAdvisor,
InsiderPages, etc. and watched even more YouTube videos in order to
form as ‘real’ of an experience as possible.”14 The discussion then opens
up to the topic of real versus imagined memories and experiences. It
can be likened to the questions posed about memories in Blade Runner,
a 1982 film directed by Ridley Scott. The film’s plot follows a replicant
who was unaware he was not human due to implanted memories. The
“memories” Odell experiences similarly are implanted by the research
she has conducted.15

Figure 1. Google Maps
and phone conversation
between artists in an
envisioned enactment
of Foreign Exchange.
Image Courtesy of Karl
Nelson.

perspective of a passenger on an actual train, an example that further
blurs the lines between an online and offline reality. Two projects that
delve deeper into the reality of virtual travel and identification with cities
are Nick Bastis’ project Foreign Exchange and Jenny Odell’s Travel by
Approximation: A Virtual Road Trip.
Nick Bastis’ Foreign Exchange, commissioned as part of
Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City, engages a group
of internationally-based artists by asking them to develop a scavenger
hunt utilizing Google Maps as their system of navigation for an assigned
volunteer located in San Francisco. The artists will call the volunteers
and navigate them through San Francisco to locations to retrieve items
pre-placed by a local collaborator at the sites, as shown in Figure 1. The
project involves an element of puppetry while an artist lives vicariously
through a volunteer on a scavenger hunt. In this endeavor, one questions
the accuracy of online virtual travel throughout a location, therefore
directly scrutinizing the need to “be there” in person. Is online mapping
as easy as navigating a city offline? Is it more efficient? How blurred do
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Furthermore, what does her virtual travel expose about lived
experience? She physically underwent this seemingly virtual-only
experience. It took one physical year to produce this two-month virtual
journey; it was not a physical vacation, however, but a virtual one. The
same can be said of the others who associate with virtual world platforms
or websites. There is physical work to be completed like building an avatar
and creating a “living” environment. This phenomenon gives dimension
to philosopher Henri Bergson’s notion of the durée, or duration,16 in
which time is measured not on the physical and mathematical scale
but on the individual’s notion of time that can speed up or slow down.
Bergson calls this “real time,”17 which can be viewed as both physical
and psychological. While we can measure the physical time it took Odell
to complete the project, the time she allots to her virtual vacation is
personal and from her own psyche, thus representing her “real time.”
The ramifications of these projects highlight a virtual identification
with a city. Does reality stand a chance against this shift towards virtual
identification? Does the difference between 2D,18 a computer screen, and
3D,19 the most that humans can perceive in the physical world, matter?
This is excluding thoughts on the advent of 3D monitors and televisions
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already being introduced at the Consumer Electronics Show.20 With an
ever-growing fascination with technology, more people are turning to
online experiences, which suggests that navigation in the physical world
is a thing of the past. To add, younger generations seem to care less and
less about experiencing the physical world, as evident by recent surges
in online games such as Second Life, a game in which a person lives
vicariously through an avatar as a resident in a virtual environment.
Current statistics show approximately 22,200,000 users are signed up
to the game, a change in 2,000,000 users in the past six months alone.21
While this is in a virtual world, the translation to the actual world is even
more fascinating.
The expanded use of Google Maps and its features enable users to
“google” locations and “take a walk” down the street before discovering
the location firsthand. Online reality seems to create a fear of branching
into the physical world within consumers. Though it is a physical task
to navigate the Internet, there is a detachment to leaving the front
door, which affirms a belief that it is unsafe to experience the actual
world outside until the virtual version has been seen. Dare we say this
phenomenon is a bit like internet-produced agoraphobia?
On the other hand, there are people who do not depend on the
Internet. In addition to the millions of people without Internet access,
there are those who choose non-participation in this emerging paradigm.
There is a popular saying, originating from a song, “Ain’t nothing like
the real thing,”22 that should resonate with those chained to the idea of
virtual before reality. While Google has a hold of people now, who is to
say what the future holds? While technology dominates contemporary
urban navigation, there is still the possibility of failure. Google Maps,
for instance, is not always accurate23 and at times outdated,24 leading the
consumer to doubt the power of Google. These are not the only issues
with online failures, but provide a starting place from which to question
the relationship between online and offline modes of spatial knowledge.
This discussion is meant to bind issues of identifying systems
of movement and human movement in the City both in the virtual
and the physical realm through its possibilities in Google Mapping.
Here, the society-technology-space relation described by Merylna
Lim involves artists being moved through the spaces of Google Maps
and San Francisco; human movement is interdependent with online
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representations of space, forming an “infoscape.” If this has your head
spinning, why not take a listen to Jamiroquai’s song Virtual Insanity, as
it says: “Futures made of virtual insanity now always seem to, be govern’d
by this love we have for useless, twisting, our new technology...”25

Digitizing the Urban Experience: The Work of Aram Bartholl
Charlotte Miller
German artist, Aram Bartholl, in his work Dead Drops, realized
for the San Francisco Art Institute 2011 MA Collaborative project
Transit/Stasis addresses how the digital has shaped urban experience;
re-imagining the cityscape through the play of online and offline worlds.
As Jodi Dean, Professor of Political Science at Hobart and William Smith
Colleges states in her
book Blog Theory, “As
computers
become
tools for everyday life,
so did the language of
computer networks
suggest
ways
to
analyze
everyday
life.”26 Drawing on the
language of computer
networks,
Dead
Drops, seen in figure
2, analyzes the ways
in which the digital informs our everyday experience.
The utilization of computer vocabularies to create works of art
that function as civic interventions draws on Merlyna Lim’s discussion
of the relationship between cyberspace and real space in her essay “Lost
in Transition? The Internet and Reformasi in Indonesia.” Lim remarks,
Cyberspace is less “virtual” or open to the world than it appears to
be. First, it requires the physical technology to capture its signals;
such technology is not ubiquitous; on a global scale that is, in fact,
still rare. It also involves other physical infrastructure, ranging
from satellites to telephone or cable networks and Internet cafes
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Figure 2. Aram Bartholl,
Dead Drops, Photo
Courtesy of the Artist.

to shelter hardware and provide space for real-world users. In
addition, all system elements must be managed by real people at
real geographical sites.27
Through the work Dead Drops, Bartholl exposes the interdependent
relationship between cyberspace and the real world. Real people in real
space and in real time are responsible for the creation of cyberspace. The
line between virtual and real becomes blurred.
On a global scale, networks of ‘wired’ cities that are centers of local
control, management and access to the Internet are the spatial
template of cyberspace and, by extension, cybercivic space. In this
new geography of the world system, each node is still dependent
upon the local production of space. 28
Dead Drops critiques human-computer interfaces by re-conceptualizing
information
exchange
within the fabric of the City.
Lev Manovich, Russian
theorist of digital culture
and media art, in his
email exchange with Geert
Lovink; a Dutch media
theorist, net critic and
activist; essay titled, “Digital
Constructivism:
What
is European Software”29
defines
the
humancomputer interface as
Figure 3. Aram Bartholl,
Dead Drops

a cultural language that offers its own ways of representing
human memory and human experience. This language speaks in
the form of discrete objects organized in hierarchies (hierarchical
file systems), or as catalogues (databases), or as objects linked
together through hyperlinks (hypermedia). Just as any real artist
or artistic style models the world in a particular way, existing
human-computer interfaces offer a particular model of the
world.30
Bartholl’s Dead Drops re-conceptualizes the “infoscape” through its
consideration of the ways in which technology effects movement through
93

urban space. The title of the work, Dead Drops, is taken from the same
term used in spy movies to refer to a location where information is
exchanged secretly without having to meet in person. Playing on this
classic spy term, Bartholl installs USB flash drives into urban public
spaces, such as buildings and sidewalks (figure 3). Accessible to everyone,
passersby are invited to plug their laptop into the flash drive to either
drop their own files, or download the contents of the flash drive onto
their own computer. Each flash drive contains a file titled readme.txt
that explains the project and invites participants to continue the project
by inserting their own USB flash drives into the urban fabric. Bartholl
remarks that,
The Dead Drops make the audience physically connect to the
city—I like this image of data literally being inserted into walls,
and of people bending over to connect their 3,000 € laptop to the
curb to maybe find some files. It inverts the idea of the portable
memory stick. The city itself becomes an immobile USB drive that
you have to go to it to plug in.31
By installing flash drives into the public sphere for file sharing, Aram
Bartholl creates a platform for both human movement in urban space,
and new flows of information. Connecting one’s laptop into the public
USB is an example of human inquiry into the urban environment. Dean
contemplates the role that human inquiry plays in shaping the lived
environment stating,
Human inquiry into the world affects the world. Our relation to
the world and to each other is reflexive. Mark C. Taylor explains
that ‘the cause and effect are interdependent; the thoughts and
actions of agents influence the operation system, which, in turn,
influences the thoughts and actions of agents’. A crucial fact of
contemporary life is that more than persisting as an environment
we might try to know and understand, the world is also a dynamic
effect of our intervention into it.32
Aram Bartholl’s Dead Drops utilizes Dean’s notion of “human inquiry in
the world” as a means to expose the relationship between an individual
and the City. Dead Drops re-conceptualizes information mobility and
human mobility in urban space, playing with the central question of
Transit/Stasis: “How do we navigate systems of movement and how do
systems of movement navigate us?”
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Recreating the circuits of information flows from the digital world
in the analog world examines the “transformation of the computer from
a tool of control, hierarchy, and dehumanization to computing as the
technology of collaboration, flexibility, and utopian social change.”33
Dead Drops relies on the participation of those in-the-know as well as
inquisitive passersby to collaborate in this system of information sharing.
The placement of flash drives around the City ties into the Situationist
practice of the dérive. Ralph Rumney, co-founder of the Situationists,
states, “The dérive mixes chance, desire, whim, and politics, and at the
same time examines them.”34 Dead Drops utilizes the dérive in order to
map both human and information movement in the City.
Dead Drops also exposes the speed information moves in online
versus offline worlds. Online, information can be shared with the click
of a mouse but in the work Dead Drops, the speed of information is
subjected to the speed of human movement through the City. The
speed of information exchange is subjected to real constraints of urban
movement i.e. traffic, public transit, and the geography of San Francisco.
Merlyna Lim explains that,
The Internet itself represents a revolutionary change in the spacetime relations of communications. The technologies of cyberspace
use space-time relations in a way that severely reduces the
effects of borders and defies simple linearity in communications
pathways (Derrida 1974). In seeming to annihilate space with
time, cybertechonology allows communications through the
Internet to appear instantaneously upon demand at multiple
points in an every shifting network of connectivity. In contrast to
the printer word or even television or radio, the Internet radically
expands the reach of communications and, in doing so, allows for
the appearance of vast, previously unimaginable cyberterrains
in which ordinary people can engage in exchanges of ideas and
construct shared identities.35
Dead Drops analyzes the potential of “cyberterrains” to increase the
speed of information exchange, compressing the relationship between
space and time.
Dead Drops takes the sharing of information, usually exchanged
through the online world and into the real landscape of the City. The
insertion of the digital into the urban fabric of the City dissolves the
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boundary between the virtual and the real thus exposing the false security
that working online in a familiar setting provides. Bartholl remarks,
In the US there is this culture of seeing sexual undertones in all
kinds of things, and people have been quick to point them out
here too. There are viruses out there, on the web, that attack all
kinds of machines. We know this, but we feel safe sitting at home
with our computers and warm mugs of coffee. Moving this activity
to the street makes the danger more obvious. If you want to plug
into one of the Dead Drops, you need to protect your machine.36
The erasure of the safe zone of the computer forces the user to think
twice before engaging in activities that are usually reserved for the digital
while in the realm of the real. Dead Drops plays on the desire to leave
one’s mark in the world by sharing information online through social
media such as Facebook, Twitter, or MySpace and the repercussions of
such exposure is private information.
In a setting of multiply interlinked media, we are never quite
certain to what extent we have made ourselves visible. We don’t
know who is looking at us or how they are looking. We can’t even
be sure whether there is a single or multiple perspectives. What
databases are we in? Who has googled us and why?37
Dead Drops functions as the missing link between online and offline
worlds. By placing the file sharing in the landscape of the City,
the participant is made visible. In the online world, the sharing of
information is under the guise that there will be no repercussions.
Personal information that would not be shared in the offline world is
broadcasted on Facebook, MySpace or Twitter. In the online world,
there is an illusion of control over privacy. By embedding the means
of information sharing directly into the city’s landscape, Dead Drops,
reveals how privacy is an illusion of the online world; it exposes “the
erasure of the always tenuous distinction between the public and private
spheres.”38 Dead Drops places the USB flash drive into the public sphere
for public use, while the USB is usually reserved for individual use.
Dead Drops questions how the digital world functions as a
system of movement. “Digitization erases the distinction between visual,
written and acoustic media. It turns all data into numbers that can be
stored, transmitted, copied, computed and rearranged.”39 Bartholl’s
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work digitizes human movement in the City by transforming the urban
experience into data that can be “stored, transmitted, computed and
rearranged.” Sharing information through Dead Drops, and thus the
offline world, Bartholl creates a dialogue on how the digital reshapes
the urban experience. Dean argues, “The global information and
financial networks of communicative capitalism offer new ways for us
to imagine ourselves, immense varieties of lifestyle with which we can
experiment.”40 Creating a physical representation of systems of global
information sharing, Dead Drops provides a new understanding of the
individual and their role within the complex system of information flows.
Bartholl dissolves the boundaries between online and offline worlds by
embedding Dead Drops into the urban fabric. As a result, the everyday
becomes digitized.
Using the language of the computer, Bartholl’s Dead Drops
questions the digitization of the urban experience. “For Galloway and
Thacker, the network form itself needs to be interrogated, particularly
with regard to the constitutive tension ‘between unitary aggregation and
anonymous distribution, between the
“Dead Drops interrogates
human-computer interfaces. intentionality and agency of individuals
and groups on the one hand, and the
The online world is ripped
uncanny, unhuman intentionality of the
from its closed and contained network as an ‘abstract’ whole.”41 Dead
Drops interrogates human-computer
box of the computer and
interfaces. The online world is ripped
projected upon the public
from its closed and contained box of
space of the City, as a form of the computer and projected upon the
public space of the City, as a form of
civic intervention.”
civic intervention.
Conclusion
As the 2011 San Francisco Art Institute MA Collaborative delves
deeper into the implications of Transit/Stasis, it finds that systems of
movement in relation to human movement exist beyond the physical
world. The Internet and digitization work as cultural and technological
systems that affect human interactions with the City. Each transforms
the landscape into an “infoscape” that shifts the identity of human
movement into the virtual world. We are then asked to consider that the
City is navigated not on the plane of the physical world but the virtual
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world. When examining the projects commissioned for Transit/Stasis,
the audience grasps a clearer understanding of the implications that
online and offline cityscapes produce.
Nick Bastis and Aram Bartholl utilize Internet culture and digital
frameworks in unique ways to demonstrate navigation throughout the
City. Nick Bastis examines identity in the City by contemplating what
identity means through the use of Google Maps. There is an online and
offline participant “moving” through the City to find objects of meaning.
Aram Bartholl assesses digital frameworks implanted in the physical
city. Through Dead Drops, Bartholl links offline and online worlds
by transforming the City into a system of information movement, or
“infoscape.” In each project, the tensions and relationships between
online and offline modes co-exist.
These two digital art practices provide a new look at how systems
of movement are structured, and how these developments inform human
movement. The City, in this case San Francisco, doubles both as a physical
and virtual presence. This situation questions our common perceptions
of navigation, and simultaneously creates a dialogue about our sense
of what is “real.” These projects problematize dominant conceptions,
challenging us to negotiate these terms innovatively, and thus provide
the commuter with a new view of their personal transit route. Only time
will tell what further implications for the future of urban movement
will emerge from the convergence of online and offline modalities of
knowledge and information sharing. //
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Recent developments in communication technology have
effectively re-framed contemporary life, subsequently re-framing artistic
practices, as well. Berlin-based artist Aram Bartholl’s ongoing project,
Dead Drops—commissioned locally by SFAI’s 2011 MA Collaborative
project Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City—evidences
these shifting conditions of artistic and spatial production. Locating
Bartholl’s work both within a history of contemporary sculpture and
within information and communication technology developments, a
new map emerges of intersections between spatial and informational
transits.
In a recent panel of Bay Area sculptors, Uncertainty of the
Expanded Field,1 participants were asked to situate contemporary West
Coast sculptural practices in response to Rosalind Krauss’ 1979 essay
“Sculpture in the Expanded Field.”2 Krauss’
expanded field describes a new concept of spatial
relations brought forth by sculptural practices in
the 1960’s and 70’s. The site-specific earthworks
and minimalist works that embody this rupture
in sculptural practice rely on their physical
locations, and reveal the conditions that produce
those spaces. In short, “within the situation
of postmodernism, practice is not defined in
relation to a given medium—sculpture—but
rather in relation to the logical operations on a set of cultural terms,
for which any medium—photography, books, lines on walls, mirrors, or
sculpture itself—might be used.”3
Several panelists argued that the expanded field has only

DEAD DROPS
Transiting the Expanded Field via Information
and Communications Technology
E. Maude Haak-Frendscho
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continued to swell and develop further, and will persist in doing so. When
asked to clarify this position in relationship to the growing influence
of communication technologies in our lives, panelist Zachary Royer
Scholz, a local artist and writer, responded that sculpture problematizes
ontology. He continued by describing how spatial ontologies have been
radically transformed by communication technology. Being in space—
experiencing its qualities and imparting new ones through use—is
conditioned by cultural factors, not least of which are technological
innovations of all kinds. Furthermore, these transformations in our
experiences of space have been normalized into the everyday; we are
comfortable with technologically mediated experiences. Contemporary
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Figure 1. Robert Morris,
Untitled (Mirrored
Boxes), 1965, from
Krauss, 36.

sculpture’s function, then, is to make these conditions present and
destabilized for the art audience.4
Allowing this proposal on the capacity
of sculpture to reveal the conditions of
spatial production to stand, I turn here
to the particularities of communication
technology.
Information
and
communication technology (ICT) is the
combined terminology for integrated
information with audio-visual and
telephone networks. It is now the
dominant model for understanding
increasingly fused technologies, and has
been linked to democratization even by
institutions like the World Institute for
Development Economics Research.5
The potency of ICTs to elicit political
agency is broadly agreed; there is also
a significant amount of established
scholarship outside of hegemonic
institutions that discuss the importance of ICTs to democratic activism.6

“Being in space—experiencing
its qualities and imparting
new ones through use—
is conditioned by cultural
factors, not least of which are
technological innovations
of all kinds. Furthermore,
these transformations in our
experiences of space have
been normalized into the
everyday; we are comfortable
with technologically mediated
experiences.”

Marion Hamm, a scholar and activist engaged in the analysis
of social movements enacted both in urban space and online by
transnational publics, has developed the term “hybrid communication
space” in order to describe them.7 Hamm elaborates the basis of her
model: “The emerging communications structure is both a space of
representation and a space of production.”8 Hybrid communication
spaces not only show, they embody; they are both constituted by and
constitutive of emerging cultural paradigms.
In this regard, hybrid communication spaces—exemplified by
Indymedia centers in Hamm’s estimation9—maintain the potential
to be discursive spaces, ones that can address the conditions of their
production. In so doing, communication spaces become a kind of public
sphere. A useful definition of the public sphere, in its most basic sense, is
“a theater in modern societies in which political participation is enacted
through the medium of talk.”10 The sociologist Jürgen Habermas first
articulated the concept of the public sphere, and famously located these
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discursive gatherings in historic coffeehouses and salons.11 Nancy Fraser,
a critical theorist whose scholarship is concerned with social justice, and
who supplied our working definition of the public sphere, critiques the
original concept as developed by Habermas. Instead, she proposes the
validation of alternative public spheres, explicitly in the plural. Since
Fraser’s critique, developments in ICTs call for a radical re-siting of
public spheres, and “hybrid communication spaces” serve just that role.
Communication spaces, as sites of political discourse, are an
alternative public sphere updated for the comm. tech era. “It differs from
traditional alternative public spheres—may they be mediated through
alternative, own or sovereign media—in its real-time interactivity, in
the use of both new and old communication channels, and in its global
reach.”12 These features
make
communication
spaces dynamic, and
uniquely contemporary,
discursive
sites.
The
most topical example
illuminating the relevance
of hybrid communication
spaces toward political
public
spheres
is
unfolding in Egypt as I
write this essay. Social
networking is facilitating
the distribution of information between physical localities, providing
a forum for creative exchange, and effectively organizing protesters
as they negotiate movement through Cairo and other major Egyptian
cities, as noted in figure 2.13 That an Internet-based source is most apt
for supporting my last statement is further evidence of the discursive
power of ICTs.
However, “information technology does not exist outside the
hegemonic system.”14 State controls and corporate interests are not
inherently neutralized in this alternative public sphere, or any other. As
witnessed and experienced in Egypt, access to the Internet can be shut
down, and at the very least monitored.15 Hybrid communication spaces
are adaptable, however, due to their fluidity between virtual and physical
spaces.
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Figure 2. Wael Ghonim,
Egyptian organizer’s
Facebook page, http://
www.facebook.com/
ghonim (accessed 26
February 2011).

There are lessons to be learned from both sculpture’s ability
to question spatial production and the advancements of ICTs for
applications that may seem tangential at first glance. Aram Bartholl’s
ongoing, international project, Dead Drops (shown in action in figure 3),
embeds digital information within the physical urban environment. That
information—stored on USB drives cemented into publicly accessible
walls—facilitates a peer-to-peer sharing network offline. Space and
information collide, adapting the City to modes of communication
learned from online developments.
Dead Drops can also be seen in the
light of Krauss’ description of “marked
sites,” a nuanced term that encompasses
both physical marking and marking made
through additional layers of imparted
meaning. Krauss clarifies, “in addition to
actual physical manipulations of sites, this
term also refers to other forms of marking.
These might operate through the application
of impermanent marks… or through the use
of photography.”16 The sites of Dead Drops
contain their own histories of use with everchanging information, a dynamic network
of users, and an uncertain / fluid alternative
public sphere. Although they are materially
steady, literally concrete, hubs for relaying
information, Dead Drops are never so fixed
as they seem.
Figure 3. Aram
Bartholl, Dead Drops,
Installed in New York
City, October 2010.

Due to their bearings in physical space, Dead Drops are conditioned
by the embedded meanings of their respective locational identities and
paradigms of use. Whereas ICTs alter patterns of movement through
a physical landscape, Bartholl’s sculptural intervention with offline
ICTs brings these conditions to light, and requires a different kind of
movement in order to access its particular form of information sharing:
bodily circulation. Dead Drops rely on orientation to the physical grid of
the City rather than to online nodes in a horizontal pattern akin to online
peer-to-peer sharing. It is the inverse of previously understood hybrid
communication spaces. Instead of navigating an Internet-based hub
with physical consequences, transiting the City and tapping into digital
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information offline define the network map. Bartholl’s new mapping
exposes a significant succession in conceptions of space, information,
and transit—ones that may be better suited to artistic participation in
the complexities of spatial-political production. //
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The project Transit/Stasis: Negotiating Movement in the City
by the SFAI 2011 MA Thesis 2 Collaborative showcases artworks that
attempt to inhabit the interstitial spaces of San Francisco—a way for
artists to challenge our perception of transit as a liminal space. In this
essay I expand upon the conceptual scope of the project by looking outside
the contributing artists, introducing an important aspect of transit not
addressed in Transit/Stasis. This essay examines transit’s liminal space
in relationship to tourist sites through the Augmented Reality work
erasAR by New York based artist Mark Skwarek.12 In its most basic sense,
Augmented Reality—or AR—is a tool by which aspects of the physical
environment are augmented with additional sensory information
supplied via computer interfaces such as a smartphones. Having lived in
Paris, Chicago, and San Francisco, I am intrigued by the spaces tourism
creates for everyday residents of major urban centers, the sites that are
often the basis of AR interventions. As tourists make their way to notable
icons of culture and entertainment, the banal and the exotic begin to
layer upon one another in a dynamic process of imbrication that results
in a heterogeneous space. Working from Dean MacCannell’s concepts
on tourism, I demonstrate how Augmented Reality artworks change
the meaning of such spaces through interventionist actions, affecting
people’s expectations as they travel, and arrive, at these sites.
In 1976 landscape architect Dean MacCannell published The
Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class, establishing himself as a
poignant figure in tourism studies. He describes the five stages a site
undergoes to become a tourist attraction, and subsequently refocuses the
discussion of tourism through a social lens.3 MacCannell’s article “Tourist
Agency” is of particular importance to my discussion of the gaze and its
relationship to travel and tourism. To counter the idea that people travel
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to extraordinary places to escape the banality of life, MacCannell created
a theory called the second gaze.4 The second gaze is “structured by its
understanding, conscious or not, that visibility presupposes invisibility;
that in every seeing there is an unseen...”5 He asserts that the second
gaze counters the binary of ordinary/extraordinary spaces because we
acknowledge, at a certain instinctual level, that things are not always
as they seem; extraordinary occurrences happen around us all the time.
He claims that even when we travel to exotic places, we still employ this
knowledge to foreign situations.
To introduce MacCannell’s concepts concerning tourism, I am
108

going to begin with an anecdote from my time abroad. During my time
as a student in Paris, I received a pass to the Musée du Louvre. I could
use this pass anytime during open hours to avoid long lines via the side
worker entrance. My initial visits were about establishing orientation by
meandering through the halls for hours on end. As I became familiar
with the museum, I would briefly visit favorite pieces or explore the
sections that always seemed to be closed. The Louvre became a familiar
presence in my life, and no longer aroused mystique when I walked
through its courtyard and halls. It became a point in transit to meet up
with friends, a convenient landscape, and in certain regards, it became
an ordinary fixture in my commuter life during the fall of 1999. As my
trip quickly came to an end, I made it my mission to finish off the Louvre
in a furious dash and see the sections that I had not seen—I believe they
were dinnerware and jewelry. So on my last day, I started there, at the
Louvre, and finished my last dérive along the Seine towards the Eiffel
Tower in the broken skyline.6
In contrast, the Eiffel Tower never became a fixture during my stay,
but remained a monument. I had gone there once with my girlfriend who
had come to visit me during the break, but that was it. We did the tourist
routine of standing underneath the tower looking up, rode the elevator
to the top, and squished Montmartre with our fingers. Even while living
there, my experience of the Eiffel Tower was as a tourist. And when I
rode the 6 line I would often admire its architectural design, but rarely
felt connected to the site personally. It always remained a distant icon of
a city that began to feel like home.
This became the experience I had on my last day in Paris at both
locations, a mix of the banal with the exotic. Both a resident and a visitor,
I spent my last day reconciling the personal moments I had in Paris with
the weight of experiencing its unique wonders. Long enough to feel at
home, but short enough to still find that its monuments contained an
unfamiliar aura. In this tension I was feeling both the ordinary and the
extraordinary of these places. This tension is an example of the second
gaze in action, Dean MacCannell’s basis for understanding tourist
desire.7 When thinking of the second gaze in relation to Mark Skwarek’s
work, it becomes more complicated to know where those two spaces
actually exist. Through his Augmented Reality intervention, Skwarek has
created a space that cannot adequately be described either as ordinary or
extraordinary. In regards to MacCannell’s second gaze, Skwarek’s work
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opens up a third mediated gaze.
Mark Skwarek’s project poses an interesting problem in regards
to tourism by utilizing erasure as a means for intervention. In erasAR,
Skwarek uses AR to visually erase skylines, mountains, and important
monuments when people point their smartphones at these locations.8 In
one project, a person can direct the camera toward the Statue of Liberty
and make her disappear from the pedestal. This piece was completed in
December 2010 and stands out as a unique work for the burgeoning field
of AR art.
Within the AR movement an additive process is the norm for
most works of art or sites of intervention, in which they place animations
and computer-generated forms within the environment that can be
seen through a smartphone. In erasAR, however, Skwarek eliminates
the object from our gaze. In this instance, the erasure happens with a
national monument, a symbol of immigration and hope. Historically,
for many immigrants the Statue of Liberty was the first iconic American
object they remember seeing as their ship entered New York Harbor
on their way to Ellis Island. With over 100 million people tracing their
ancestry to someone that passed through New York Harbor, the symbolic
significance the Statue has in our national and individual psyches is
paramount to most other national monuments.9 As a site of tourism
with deep importance, how does erasing the Statue of Liberty from view
facilitate an alternative understanding of its extraordinariness?
Mark Skwarek is making a statement on two fronts by eliminating
the Statue of Liberty from our gaze, first by questioning the veracity of the
Statue of Liberty as a symbol of this nation, and second by underscoring
the viewer’s role in the production of sites either as extraordinary or banal.
The first is the erasure of a national symbol that stands for opportunity
through immigration to the “land of the free.” This is a pertinent gesture
commenting on contemporary border and travel conditions; immigration
policies are increasingly regulated in the border-states with Mexico, and
student- and travel-visas have come under new restrictions after the
September 11th attacks.10 The piece exclaims that there is no longer any
use for this symbol because what it stands for is no longer true. Skwarek
deletes the social values that the Statue of Liberty represents by erasing
her presence from our sight and lexicon. The use of erasure makes this
AR piece a significant political action; viewers question the symbol’s
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meaning through the experience of its absence.

Figure 1. Statue of
Liberty from Manhattan
as seen through
Skwarek’s piece

Figure 2. Statue of
Liberty at Liberty
Island as seen through
Skwareks’s piece

The second statement Skwarek makes centers on how tourism
uses fantasy to fabricate sacredness at cultural sites. This becomes clear in
the Statue of Liberty AR project when considering video documentation
from two locations. In the
first video a distant Statue
of Liberty in the middle of
the New York Harbor is
blocked out by a black ball
(figure 1). In the second,
a family strolls and plays
on the grass in front of
the monument at Liberty
Island. The smartphone
is raised into the camera’s
view and the display on
the phone reflects the previous scene in real time. By the time it moves
beyond the pedestal, the Statue of Liberty is blocked out by an AR sky,
eradicating the monument entirely (figure 2). In this version of the
project, the viewer experiences the erasure process that is contingent
upon proximity to the monument. The full experience of Skwarek’s piece
can only be achieved by traveling to Liberty Island; the erasure cannot
occur from the distant shore of Manhattan.
Some of the differences related to distance are due to technical
limitations, but the work also reveals the significant role of the ordinary
in a city that markets its
sites
as
extraordinary.
When
encountering
the
Statue of Liberty, or any
other sacred site, it is at
first greeted with awe, but
just as my experience with
the Louvre demonstrated,
the more one experiences
the extraordinary, the more
ordinary it becomes. It
becomes part of a daily walk to work, or a view from a favorite café, but
no longer a site for tourist intrigue. This is reflected in the two views of
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Skwarek’s piece. One is from the pedestrian perspective of looking at
the monument from Manhattan; the other is from the tourist’s view on
Liberty Island. The abstracted black ball in the distanced view acts as an
intervention and obfuscation. When on Liberty Island, though, the AR
erases one fantasy and replaces it with another. Through these technical
limitations we can see Skwarek’s process of creating an alternate reality
conceptually, if not entirely technically.
While at Liberty Island people can look through their smartphones
to observe others standing on the grass looking up at an empty sky.
The ridiculousness of their actions becomes a private one, as it makes
a normal gesture for the site an extraordinary one through a mediated
gaze. It becomes a voyeuristic experience; one party is viewing another
engaging with objects that are not currently “there,” in a show of empty
actions. This cannot be achieved while on Manhattan, only on the
sacralized tourist site.
Mark Skwarek uses the mediated gaze to create what I will term the
third space in tourism. A sense of loss cannot fully be experienced without
watching others looking up at an empty
“As urban culture becomes
sky on Liberty Island. The pedestrian
view from Manhattan contains no empty
increasingly built upon
actions, but with the black ball in place,
a digital and physical
the ordinary, familiar landscape is
infrastructure of networks,
surprisingly reorganized. This mediated
intervention turns the ordinary into
the tourist experience will
something extraordinary. On the other
be altered as artists use
hand, Liberty Island is a tourist space
Augmented Reality for
and thus simultaneously contains both
the ordinary and the extraordinary.
artistic, political, and social
By mediating our experience, Skwarek
interventions.”
complicates this binary arrangement by
making ordinary actions at a sacralized
site appear extraordinary. The act of negation produces empty actions,
highlighting the emergence of a third space within the tourist experience.
I have visited New York City many times and have only seen
the Statue of Liberty from the airplane window. As I look forward to
another visit, I have an expectation of seeing the site in an entirely new
way because of Skwarek’s erasAR project. As urban culture becomes
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increasingly built upon a digital and physical infrastructure of networks,
the tourist experience will be altered as artists use Augmented Reality
for artistic, political, and social interventions.11 As the project Transit/
Stasis examines transit’s liminal spaces in San Francisco, I wonder what
monuments Skwarek would erase here. How would we experience our
transit to Point Reyes if the Golden Gate Bridge disappeared under our
car as we drove north on Highway 101? Or, how would I experience my
walk to Alamo Square differently if the Painted Ladies were replaced by
only blue sky? By erasing cultural sites, Mark Skwarek reminds us of
the extraordinariness of the spaces we inhabit and use daily. Spaces that
some people travel great distances to experience. //
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Allison Blomerth was born in Newport News, Virginia and received
a Bachelor in English from Christopher Newport University in 2008. In
May of 2011 she will graduate from the San Francisco Art Institute with
a Master’s Degree in Exhibition and Museums Studies. Her research
focus is on the histories of both feminist art and performance art in
exhibitions.
Heatherly Born graduated with her BA in Art History from the
University of Alabama at Birmingham in 2006. Currently, she is
pursing her MA in Urban Studies at the San Francisco Art Institute and
graduation is expected in May 2011. Heatherly’s thesis project explores
intersections of race, class, and space in the urban environment, with
an emphasis on low-income African American populations.
Pamela Campanaro was born in Belleville, New Jersey. In 2009,
she completed her BA in Art History and Museum Studies from
Juniata College in Huntingdon, PA. Pamela will be receiving her MA in
Exhibition and Museum Studies from the San Francisco Art Institute in
May of 2011.
Frida Cano* has been a Fundación/Colección Jumex scholar since
2009 and is also a recipient of the program Beca para Estudios en el
Extranjero del FONCA-CONACULTA 2010-2011. She is a Mexico Cityborn artist and curator interested in being a “cultural articulator” as a
means of contributing to the arts and cultures of Mexico and abroad.
Kim Cook is a visual artist who was born in La Grange, Texas
and received her BFA from Sam Houston State University in
Huntsville, Texas. She now lives and works in San Francisco, where
she will graduate with both a MA in the History and Theory of
Contemporary Art and MFA in New Genres from the San Francisco Art
Institute in 2011. Her MA thesis examines the role of social sculpture
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115

Melina Concepcion De Hoyos was born in Dallas, Texas and
received a Bachelor in History at the University of Nevada, Reno. A
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who is pursuing her MA in Urban Studies at the San Francisco Art
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his work as a video artist. He is concluding his dual degree at SFAI as
both a practitioner and researcher into the functional capacity of video
mapping as an art and communication platform.
Ian Alan Paul has been working as an artist and a writer in California
since 2002. His work is often of a political trajectory, and focuses on
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PARTICIPATING ARTIST S
AND INSTITUTIONS
Maps, Nodes, and Networks: Meeting in San Francisco
in collaboration with performers:
Aura Fischbeck
Renee Murray
Sara Pfeifle
Renee Rhodes

Foreign Exchange
Remote Artists:
Isabella Ng (Chinese living in Hong Kong) http://isabella-ng.com/
Samantha Tio (Singaporean living in Indonesia) http://tableforonesg.wordpress.com/page/3/
Iz Oztat (Turkish living in Turkey) http://www.curabodrumresidency.net/
Marcelo Mejía (Colombian living in Colombia) http://marcelomejiagaviria.com/
Bonnie Fortune (Danish living in Denmark) www.bonniefortune.info & www.letsremake.info
Local Artists:
Greg Bastis
Chris Carlsson http://www.chriscarlsson.com
Packard Jennings http://packardjennings.com
Colleen Mulvey http://colleenmulvey.com
Jenny Odell http://www.jennyodell.com

Resonant City is a Bay Area-based collective of artists and writers
who imagine a future unified transit system for the Bay Area. By
collecting ephemera, documentation, and first-hand experiences from
their travels along transit lines, they seek to interrogate and reconfigure
notions of regional identity.
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Dead Drops
Locations:
Cellspace, 2050 Bryant Street www.cellspace.org
Noisebridge, 2169 Mission Street www.noisebridge.net
San Francisco Art Institute, 800 Chestnut Street www.sfai.edu
SOMArts*, 934 Brannan Street www.somarts.org
Southern Exposure, 3030 20th Street www.soex.org
* Supported in part by the Community Arts & Education Program of the San Francisco Arts Commission.

SomArts
cultural center
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