
DANTO ON ART IN PLACE: 
MONUMENTS, MEMORIALS, PUBLIC ART, EARTHWORKS

Gary Shapiro

Arthur Danto’s extensive body of criticism is naturally informed by his theory of art. In 
addition to considering his aesthetics from the standpoint of its intensive formulation in texts like
the seminal “The Art-World,” or elaborations such as The Transfiguration of the Commonplace 
and After the End of Art, we can look at Danto’s criticism holistically or cartographically. From 
this perspective it seems clear that the field of Danto’s most intensive engagement with the arts 
was with those we call visual, as contrasted, say, with music, dance, and literature.  Danto, of 
course, made no claim to have a system of the arts, in the grand style of Hegel and many 
nineteenth century philosophers of art. He was, after all, an avowed epistemologist rather than a 
“great knower” as his colleague John Herman Randall described thinkers like Aristotle, Hegel, 
and Dewey. Unlike them, Danto was under no self-imposed philosophical or pedagogical 
obligation to provide a comprehensive system of the arts. Although he sometimes compared 
himself to Hegel in terms of their common recognition of art’s internal striving toward self-
consciousness, and co-taught a class on the whole of Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics, he had no 
reason to emulate that encyclopedic panorama (if we were to superimpose Danto’s aesthetics on 
Hegel’s we would find Warhol’s Brillo Box in the place occupied by Shakespearean soliloquies).

However, I believe that attending to some of the arts that Danto treated less frequently 
than others may show that he has an oblique and revealing relation to the system of the arts. In 
taking this line of inquiry I follow a suggestion made by thinkers like Jacques Derrida and Alain 
Badiou that by analyzing what philosophers exclude or marginalize that we may gain insights 
into the deep structure of their thought. So Danto’s priority was the visual, even if he did 
occasionally write about literature. Beyond this, he also devoted much more attention to certain 
visual arts, notably painting, than to sculpture, architecture, and site-specific works (let us adopt 
these classifications for now, even if they turn out to be problematic). Looking over Danto’s vast 
body of critical essays, many published in The Nation, as well as those discussed in his volumes 
of theory, it seems clear that painting gets the lion’s share of attention, followed in descending 
order by sculpture, architecture, and site-specific art. In examining Danto’s analysis of work that 
is site or place-intensive, I will attempt to articulate an overview of his concepts of monuments, 
memorials, other public art, earthworks, and related forms. The intention is to determine whether
he has a consistent theory of art in place and how his treatment of it can be related both to his 
general theory of art and to the artistic canon and mainstream tradition of aesthetics inherited by 
his generation of Anglo-American philosophers. 

I Monuments, Memorials, Context 

Danto developed a sensitive analysis of Washington’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
(VVM), designed by Maya Lin, a once controversial work that’s gained increasing acceptance 
and respect in the thirty-plus years it’s been up (or down, to be more precise). The VVM is 
situated within an extensive and growing complex of monuments and memorials in which the 
United States attempts to express and embody the meaning of its history. It is a place consecrated
to permanent public art that means to embody a nation’s conception of its meaningful history. 
Within the limits of the nation-state, no art could have a greater claim on public space. Danto’s 



account gives full weight to the collective sorrows and regrets connected with that war and to the
rather unusual way in which each dead soldier is honored with his or her name inscribed on the 
black granite walls. He movingly describes the way in which following the descent to the 
structure’s hinge can evokes elegiac meditation for anyone who lived through that era; naturally 
those who lost family and friends will have more intense feelings. Danto makes acute 
observations concerning the positioning of the memorial within the wider Washington complex 
of monuments and memorials. He asks why we name some of these monuments (like the 
Washington Monument) and others memorials (like VVM). Danto’s answer is a model of clarity:
“We erect monuments so that we shall always remember, and build memorials so that we shall 
never forget...Monuments commemorate the memorable and embody the myths of beginnings. 
Memorials ritualize remembrance and mark the reality of ends.”1 Monuments, then, are material 
celebrations of origins that demonstrate a community’s idea of those events and people it honors 
for qualities it finds indispensable to its identity. George Washington, whatever his limits or 
failings, is honored as the father of his country. He led the Revolutionary War; as its first 
president he is the primary exemplar of US constitutional government. Memorials, like VVM, 
are meant to insure that certain events and people will never be forgotten, although in many 
cases, as with the Vietnam War, we are collectively ambivalent about major aspects of the event 
they mark. While we honor the sacrifice of the soldiers named, we are much less clear about 
whether that war (contrasted to the American Revolution) should have been fought at all. Many 
wonder if it was escalated under false pretenses, and conducted in bungled and deceptive 
fashion. By its very form, descending into the ground, the VVM is memorial and not 
monumental.

Danto’s distinction between monuments and memorials could help to clarify 
controversies like those generated by the statues honoring Confederate soldiers across the US. 
Defenders of such statues and shrines resist their removal or supplementation by on-site 
information or additional structures explaining the Civil War and post-Reconstruction context. 
They are horrified by suggestions that Robert E. Lee might have to face off against an anti-
slavery fighter like Nat Turner or John Brown. Yet their defense is couched not in the language 
of monumental achievement but as preservation of “heritage.” 

In other words, the contested works, originally built in a monumental spirit are now 
defended as memorials. The figures honored cannot be publicly acknowledged as predecessors 
who inspired the white supremacist policies of the 1910 era when they were erected, but as 
reminders of an old conflict, a fallen capital, and some deceptive ideas about “states’ rights.” 
Using Danto’s distinction between monuments and memorials, it seems that the “traditionalists” 
want to have their cake and eat it too. They want the monumental’s heroic aura but can justify it 
only with the memorial’s principles.

 With respect to Confederate icons, or statues of Stalin, Franco, and the like, it may be 
that often the most fruitful approach would be to undercut the current confusion between 
traditionalists and iconoclasts by contextualizing them in a critical spirit (the viability of this 
option depends on the actual material constraints of the works and the sites). Contextualization 
could provide rich opportunities for artistic conversation, debate, and innovation. Danto 
approaches this possibility in his discussion of Frederick Hart’s realistic bronze sculptural group 
of three soldiers later placed near the VVM. Some Americans, dissatisfied with the stark 
minimalism, abstraction, and downward trajectory of the VVM, claimed that heroic soldiers 
needed more robust recognition. They assimilated patriotism and realism. They demanded a 
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conservative contextualization of a liberal memorial. Danto thoughtfully praises the site planners
for accommodating this later addition by placing it in a somewhat distant and oblique relation to 
the VVM. It might have detracted from the VVM’s solemn statement by being placed directly in 
front of it; now, Danto says, “Hart’s shallow work has acquired a dignity and even a certain 
power.”2 

II Public Art and its Problems

Danto analyzes several works of public art, firmly recommending that the views, 
preferences, and habits of the relevant public be the strongest factors in approving or 
disapproving proposed works, and removing them if necessary. Monuments and memorials like 
those just discussed are, of course, a species of public art. When installed on ground specifically 
reserved for them, like those in the District of Columbia, they may form a collective network of 
monumental and memorial references. As Danto points out, the VVM maintains such relations 
not only with Hart’s sculpture, but with the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, to
which its two wings can be seen to point. In such situations the public use – other than 
occasional gatherings, demonstrations, and festivals – is precisely the display of the nation’s or 
community’s meaningful symbols and expressions. Such art aspires to do more than represent 
the public or ratify its taste. As successful art it must be creative expression. Danto offers this 
formula: “public art is the public transfigured.”3 

Typically a public space will already have designated or customary functions. Such was 
the case with Federal Plaza in lower New York, before Richard Serra’s ill-fated Tilted Arc was 
installed there in 1981. The Plaza, never an appealing site to begin with, was designated as the 
beneficiary of a public art program that called for the addition of artworks to public spaces.  
Whether Serra’s 120 feet long, 10 feet high Arc of Cor-Ten steel, meant to rust quickly, was a 
benefit – or to whom – became a subject of dispute among critics, public officials, artists, and the
employees and managers working in the Courthouse and Javits buildings. A number of 
employees or regular users in the most affected building were disturbed by the structure and 
found it offensive or threatening. Some reasons offered were more plausible than others. Many 
objected to the work as an eyesore, an obstacle to the flow of pedestrian traffic, and a catchall for
garbage. Others suspected that it could be used as a shield by radical political groups who might 
attack the building. 

Several apparently distinct questions of value and of what might be called artistic 
ontology arose in connection with the dispute. The value questions were both artistic and ethico-
political. The first set of questions goes something like this:  Was Tilted Arc a work of art worthy
of being preserved? And was it worthy of being preserved in this place? To what extent should 
the tastes and desires of the public be taken into account in answering that last question? And to 
complicate things further, just who is the public? In other words, how should the possibly 
conflicting wishes and desires of different “communities” – artists, critics, occasional viewers, 
and local employees – be weighted relatively to one another? Inflecting all these questions was 
the ontological one: Was the work truly site-specific, as the artist and some of the artworld 
claimed? If so, then it seemed to follow that removing the work (even relocating it to a place of 
honor in a sculpture park) would be destroying it. How could an interest in preserving works of 
art (and the rights of artists) be balanced against the interests of a broader public? We might note 
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that given the kinds of objections to Tilted Arc, there was no third option to leaving in place or 
removing, as there was in the VVM case of adding the realistic figurative sculpture nearby, or 
(hypothetically) supplementing contested Confederate “monuments” with contextualizing 
information and anti-slavery counter-sculptures.

Danto engages with this complex of questions which might be called the problem of 
public art – a “problem” being a set of interrelated questions that do not have an obvious order of
priority. Perhaps he simplifies the problem a bit quickly by asserting that Tilted Arc would retain 
its identity and integrity even if removed to another site. He writes “It is the great if unsought 
achievement of Tilted Arc to make vivid the truth that something may succeed as a work of art 
but fail as a work of public art.”4 It seems that Danto’s main objection to claims by Serra and 
others that the work is truly site-specific is that it does not fulfill its goal of being public art. 
What then is public art? One way he answers this is by distinguishing decorative or appropriated 
art displayed in a publicly accessible space, say a corporate entrance, from genuine public art 
that is “the public transfigured: it is us in the medium of artistic transformation.”5  (Elsewhere, as
we’ll see, Danto does recognize the existence of more radically site-specific art.) 

Tilted Arc was not “the public transfigured” because its most relevant public, local 
employees, did not recognize themselves in it and perceived it as insulting or threatening. At this 
point die-hard defenders of the work’s remaining in its original location might respond by 
reminding us of the interests of the artworld public, but Danto anticipates them, arguing that the 
general public has an interest in not having just any public space treated as a museum. He also 
notes that the public has a legitimate interest in the use of their tax money and he contrasts 
publicly financed work with the kind of projects pursued by Christo and Jeanne-Claude where 
the artists painstakingly marshalled public support for their self-financing projects.6 

Danto recognizes that consulting the public’s tastes and desires with respect to public art 
is not always as straightforward a matter as in the Tilted Arc case where there was a fairly clear 
preponderance of opposition to the work by those who had to live with it on a daily basis. He 
acknowledges this in “Public Art and the General Will,” a brief essay sparked by controversy 
concerning Twain, another Serra work in St. Louis that occupies a city block gently sloping 
toward the Mississippi River and with a view of the city’s iconic arch designed by Eero 
Saarinen. He is happy to show that his favoring removal of the New York piece is consistent 
with endorsing retention of the one in St. Louis by the same artist. 

The St. Louis aldermen were considering having a referendum on whether to remove 
Twain in order to facilitate “development.” Without taking a position on the advisability of this 
proposed referendum, Danto has no general objection to referenda on placing or removing public
art, observing that they could serve as vehicles for aesthetic education. Yet, consistent with his 
account of the artworld, he says that it is not possible to determine whether something is actually 
a work of art, even less whether it is good art, by means of a universal vote. The public should 
have a very large say about art in so far as it is public; the artworld determines what is art and 
what is good art. The “general will,” Danto says in effect, with a nod to Rousseau, can exercise 
itself in aesthetic judgment only when the experts have approved the candidates. Would Danto 
have thought it a good – or even permissible – option to have a referendum on, say, the VVM? Is
it possible to evaluate the comparative advantages and disadvantages of different ways of 
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making public decisions concerning public art? Should we prefer, for example, referenda, elected
representatives, or commissions appointed by representatives? 

Note that the site in St. Louis was publicly owned open land. It was neither a site for 
national monuments and memorials nor a plaza which was acknowledged as an extension of 
nearby office buildings. Danto realizes that different sorts of places have very different relations 
to their publics; at least implicitly he was moving toward articulating a typology of places for art.

III Genius loci: Public Art at the Edge of Visibility
 
For Danto, public art is art intended for the public and installed in a public place, as 

opposed to art meant for the artworld that is inserted into a public space. It is not impossible that 
a work will meet the criteria of both the public and the artworld. Danto’s remarks on Robert 
Irwin’s unrealized design for Tilted Planes, meant for Ohio State University, imply that it would 
have been doubly successful. Irwin’s plan was to make several subtle changes in an existing 
mall. An oval space divided by walkways allowed for each section cut off by those paths and the 
perimeter to be treated as a separate plane. These would have been slightly elevated, gradually 
rising no more than three feet XXX from ground level and so offering seating space on the 
grassy elevations, involving no introduction of benches or other apparatus.

Danto believes that this small change, with associated minor alterations, would have been
sufficient to subtly alter the area’s ambience. It would have been an atmospheric change whose 
cause was almost indiscernible. The space would have been tweaked in response to its already 
latent possibilities. Irwin is known for producing evanescent effects by means of minimal 
interventions. As Danto writes, contrasting Irwin’s plan with Serra’s Tilted Arc, “Tilted Planes 
would have been all but invisible; indeed, had it been executed as Irwin intended, there would 
have been nothing separate and identifiable as Tilted Planes that could be seen as such…There 
would have been no difference between figure and ground in Irwin’s work…The Oval Mall 
would have been the best picture there could have been of Tilted Planes.”7 

Reflecting on this extraordinary, almost spectral presence of the hypothetical work, 
Danto formulates a distinction between site-specific and site-generated art. A site-specific work 
“refers to and defines the space into which it is set.” Sometimes, but not always, such works may
be transferred to a place other than the original site without significant loss of aesthetic value 
(here Danto allows that the case of Tilted Arc is debatable8). By contrast, the being of Tilted 
Planes “is so indissolubly mixed with the being of its site that it can have no detached and 
separate existence.”9 This is site-generated art, a form wholly responsive to the genius of the 
place. In the case of Tilted Planes there would have been at least two levels of generated 
meaning. In the first the paths habitually traced by students and others traversing the Oval 
created an inscription of visible walkways; in the second the artwork would have given these just
a bit more definition by the contrasting elevations of the distinct planes that were outlined by the 
paths. These would have encouraged differential use of the planes for sports, lounging, or other 
activities.

Here there seems to be an extraordinary convergence between Danto’s core thesis about 
the artworld and an older tradition having to do with a specific form of site-generated art, 
landscape gardening. Danto’s Warholian moment of revelation came when he realized that one 
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of Andy’s Brillo Boxes was virtually indiscernible from the real thing on the supermarket shelf. 
It was something invisible – the historically reflective discourse of the artworld -- that made one 
an artwork and the other a utilitarian package. In this respect, Danto’s description of Tilted 
Planes as having no separate existence as an object makes it a ghostly counterpart of its site, 
analogous to a Brillo Box and its model. Without explicit acknowledgment, Danto borrows the 
expression genius loci from the tradition of British picturesque landscape gardening. There too, 
as for Irwin, the idea was that the contours and possibilities of the site should generate the shape 
and atmosphere of the garden. As Alexander Pope wrote in giving garden design counsel to Lord
Burlington:

In all, let Nature never be forgot.
Consult the Genius of the Place in all,
That tells the Waters or to rise, or fall…
Now breaks, or now directs th’ intending Lines;
Paints as you plant, and as you work, Designs.

Of course the landscape designer introduced more significant changes in the given 
surroundings than Irwin’s plans would have done in his project. The gardener moved or installed 
trees and shrubs, perhaps altered the contours of a stream or pond. Yet the garden could no more 
be extracted from its site than Irwin’s work could have been from the Oval Mall. (Irwin has in 
fact designed gardens, as at the Getty Center in Los Angeles.) In contrast to site-generated art, 
Danto briefly describes Christo’s wrappings and installations as site-dominant art, imposing the 
artist’s idea on the canvas of a built or natural site.10 

Danto’s strong endorsement of Irwin’s unrealized design shows a penchant for art that 
plays at the edge of visibility, as already evident in his early signature essay “The Artworld.” He 
is also enthusiastic about another Irwin plan that did not come to fruition, an ambitious design 
for a total renovation of the Miami airport and its surrounding environment. He calls it Irwin’s 
masterpiece. Danto explains convincingly how even such a large, industrialized, commercial 
operation as an airport could be site-generated, and not merely an imposition on its territory. The 
airport would have seamlessly integrated art and function, in contrast to the more frequent 
practice of simply throwing them together by installing artworks as “baubles.” It would have 
emblematized the city by incorporating as much as possible of Miami’s semi-tropical vegetation 
into the areas in which travelers approach or depart the terminal by ground. 

It may be worth speculating what might have happened if Irwin’s designs, taken as the 
zenith of site-generated art, had actually been realized. Might there have been unforeseen 

10 I wonder if this quite captures the sense of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s 
work. On the one hand, their installations are designed to be temporary, so 
they could be described as temporarily dressing the sites before returning 
them to their previous condition. The memory of their work could be said to 
linger, creating something like the spectral effect Danto admires in Irwin. On 
the other hand, it is not clear that Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s works do not 
respect the given contours, human and natural, to which they apply an 
overlay. The Gates, installed for two weeks in New York’s Central Park, 
enhanced twenty-five miles of the park’s paths, highlighting its availability 
and use for those seeking the visual and ambulatory experience of that great
landscape garden, whether individually or gregariously. See Shapiro “The 
Pragmatic Picturesque: The Philosophy of Central Park,” in Dan O’Brien, ed. 
Gardening: Cultivating Wisdom (Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 148-160. 



problems in their installation and function, arising from either the natural environment or human 
patterns of use, that would have rendered the works less than ideal? Danto permits himself a 
question of this sort with regard to Tilted Planes. He asks whether Irwin’s expectation that their 
edges could serve as natural grassy benches (in Ohio) reflects a Californian optimism about 
climate that could have led to an uncomfortably damp seating arrangement. Danto has in effect 
constructed a hierarchy of works of public art in which the supreme exemplars, Irwin’s designs, 
not only aspired to be radically site-generated, making the least possible alterations in the sites, 
but remained ideal, in the most obvious sense, never being embodied. I suggest that this is not 
simply coincidental. 

Danto acknowledges an affinity between his philosophy of art and Hegel’s, in so far as 
each sees art as progressively becoming increasingly reflective and aware of itself as art. For 
Hegel this mean that art abandons the necessity of material embodiment (so that in the supreme 
art of poetry the conceptual overrides the accidents of sound and the particularity of languages). 
Hegel took architecture to be the most rudimentary art because of its ties to the earth and its 
struggles with gravity. For him, it becomes more romantic and ideal in the Gothic, as stone is 
transfigured into something light and airy. Irwin, we might say, plays the same role in Danto’s 
implicit hierarchy of public art as the Gothic does in Hegel’s philosophy of architecture. Danto 
discusses another artist of ideal public space, Max Neuhaus, who created subtle soundscapes – 
ambient tones or noise in public places that effected a fragile, ethereal bubble of sound even 
within a raucous area like New York’s Times Square. Danto aptly evokes the enigmatic, 
intangible character of these sound bubbles by comparing them with Ariel’s atmospheric music 
in Shakespeare’s Tempest. In one work Neuhaus’s soundscape was composed of slightly 
enhanced and time-delayed local street sounds; by alternating periods of this minimally altered 
sound with periods of “silence,” or return to the “raw sound” background, the inadvertent 
listeners became aware of the alteration of their environment. In Irwin and Neuhaus Danto 
celebrates art that seems to magically create or modify a local milieu, ambience, or Stimmung, 
through minimal intervention. Here his thought seems to have affinities with the Japanese 
gardening traditions, in so far as both involve intense phenomenological attention to atmospheric
aesthetics. 

IV Robert Smithson: Entropy and the Monumental Sublime

The New York artworld of the 1960s and 70s was fascinated by the work of a number of 
artists who produced large scale earthworks, environmental art, or temporary installations like 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s Running Fence (James Turrell’s ongoing project in Arizona is 
another variation along these lines). Danto is generally (and surprisingly) reticent about these 
genres. He typically mentions them briefly by way of contrast with other works or as examples 
of how the limits of art have been expanded in the post-Pollock and Greenberg era. It seems 
striking that he apparently never commented on distinctive works and events in New York, such 
as The Gates or the urban landscape architecture of the High Line.   

A prominent exception to this silence is Danto’s 2005 Nation essay on Robert Smithson, 
“The American Sublime.” Although occasioned by a show of the artist’s work at the Whitney 
Museum of American Art, the essay emphasizes that “Smithson’s mature work was never 



intended to be shown in a museum,” and concentrates on what is generally regarded as the 
artist’s signature achievement, Spiral Jetty, constructed in Utah’s Great Salt Lake.11 

Danto observes that the work “has the timeless air of some ancient monument left behind 
by a vanished civilization.” He says that the “Whitney show succeeds…in projecting a portrait of
the artist as a restless demiurge, whose basic genre was the monument.”  Danto notes that one of 
Smithson’s fundamental ideas was the inevitability of entropy, that is of the tendency toward 
disorganization in the form of dispersal of energy, disruption of form, sprawl, and the tendency 
for human works – notably monuments – to fall into ruin (the artist once spoke with 
characteristic irony of artworks “rising into ruin”). He understands that the artist saw the modern 
world as shot through with entropy and that his “new monuments” are “always already” in ruins 
(as Jacques Derrida might say). Danto might have added that the Jetty has the form of a squashed
ziggurat, reminiscent of the Tower of Babel in ruins.12 

Spiral Jetty would seem to be a paradigm case of a site-specific work, built into the lake 
itself and incapable of being moved. As Danto recognizes, Smithson developed an artistic 
practice that involved a fundamental form of dislocation; his works not only occupied sites but 
were displaced in non-sites. Even location was subject to the principle of entropy. However, 
Danto does not explicitly acknowledge that the dialectic of site/non-site is also operative in the 
Jetty. The rock spiral in the lake is accompanied by the artist’s imaginative essay and a 
somewhat surreal film – a postmodern triptych perhaps. The Utah site is less of a wilderness and 
more historically dense than the usual photographs suggest. Smithson knowingly built it in the 
vicinity of some abandoned industrial works and not far from the Golden Spike Monument that 
marks the conclusion of the construction of the US’s transcontinental railway in 1869. Given the 
decay of both industry and the rail system, the site is rife with cultural entropy.

V Danto and the Grounds of Aesthetics

Danto’s range as both critic and philosopher of art is admirably broad. Only a very few 
recent thinkers have undertaken general analyses of what we might call site-related art such as 
the monumental, memorial, site-specific, and site-generated genres discussed here. Nevertheless,
as I’ve suggested, Danto gave only glancing recognition to a number of contemporary artists and 
projects involving variations on the theme of place. A number of developments in site-related art 
– like Christo’s Gates or Olafur Eliasson’s Weather Project – probably came too late for him to 
engage with them.

It may be helpful to situate Danto’s engagements with site-related art in relation to the 
tangled genealogy of aesthetics. As his Columbia colleague Paul O. Kristeller pointed out, the 
rise of philosophical aesthetics in the 18th century was the culmination of a series of 
developments which coincided with the construction of the modern system of the arts; this 
allowed the blanket use of “art” or “fine art” to embrace a variety of pursuits that had not 
typically been considered previously as forming a well-defined class. In 18th century Britain, 
which produced several empirically oriented theories of art and beauty, landscape gardening – 
with its theme of the genius loci -- was regarded as one of the fine arts, sometimes allied with its 
“sisters,” painting and poetry. This era was also the acme of the culture of the picturesque 

11 “The American Sublime,” The Nation, September 19, 2005, 34-36.
12 This is a theme I developed in Earthwards: Robert Smithson and Art After 
Babel (University of California Press, 1995), a book that Danto generously 
blurbed.  



landscape on the British model. In succeeding generations, when the torch of aesthetics passed 
from the British to the Germans, the latter had some difficulty in accepting the arts of place.  
These material works were open to contingencies difficult to reconcile either with a strong 
formalism or the limitation of aesthetic experience to the “theoretical senses” of sight and sound. 
Thus Kant reduced the landscape garden to a form of painting – eliminating everything related to
the senses other than sight -- as if experiencing it were identical to seeing a series of discrete 
pictures in a gallery without even the experience of walking from one to another. Hegel carried 
the reduction further: he said that gardens were nothing more than possible frames for 
architecture and that there was no aesthetic reason for revisiting one already seen. 

I hazard the suggestion that Danto, despite his exceptionally rich and generous 
sensibility, was both empowered and limited by the aesthetic rupture whose traces can be read in 
both the implicit canon of the fine arts and the mainstream agenda of Euro-American 
philosophical aesthetics. Around the same time as Danto’s moment of truth reflecting on the 
Brillo Box, Minimalism was refocusing the sense of place and embodiment, in an atmosphere 
typified by Robert Morris’s channeling Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. This was the 
beginning of a path that led Smithson beyond the museum and even beyond the limits of site-
specificity to a dialectic of site/non-site. 

Danto himself was open to aspects of an art of place, as in the work of Lin, Serra, Irwin, 
and Smithson. Lin led him to analyze the topographical hermeneutics of a national center’s 
monuments and memorials. Serra provoked him to discuss the claims of the public in public art. 
Irwin allowed him to adumbrate a theory of site-generated art, a post-Warholian version of 
genius loci aesthetics. Smithson offered an American sublime, testing the limen as such in his 
deconstruction of boundaries.  

Memorial theme: the dead, VVM, 9/11, (Serra?), (Smithson?)

 
 


