
Founded in 1812 at the juncture of the Scioto and
Olentangy Rivers, Columbus, Ohio, is as postmodern as
Los Angeles, an ersatz city exactly in the middle of Ohio
that is so nondescript and typically Midwestern that it is
both the state capital and the testing ground for new
chain restaurants. A city that lacks a definitive center,
Columbus consists of satellite suburban communities
full of soccer fields and tract houses that ring a city
center of office buildings and shabby houses. It is any
city—and all cities. It is also the purported subject of
Robert Ladislas Derr’s installation/performance docu-
mentation Discovering Columbus (2011), which was on
view at the Ohio State University Swing Space Gallery
October 22!November 16, 2012. 

With no new worlds readily available for exploration,
exploitation, and colonization, Ladislas Derr turned
instead to the cities in the New/Old World named after
the 15th-century explorer. The artist identified 10 cities
as ones named after Christopher: Columbia, Maryland;
Columbia, Missouri; Columbia, South Carolina;
Columbiana, Ohio; Columbus, Georgia; Columbus,
Indiana; Columbus, Mississippi; Columbus, Ohio;
Columbus, Wisconsin; and Washington, District of
Columbia. Armed with four video cameras installed on a
shoulder yoke, Ladislas Derr documents a preplanned
walk through these cities that is based on the constella-
tion associated with the day the city was incorporated.
Discovering Columbus, Part I: Cities includes four
projected videos in which the footage of the cities over-
laps so that the images become confusing and at times
overwhelming, with no apparent beginning or ending.
Viewers, forced to stand in the middle of the installation,
were unable to see any of the footage in its entirety.
Adding to the confusing sense that all of these cities are
somehow the same is the accompanying soundtrack of
vocalists from each town singing the Guy Mitchell
version of “Christopher Columbus.” The soundtrack
suggests the slippage between the proper name—in this
case, Christopher Columbus—and the ability to really

know what is in fact meant by that name. What is
presently included and excluded under the sign
Christopher Columbus? And what is the relationship, if
any, between the name/sign and the city/signified?

Christopher Columbus tried to use the position of the
constellations in the night sky to navigate his ships to the
New World. Likewise, Ladislas Derr also uses the
constellations to navigate, although at this point the
fidelity to the constellation as map has become absurd.
If we, the viewers, cannot know Columbus/Columbuses
through recourse to the proper name or the representa-
tion of the actual city, then perhaps the use of a constel-
lation, based on its relationship to the city, is as capable
of revealing the city/Columbus/the explorer as much as
is anything else. It is appropriate, then, that the second
part of the installation, Discovering Columbus, Part II:
Parks, is a video and photographic documentation of
Ladislas Derr in each town’s park, dressed in white
pants and a colored polo shirt, dribbling a beach
ball/globe/world map around stakes bearing the flag of
Christopher Columbus, arranged so that each stake
represents one star in a specific constellation. Staked
into the ground of the parks, the flags symbolize a
reconquest of Columbus by Columbus, an incongruous
contrast with the image of the European—and thus 
civilized—city that the parks, with their well-manicured
paths, topiary gardens, and gazebos, were meant to
represent. Part II was accompanied by yet another gloss
on the meaning of Columbus—a series of essays by W.
Ian Bourland, Navjotika Kumar, Michael Jay McClure,
Jack Richardson, Kristin Schwain, and Keri Watson,
with the writers addressing the specific meaning of the
various cities, ultimately reinserting each city into its
specific geographical and historical context. Where is
Columbus? Clearly, he has yet to be discovered. 

—Jennie Klein

INSIDE FRONT COVER: David Shrigley, Small City Becomes Huge, 2012 (photo: Joanne Laws) / ABOVE, LEFT TO RIGHT: Robert Ladislas Derr, video still from Discovering Columbus, Part I:
Cities, 2011, four–channel video installation (courtesy of the artist); Jimmie Durham, Untitled, 1988, site-specific intervention, Derry-Londonderry (photo courtesy of Declan McGonagle)

54 ART PAPERS Future Anterior

We are from the past, but we echo and reverberate in
the present. What a responsibility! ... We, you and I,
must remember everything. We must especially
remember those things we never knew.

—Jimmie Durham1

In his book The Architecture of Aftermath, Terry Smith
examines the pivotal role of urban regeneration in the
wake of war and terrorism, determining how disasters
such as 9/11 might be suitably concealed, appropriated,
commemorated, or made visible as a construct of
“Destination Architecture.” In charting the aftermath,
Smith acknowledges an accelerating complexity, denot-
ing globalized perceptions of nationhood at odds with
local infrastructures, communal histories, and collective
remembering. It is within these unstable conditions of
contemporaneity, he claims, that the visual arts are
negotiating ways to respond to the interdependent
geopolitical, economic, and cultural shifts that define
this world picture.

In the context of Northern Ireland, with external
perceptions of place dominated by media portrayals of
the region’s sectarian divide between unionist and
nationalist communities (referred to as the Troubles
from the 1960s onwards), the “aftermath” can be
understood as an unfolding condition defined by a
constant and ongoing negotiation of collective memory.
Such a trajectory was palpable in a recent exhibition
[September 22–October 28, 2012] titled Contours of the
Common, which was devised as a collaboration that
included PLACE (Architecture and Built Environment
Centre, Belfast), the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA)
Derry-Londonderry, and the University of Ulster School
of Architecture and Design. Consisting of seven site-
specific artist projects as well as events, tours, and a
map locating permanent public artworks, the exhibition
activated various locations in Derry city, generating
wider discussions relating to civic space, commemora-
tion, and citizenship. In continuing to mediate its

CONTOURS OF THE COMMON
DERRY-LONDONDERRY, NORTHERN IRELAND

ROBERT LADISLAS DERR
COLUMBUS, OHIO



ARTPAPERS.ORG  55an index to contemporary culture’s imminent history

inscription as a now post-conflict zone, the city made a
uniquely compelling site for such activity, particularly
while preparations are underway for the presentation of
the Turner Prize 2013 in Derry as part of the city’s role
as “UK City of Culture 2013,” a seemingly contentious
title for some. 

Contours of the Common was grounded in discourse
relating to the public sphere, which was manifested
across media and advertising platforms and the visual
and aural commons, with meditations on land usage,
shared knowledge, and daily coexistence. Amy Balkin’s
This is the Public Domain (2003–2012), a slide projec-
tion accompanied by documentation displayed in a glass
cabinet,  relayed her correspondence with the Bureau of
Land Management in the US, in her so-far-unsuccessful
attempts to attain legal International Public Commons
status for her 2.64-acre site in California. Bureaucracy
and land usage were also focuses of Lara Almarcegui’s
film International Garden Festival (2004), which high-
lighted the inadequacies of large-scale cultural events
such as biennials in cultivating locally generated,
sustainable approaches to urban regeneration.
Conversely, specialist local knowledge was central to
Andrew Dodds’ A Pattern to Make the City By (2012).
Working in consultation with a local botanist, Dodds
produced a publication that was freely distributed during
the exhibition and a survey of the plant life growing on
Derry’s city walls. Displayed in dual locations outside the
city walls, at each side of the river Foyle, Andrea Geyer’s
Spiral Lands/A place is not an object (2012) occupied
billboard advertising space with photographic images
overlaid by text. Originally devised within a North
American context as a historiography of the indigenous
Navajo nation, Geyer’s critique of the concept of “land-
scape” as a colonial construct proved compelling in
Derry, where fractured territories have historically over-
shadowed identities and semblances of community. 

Sean Lynch’s archival inquiry The Project (Continued)
(2012) examined the context surrounding Cherokee
artist Jimmie Durham’s residency in Derry in 1988 and
the site-specific artworks he produced, including a
totemic surveillance camera carved from a tree trunk,
temporarily installed within the city walls. Compelled to
revisit Derry in the late 80s, Lynch gathered stories from
the local press at that time, producing a publication
signaling an opportunity to contrast the role of local
reportage with how the international print media’s
descriptions of “entangled roles of observer and player”2

influenced world opinion regarding the conflict in
Northern Ireland. Lynch’s inquiry also provided points of
departure for a conversation with Declan McGonagle
about McGonagle’s role in the 80s as director of the
Orchard Gallery in Derry and its publicly engaged
program (which included Durham’s commission), attest-
ing to the image of artist as negotiator working experien-
tially, unobtrusive yet acutely aware. Within Derry’s city
walls, heavily fortified with paramilitary activity and
permanent checkpoints, Durham’s “self-consciously
rough”3 totem-like structure held potent tribal meaning,
surveilling the war-torn community with irony, subver-
sion, and primitive panopticonism. 

The year before Durham’s residency, locally generated
meaning had framed a reading of Antony Gormley’s
Untitled (Sculpture for Derry Walls) (1987/2001), which
was listed in the exhibition’s map of public artworks.
Originally situated in three locations, Gormley’s cruciform
cast-iron figures were subject to graffiti, fire, and vandal-
ism, functioning as “a poultice, draw[ing] out what was
already present in the public mind about the place.”4

Only one of Gormley’s figures remains, with no trace of its
turbulent history visible on its surface. Benign in its new
location as a touristic landmark outside the Millennium
Forum Theatre, in the newly zoned inner-city shopping
district, its lack of meaning in this context seems almost
unbearably moving.

Taking place in the here and now, walking tours facil-
itated by Seamus Nolan aimed at collectively seeking out
View Points (2012) of the city. Invited to wander, visitors
were able to take in the sights from a range of perspec-
tives, including Austins Department Store, a grand
Edwardian building offering  panoramic views of the city.
Later, an elevated vantage point from the north city wall
toward the Bogside (a large, predominantly Catholic
inner-city housing estate) revealed a community visibly
tribalized at the edges with gable-end nationalist murals.
Such spectacles are physical signifiers of an omnipresent
specter in the North: the legacy of the Troubles. Since the
Good Friday Agreement in 1998, a delicate balance of
concealment and disclosure regarding the region’s mili-
tarized past has been crucial to the peace-building
process. Returning to Smith’s thesis and his image of the
city as a “co-conspirator in its own visual culture,” then
potentially the “aftermath” for Derry/Londonderry made
contemporary and safe with cultural quarters and shop-
ping districts plays out under the gaze of regeneration
and culture-branding. The success of this venture will be
determined by a vital engagement between art and civic
space, with Derry’s vibrant art initiatives playing a central
role. In developing knowledge that grows out of this social
situation, repositioning in relation to unknown and unsta-
ble things (as counters to economic processes that seek
to solidify and quantify5), providing multiple readings and
generating vantage points, a role for the artist as negotia-
tor in this era of contemporaneity will be consolidated,
with such reawakening in the present determining future
notions of place.

—Joanne Laws
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While many midcentury American designers and archi-
tects have become household names, the importance
and influence of Eero Saarinen should not be over-
looked. With Eero Saarinen: A Reputation for Innovation,
a traveling exhibition that was on view at the Los Angeles
Architecture + Design Museum from October 5, 2012, to
January 3, 2013, Curator Mina Marefat, an architect and
architectural historian, focuses on his complex and
remarkable career.

The show spotlights Saarinen’s professional life and
monumental midcentury design. At 29, Saarinen was
catapulted into architectural fame when he and his
father—Eliel Saarinen, Finnish-born architect and
renowned president of Cranbrook Academy of Art�won
the design competition for the Smithsonian Gallery of Art
(1939, unbuilt), an ambitious project intended to rival
New York’s Museum of Modern Art. In Marefat’s exhibit,
the young architect’s career unfolds chronologically,
culminating with the Dulles Airport (Chantilly, Virginia,
1958–1962), which Saarinen believed to be his best
work. As with any architecture exhibit, however, convey-
ing the spatial experience of enormous structures is
inherently difficult, and the limited information presented
in the small galleries of the Architecture + Design
Museum could have left a viewer wanting more. 

Marefat’s tour of Saarinen’s career starts small, with
quick-read wall texts and small images focusing on his
quick rise to fame. The featured photographs, posters,
and drawings were often awash in bright light at the Los
Angeles venue, and the airiness and high visibility of 
the installation captured a sense of midcentury style. For
an L.A. viewer, the installation’s clean lines and  unclut-
tered spaces conveyed the same visual practicality
found in Saarinen’s work. The exhibition concluded with
the largest photographs—a suite of digitally scanned
banners that attempts to convey the dramatic monu-
mentality of Dulles Airport, the Gateway Arch (St. Louis,
1947, constructed 1961–1966), and the TWA Terminal
(New York, 1956).

As the viewer stands before each image, a shared
vision is obvious: sweeping lines, dynamic structural
curves, inside/outside visibility, and a machine-like
rationalism. Sited in vast landscapes, the buildings are
monumental, their scale in tune with Saarinen’s personal
goal to make architecture larger and prouder. Although
these photographs are accompanied by informative
essays that outline Saarinen’s goals, there is little
mention of the buildings’ historic importance or innova-
tion. Ultimately, it is these documentary images alone
that showcase Saarinen’s brilliant buildings. 

Marefat saved the best in show for last with Dulles
Airport. It was Saarinen’s pride and joy�the first airport
designed specifically for jet planes�and its opening in
1962 signaled the start of the jet age. Saarinen believed

EERO SAARINEN
LOS ANGELES


