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Abstract  

This research explores the spatial options that exist beyond conventional dualisms. 

Specifically, this exegesis is the result of four years of studio and theoretical research 

surrounding the research question: How can a Third Spatial Position enable 

contemporary art practice to move beyond conventional spatial dialectics? 

This research is organised around four major components. Firstly, I introduce a series 

of theoretical findings to demonstrate the possible existence of a Third Spatial Position 

that is based on in-between space, and can be described as transitional, situational, 

open and indeterminate. Secondly, I examine the role of space in major shifts of art 

practice since 1960 to demonstrate that spatial dualisms featured prominently in 

these art practices and limited their attempt to contextualise themselves outside of the 

boundaries conventionally ascribed to art. Thirdly, I provide an analysis of key 

contemporary artworks by international artists that demonstrate an uneasy 

relationship with spatial dualisms and substantial tendencies towards adopting a 

Third Spatial Position. Finally, I provide an overview of my own studio output over the 

course of my candidature. As I describe, these works deconstruct the physical and 

conceptual structure of spatial representation, through emphasising the indeterminate 

and open nature of space, thus revealing the Third Spatial Position. 
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Introduction  

Art Historian Peter Osborne observes that in the 1980s and early 1990s, there was a 

shift in focus from time to spatial relations that “distinguish[ed] postmodernist from 

modernist theory” (Osborne 2001, 186). Following on from this comment, can a new 

spatial logic allow contemporary art practice to, in turn, be distinguished from 

postmodernism? This research proposes a concept I call the ‘Third Spatial Position’, 

which distinguishes contemporary spatial understanding from that of previous art 

movements. The aim of this thesis is to identify the presence of this spatial 

understanding within some current art practices, including my own, and to 

demonstrate its potential.  

The binary spatial logics of here and there, inside and outside, up and down, and 

centre and periphery form the preliminary understanding of spatial definitions. The 

present research investigates the possibility of a Third Spatial Position that disrupts 

and goes beyond these dichotomised terms. The proposed Third Spatial Position is not 

restricted to the fusion of two oppositional concepts, but is a position that exists 

independently, and does not have to adhere to the existing binary tensions. 

 

I will introduce and analyse a series of artworks that have an ‘uneasy’ relationship 

with dualistic spatial representation and interpretation, which implies a third spatial 

instance. The studio practice of this research takes the approaches of deconstruction 

and reconstitution, comparison and contrast to focus on the transitional space 

between spatial oppositions. The in-between space constructed in the studio works is 

intended to contextualise the audience’s onsite spatial experience and to form a third 

position beyond the existing spatial binaries. As such, this Third Spatial Position can 

be described as indeterminate, situational and tentative. 

 

I examine the work of a selection of theorists to illustrate these properties. This 

research particularly draws from the French Marxist philosopher and sociologist 

Henri Lefebvre’s concepts of ‘double illusion’ and ‘lived space’, and American political 

geographer Edward Soja’s theory of ‘Thirdspace’, as well as the works of Spanish 

sociologist Manuel Castells, French philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychiatrist Félix 

Guattari, French literary critic Bruno Bosteels, French philosopher Michel Foucault, 
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and Jacques Derrida to consider the possibility of indeterminate, situational and 

transitional characteristics of space. In the course of this exegesis, I argue that 

Minimalism, the Fluxus movement, and Conceptual art, as forerunners of 

postmodernist art practice, all favour dualistic interpretations that do not allow a third 

spatial option. I contrast this with a tendency found among the work of contemporary 

artists who seek additional spatial options, and demonstrate how my own work also 

experiments with this possibility.  

 

I named the Third Spatial Position thus because I wished to extend Soja’s concept of 

Thirdspace to a position beyond traditional spatial dialectics to offer an ‘other than’ 

option. As this other is based on neither of the binary options, the third position still 

paradoxically relates to the binary, together forming an open yet critical trialectical 

spatial relationship.  

 

By these means, I hope that art that requires the viewer to become aware of the Third 

Spatial Position can keep spatial representation alive and critical of any established 

definitions. Being labelled as a ‘position’ reflects that the Third Spatial Position doesn’t 

necessarily have a designated location to operate within; rather, it is an intellectual 

position from which to recognise the options and possibilities beyond existing 

dichotomised spatial definitions. I will now give a brief chapter outline. 

 

In Chapter 1, I relay how my adjustment to feelings of dislocation in Australia as a 

Chinese migrant brought about insights in my work into the inadequacy of binary 

characterisations, such as home and abroad, and examine a series of spatial theories 

and ideas that may help to explain this inadequacy. Drawing on Lefebvre’s (1991) 

critical view of space as the product of social and political developments of human 

society, this chapter introduces three crucial concepts that have informed my art 

practice: what Lefebvre calls the spatial ‘double illusion’; the concept of the spatial 

triad; and Lefebvre’s concept of ‘lived space’, which is the first type of third spatial 

option that I adopt in my own spatial analysis. Lefebvre’s spatial triad, as a theory that 

goes beyond the conceptual and physical attributes of space, is further reconstituted 

through Soja's notion of Thirdspace into a spatial logic that is both inclusive and 

critical. 
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The chapter concludes with a discussion of a range of theorisations of space that may 

contribute to the characterisation of the Third Spatial Position. Transitional, 

interchanging, and shifting aspects of space are examined through Castells’s concept of 

‘the space of flows’ (2000), and Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of spatial 

transition between the ‘smooth and striated’. Foucault’s ‘heterotopia’ (1986) is cited to 

consider in-between spatial instances, which, despite being transitional, tentative and 

experiential, can maintain a position among other spatial realities. 

The relevance of in-betweenness to the Third Spatial Position is further examined 

through the concept of ‘non-place’ drawn from Bosteels’s (2003) re-interpretation of 

poststructuralist theory in order to characterise in-between space as a more 

conceptual, rather than a physical, position. Lastly, in this chapter, I refer to Derrida’s 

text Parergon (1987) to investigate the ‘absent’ link between artwork and the context.  

 

Chapter 2 examines the critical role of spatiality in the development of the major art 

movements since the American art critic Clement Greenberg’s renowned essay 

“Modernist Painting” (1961). It considers the modernist concerns of surface and shape 

in relation to the canvas as the first awareness of the artwork’s physical presence in 

space. It argues that modernist experimentation was limited within the constraints of 

the medium, yet, through contextual isolation, modernist artworks also demonstrated 

a deliberately passive relationship to their surrounding space. 

 

By examining Minimalist sculptures, the research will demonstrate that the spatial 

contextualisation of these artists was also a backlash against Greenberg’s notion of 

‘medium specificity’. I will argue that in these works, the spatial contextualisation 

between artwork and exhibition space remains physical and formalistic, and the 

spatial interpretation essentially resorts to the dialectic tensions between the artwork 

and exhibition site. 

 

The investigation of spatiality extends to Conceptual art, since, in some of its prime 

examples, space has been dematerialised through language and text. The chapter will 

also touch on the stance of postmodernist art practice in relation to the 
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combinational, eclectic, and inclusive approach encompassing different ideas and 

dimensionalities. Here I will contest that by advocating spatial confusions and 

juxtaposition, postmodernist approaches reinforce the illusory nature of space. I also 

re-position Soja’s Thirdspace theory to stress the importance in establishing a third 

position that allows the critical re-evaluation of binary positions, meanwhile also 

allowing other possibilities and interpretations to exist. 

 

In Chapter 3, I analyse contemporary artworks produced by key international artists 

in order to identify a tendency towards a new spatial orientation. Using various 

approaches, these artists demonstrate substantial tendencies and similar concerns 

towards the discourse of the Third Spatial Position in their respective aesthetic 

productions. Through analysing the structure of these artworks, I demonstrate the 

criticality of the third spatial option in relation to the artwork’s physical construction 

and conceptual intention. Artists discussed include Katherina Grosse, Jens Wolf, Liam 

Gillick, Darren Almond, and Gabriel Orozco. 

 

Following on from this discussion, in Chapter 4, I explore and evaluate the studio 

works I developed during my research. I will focus on how the Third Spatial Position 

can be identified and immersed in the spatial construction and process of artworks. 

The studio works demonstrate the development of a range of art forms and mediums, 

such as digital printing, sculpture and video installation that are positioned from 

various perspectives to demonstrate the deconstruction of the spatial binaries.  

 

Through the initial formalist approach of deconstructing the physical and conceptual 

structure of spatial representation, and emphasising the independence of in-between 

space, these works intend to demonstrate the possibility of an alternative option that 

can and does exist alongside dichotomised spatial arguments.  
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Chapter 1: Exploring the Third Spatial Option 
 

Australia, an island continent surrounded by the sea, is often regarded as the ‘bottom’ 

of the world. Distanced from the majority of countries, its geographical isolation and 

vast open space have given rise to my awareness of spatiality and the meaning it 

represents. As I am a Chinese migrant, the physical and psychological distances 

between my ‘old home’ and ‘new country’ were the primary factors in my adjustment 

to Australia, which has been an ongoing process that keeps me from committing to the 

dichotomised concepts of ‘here’ or ‘there’, or ‘us’ and ‘them’.  

 

For some years, I have found myself in a position that is between China and 

Australia—I relate to both places, but do not belong to either. To this extent, national 

boundary and spatial identity are secondary to my interpretation of space and its 

meaning. My personal experience frees me from the physical and political constraints 

of traditional spatial definitions, and I am a person living in between these definitions 

and boundaries, constantly seeking ways to redefine my own position and place. 

However, unlike many postcolonial artists, I have chosen to explore this conundrum in 

abstract metaphysical terms rather than as a culturally specific political project. This is 

because I believe that such a strategy would avoid the inevitable return of dialectical 

opposition and consequent production of new stereotypes inherent in any specific 

political action. 

 

The personal adaptation of a spatial independence has assisted in my maintaining 

certain non-conformist and critical attitudes towards general and conventional spatial 

interpretations and representations. I view my spatial position as a constant process 

of defining and redefining, and my migrant experience has resulted in notions such as 

in-between and ‘otherness’ becoming integral to my conscious self-positioning. This 

aspect of my ‘position’ has developed into the investigation of the ‘Third Spatial 

Position’ in my art practice, which forms the argument of this thesis. This research 

investigates ways in which spatial representation can challenge conventional 

dichotomised spatial concepts through simply identifying the possibility of a Third 

Spatial Position that is critically open to interpretations other than those that are 

produced through the binary debates. Unlike many artists driven by postcolonial 
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political motivations, I do not desire to reverse the values of a dichotomy or to 

supplant one of its terms. I use the term ‘third’ because I identify with a spatial 

position that is entirely alternative to spatial terms, such as here/there, 

inside/outside, central/marginal, physical/conceptual, etc. 

 
In 2000, I painted What Is on the Other Side of the Bush? (figure 1), in which green 

monochromatic paint occupies most of the canvas. What is left is a small section of 

unpainted canvas that leads the viewer to guess the scenery beyond the ‘bushland’. 

Here the bushland, represented by the opacity of green paint, is acting as a wall or 

screen to disconnect the viewer from the space beyond the representation.  

 

This painting demonstrates my early interest in questioning spatial representation. 

The physical occupation of paint on canvas often acts as an object that obscures a 

space beyond the paint application. Thus, when an artist applies paint onto a canvas to 

represent an idea or a space, the painting process simultaneously denies the 

possibilities of the existence of other ideas and spaces. In the fast-changing context of 

the contemporary world and the vast space that exists beyond the canvas, such 

representation becomes arbitrary; the spatiality is self-referential and limited. This 

realisation, which I discovered through painting, set the foundation of my 

investigation of spatial representation in art.  

 

                      
Figure 1 Paul Bai What Is on the Other Side of the Bush? 2000, oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm  
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More than Physical and Conceptual 
 
Henri Lefebvre and Edward Soja provide the primary theoretical reference for my 

investigation of space in contemporary art practice. In The Production of Space (1991), 

Lefebvre proposes that the space we perceive in everyday living is the product of 

social development that is designed to meet the needs of political dominance, 

economical demand, and religious belief. Lefebvre compares maps of an 

underdeveloped country area in southern France of 1973 to demonstrate the 

production of space in relation to its natural context: 

 

… if one turns from tourist maps to a map of operational and projected military 
installations in southern France, it will readily be seen that this vast area, which has been 
earmarked, except for certain well-defined areas, for tourism, for national parks—that is, 
for economic and social decline—is also destined for heavy use by a military which finds 
such peripheral regions ideal for its diverse purposes. (Lefebvre 1991, 84)  

 

Lefebvre reveals the dual functions of the rural landscape, alternatively serving 

recreational and military purposes. From comparing the two types of maps, it is 

obvious that nature has been measured and defined according to human needs, or, as 

Lefebvre states, 

 

These spaces are produced. The ‘raw material’ from which they are produced is nature. 
They are products of an activity, which involves the economic and technical realms but 
which extends well beyond them, for these are also political products and strategic 
spaces. (Lefebvre 1991, 84)  

 

Here, space is not a natural entity, but a concept that is realised through artificial 

constructions, such as buildings and cities. Even map or paintings allow spatiality to be 

manifest through lines, boundaries and perspectives. As one views and perceives the 

dimensionalities of the constructs, there is also a sense of the existence of space. For 

example, in figure 2, which is an image of a cityscape, the straight lines of buildings 

and streets form a spatial perspective that delineates the volume of a city space. Could 

this space be at all perceivable without these buildings and their rectilinear form? 
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Figure 2 Image of a cityscape. Source: http://imgkid.com/perspective-photography-buildings.shtml 
 

In addition to conceptual qualities that can be expressed through measurements and 

titles, space also can be seen as physically defined, as it needs material presence to 

actualise its existence. Thus, space occupies both conceptual and physical aspects. 

However, Lefebvre finds this explanation both simplistic and problematic. The 

conceptual and physical properties of space form a binary relationship, and, for 

Lefebvre, this is not sufficient to interpret space to its full extent, since it confines 

spatiality into abstract representations on both conceptual and physical levels. 

Lefebvre criticises such binary tension as the ‘double illusion’ in spatial recognition, 

saying: 

 

If it is true (social) space is a (social) product, how is this fact concealed? The answer is: 
by a double illusion, each side of which refers back to the other, reinforces the other, and 
hides behind the other. These two aspects are the illusion of transparency on the one 
hand and the illusion of opacity, or ‘realistic’ illusion, on the other. (Lefebvre 1991, 27) 
 
 

As Lefebvre continues, the ‘illusion of transparency’  
 

… goes hand in hand with a view of space as innocent, as free of traps or secret places. 
Anything hidden or dissimulated—and hence dangerous—is antagonistic to transparency, 
under whose rein everything can be taken in by a single glance from that mental eye 
which illuminates whatever it contemplates … an encrypted reality becomes readily 
decipherable thanks to the intervention first of speech and then of writing. (Lefebvre 
1991, 28)  
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The concept of ‘double illusion’ is a key critical tool for the present investigation. 

‘Transparency’ in this context refers to the clear visibility of a spatial construct that is 

confirmed by mental recognition. Lefebvre deconstructs the existence of space by 

pointing out that spatial reality is encrypted by the codes of language and writing, 

which are already the direct result of a mental process. The ‘illusion of transparency’ 

can thus be interpreted as spatial recognition based on conceptualisation and 

visualisation. Yet, Lefebvre also interrogates what he terms the ‘realistic illusion’, 

which is “the illusion of natural simplicity … the mistaken belief that ‘things’ have 

more of an existence than the ‘subject’, his thought and his [sic] desires” (Lefebvre 

1991, 29). Here, Lefebvre proposes that the misconception of the materialisation of 

space is more ‘real’ than the conceptualisation of space. Soja describes this ‘realistic 

illusion’ as that which “… reduces spatial reality to empirically definable spatial 

practices, material or natural objects, to the geometry of things in themselves” (Soja 

1996, 157). In this, there are pitfalls in both the dualist notion of physical/conceptual 

space and the monist notion of purely physical space. 

Although the ‘illusion of transparency’ and the ‘realistic illusion’ appear to be 

antagonistic, Lefebvre argues that, “on the contrary, each illusion embodies and 

nourishes the other” (Lefebvre 1991, 30). Here the ‘illusion of transparency’ as the 

conceptualisation and visualisation of space needs the physical realisation to confirm 

its existence, and, also, the materialisation of space requires language and text for it to 

be recognised. These two dimensions of spatial representation are co-related and 

support each other. By pointing out the theory of double illusion, Lefebvre regards 

both the conceptual and physical aspects of spatial representation as artificial and 

illusory. 

One could use an example of a Chinese imperial palace (figure 3) to illustrate the co-

existing and dialectical relationship between the illusion of transparency and the 

realist illusion: the former is represented through the sublime architectural elements, 

such as giant columns and tall red walls with yellow tiles that symbolise the majestic 

and superior status of the emperor, while the physical dimension of the palace 

contribute to the latter. In this instance, the political centre of Ancient China is 

symbolically constructed in both physical and conceptual terms.  
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Figure 3 The Forbidden City of China. 
Source: http://www.chinaodysseytours.com/special-topic-about-china/mystery-of-chinese-royal-
architecture.html 
 
However, Lefebvre argues that introducing a third option into spatial representation 

would steer spatial interpretation away from the entanglement of double illusions. In 

considering this, I have adopted what I call the Third Spatial Position, which is neither 

physical nor conceptual in description, for my theoretical and studio investigation. In 

the next section, I will describe how this proposed position attempts to extend beyond 

the spatial dialectics of double illusion by drawing on Lefebvre’s spatial triad and the 

notion of Thirdspace as elaborated by Soja. 

 

I am aware of the objections and criticisms poised towards Lefebvre’s theory on the 

construction and production of space. For example, in his text A Waste of Space? 

Towards a Critique of the Social Production of Space … (2000), British geographer Tim 

Unwin argues that Lefebvre tends to disrupt space–time’s binary relationship through 

elevating the position of space over time. He writes, “In giving the dominance to space, 

Lefebvre has dangerously reduced the significance of time” (Unwin 2000, 22). Unwin’s 

argument may be valid, though his criticism on Lefebvre’s is distant to this research 
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that investigates the proposed Third Spatial Position in contemporary art practice and 

also takes into consideration notions of movement and flow such as that theorised by 

Castells and also by Deleuze and Guattari.  

 
 

The Third Position 
 

Lefebvre’s claim that space is produced through nature, which is the context that 

exists prior to and hosts the spatial construction, suggests that whether or not the 

constructed space exists, a natural context should always exist independent of all 

spatial representations. This natural context shouldn’t be confused with the ‘natural 

space’, which is also the result of spatial construction. The natural space is not natural. 

Like national parks, it is managed and demarcated by humans, and only dialectically 

placed in opposition to built geometrical spatial structures. Humans disguise nature 

through architectural objects, cities, boundaries, and other measurable entities where 

spatial relationships appear. The original natural context has no spatial definitions, 

but human space adds definitions to it. This does not mean the natural context has 

disappeared, but rather that it is overlayed by the forms of spatial construction. As US-

based phenomenologist John Lutterbie observes, 

 

…Lefebvre acknowledges a natural world, albeit a fragmentary one, that exists prior to 
the intervention of human beings, but it is only revealed (and concealed) in the process of 
its inhabitation. (Lutterbie 2001, 124) 

 
 

According to this view, the natural world preceding human inhabitation was not 

spatially defined—there was no evident up and down, left or right, inside and outside, 

etc. Such a spatial context is a curious reality that is hidden by the later spatial 

structures, yet it is crucial and fundamental to spatial construction. This is also where 

I try to establish the Third Spatial Position in my studio works. By emphasising the 

neutral and indeterminate spatial moment or position within a structure, I aim to 

keep the artwork’s spatial interpretation open, and to offer options that are additional 

to conventional spatial dialectics. Conversely, if a spatial interpretation or 

representation keeps avoiding to acknowledge the pre-context of spatial construction, 

as Lefebvre’s concept of ‘double illusion’ indicates it does, the spatial representation 
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must remain forever trapped in binary oppositions, such as physical/conceptual, 

inside/outside, subject/object, etc. 

 
The Third Spatial Position that I propose shares its open character and alternative 

stance to binary oppositions with Soja’s concept of Thirdspace. In his book 

Thirdspace: Journey to Los Angeles and Other Real and Imagined Places (1996), Soja 

expounds the theory of Thirdspace, which he describes as being:  

 

Designed not just to critique Firstspace (physical) and Secondspace (conceptual) modes 
of thought, but also to reinvigorate their approaches to spatial knowledge with new 
possibilities heretofore unthought of inside the traditional spatial disciplines. (Soja 
1996, 81) 

 
 
Soja not only demonstrates his openness to other spatial options beyond the spatial 

dichotomies of physical and conceptual, but also highlights his deconstructive and 

reconstitutive approach in spatial analysis, which is also key to my method in 

demonstrating the Third Spatial Position in an artwork. As Soja’s Thirdspace is also 

informed by Lefebvre’s spatial notion of Representational space (lived space), it is 

vital to consider the spatial triad discussed by Lefebvre.  

 

To break out of the binary lock of double illusion, Lefebvre introduces the spatial triad 

that encompasses both physical and conceptual spaces and also includes a third 

element, the space that is actually experienced by the inhabitants: ‘lived space’. He 

terms the three spatial concepts that constitute the triad in spatial analysis as: spatial 

practice, representations of space and representational space.  

 

According to Lefebvre, spatial practice (which he also calls ‘perceived space’) is the 

material realisation of space that is physically measureable and perceivable, “which 

embraces production and reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial sets 

characteristic of each social formation” (Lefebvre 1991, 33). It materialises space into 

visually recognisable forms, such as the city, buildings, parks, etc. Representations of 

space (‘conceived space’) involve the conceptualisation of space that is defined by 

codes and signs often associated with town planners and architects. Lastly, the 

representational space is the space that is associated with lived experience—Lefebvre 
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also refers to it as the space that is lived: “Space as directly lived through its associated 

images and symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’ … It overlays 

physical space, making symbolic use of its objects” (Lefebvre 1991, 39, original 

emphasis). 

 

The representational space described by Lefebvre (which I call ‘lived space’) is the 

third element that breaks the deadlock of double illusion in spatial interpretation. The 

‘user’s’ lived experience enables them to perceive space both physically (through 

direct relations to the physical construct) and conceptually (by making symbolic use 

according to the signs and codes). Their ‘lived space’ has equal importance to the 

other two spatial dimensions, as it delivers the meaning of space to the participant, 

and, without this experience, their spatial construction has no significance. (As I 

stated previously, my migrant experience has helped me to gain the consciousness of 

a spatial position that belongs to neither homeland nor the new hosting country; such 

experience-based spatial understanding is similar to the concept of ‘lived space’. This 

‘lived space’ is also central to my identification of the Third spatial Position, which 

assumes a temporal and situational spatial position.) One’s lived experience also 

allows participants to perceive space with criticality and to judge space’s physical and 

conceptual value through actual interactions. As Soja points out, 

 

These lived spaces are the terrain for the generation of ‘counterspaces’, spaces of 
resistance to the dominant order arising precisely from their subordinate, peripheral or 
marginalised positioning. (Soja 1996, 68) 
 
 

‘Lived space’ is not a designated space; it is situational and changeable, and it fully 

depends on the user’s experience and interpretation of the space: “Lived space is 

elusive, so elusive that thought and conception want to master it, need to appropriate 

and dominate it” (Merrifield 2006, 110). Thus, ‘lived space’ is more of an experiential 

realm that relates to both physical and conceptual spatial determinants; as Lefebvre 

writes, “… it may be directional, situational or relational, because it is essentially 

qualitative, fluid and dynamic” (Lefebvre 1991, 42).  

 

Figure 4 illustrates how a public space may be experienced differently by various 

types of people at once. The image shows businessmen, Asian tourists, fashion 
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models, and a homeless man. Due to their different social and cultural backgrounds, 

these peoples’ experience and relations to the location are varied and situational. 

Therefore, the meaning of the place is temporal and situational inasmuch it relates to 

the ‘lived space’ of its casual occupants. It is qualitative, as each experience is 

different, and it is fluid and dynamic because the spatial participants are constantly in 

movement. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4 Street photo of New York Fashion Week. Photo: Lucas Jackson/Reuters. 
Source: http://www.oystermag.com/new-york-fashion-week-fashionistas-photobomb-homeless-man-bitch-
slaps-at-zac-posen  

 
As suggested by this photo, ‘lived space’ can be interpreted through various spatial 

participants; yet, despite the different types of ‘lived space’ on display, it is the 

experiential dimension that constitutes the third spatial option, rather than the 

physical and conceptual construct of space. The experiential, situational and tentative 

characteristics of ‘lived space’ and its third position in relation to spatial binaries are 

also used in describing my proposed Third Spatial Position. In my studio works, the 

‘lived space’ reference offers the audience an option to choose whether he/she wants 

to agree with the represented spatial dichotomy, or abandon the represented spatial 

binary altogether. The ‘lived space’ in my works mainly associates with an in-between 

spatial moment, where the audience can pause and consider all of the spatial options. 

As my studio works primarily operate within the monochrome painting tradition, the 
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in-between spatial moments often result in a formalistic gap between the artworks’ 

conceptual and physical representations of space. 

 

To counter binary restrictions and emphasise the importance of a third option, Soja 

amplifies the concept of ‘lived space’ in Lefebvre’s spatial triune through the concept 

he calls ‘Thirdspace’. As Soja articulates, 

 

I have chosen to call this new awareness Thirdspace and to initiate its evolving definition 
by describing it as a product of a ‘thirding’ of the spatial imagination, the creation of other 
mode of thinking about space that draws upon the material and mental spaces of the 
traditional dualism but extend well beyond them in scope, substance, and meaning. 
Simultaneously real and imagined and more … (Soja 1996, 11)  
 

 
Soja’s Thirdspace not only includes physical and conceptual modes of representation 

of space, but it also opens up to other spatial interpretations. Like ‘lived space’, 

Thirdspace is also active, but as a spatial context that allows both creative and critical 

spatial thinking to exist.  

 
The following is an example of Thirdspace. When artist Rirkrit Tiravanija sets up a 

restaurant in an art gallery (figure 5), his intention is to confuse audiences with the 

roles and spaces of an art gallery and a social eating venue. The problem is the work 

only leaves the audience with two oppositional choices. Here, the tension between the 

gallery space and a restaurant setting can limit spatial interpretation. However, there 

is always a third option; for example, a homeless person could come to the gallery, 

ignore the spatial confusion or contrast created by the artist, and just enjoy the air 

conditioning, and the fact that it is a cool space to take a nap that has no particular 

spatial connotations, or he/she can enjoy all three spatial connotations at once. To 

this extent, the Thirdspace is an open spatial context that could both include and 

reject the spatial binaries. Amplifying the possibility of such a contingency is therefore 

important for realising what I have called the Third Spatial Position. 
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Figure 5 Rirkrit Tiravanija Untitled 1992/1995/2007/2011 (Free/Still), 1992/1995/2007/2011–, 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Source: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/30/arts/design/some-favorite-things-not-hanging-on-a-
wall.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
 
Sites for a Thirdspace can be diverse, for example, a barbershop, where locals can 

come and go or stay for chat. Beside the shop’s everyday business activities, the shop 

space can also be used for other purposes, ranging from a marriage proposal to a 

regular meeting place for retired community members, or even some clandestine 

activities. The above examples aim to emphasise that the third option is crucial in 

opening up any dichotomised spatial representation and can be critical to the existing 

spatial settings. As Soja describes it: 

 
Thirding introduces a critical ‘other-than’ choice that speaks and critiques through its 
otherness. That is to say, it does not derive simply from an additive combination of its 
binary antecedents but rather from a disordering, deconstruction, and tentative 
reconstitution of their presumed totalisation producing an open alternative that is both 
similar and strikingly different. (Soja 1996, 61)  

 
 
Here, Soja suggests the identification of a third option should not only be seen as an 

adding process to the existing binary structure, but as a third component that 

produces a heuristic disruption, allowing one to critically re-assess the current 

conditions, and become open to other options beyond an existing binary spatial 

structure. The above two instances illustrate how the Thirdspace is situational, 

temporal, and can be critical and subversive at the same time. The abandonment and 
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denial of existing spatial binaries is also an option in my studio works, which I do by 

providing a gap or an in-between space within the artwork itself. 

 

As I have explained here, the Thirdspace is a spatial moment rather than a physical 

place; it might take an actual location to realise it, but it is not permanent. Lefebvre’s 

spatial triad and Soja’s Thirdspace together provide theoretical reference for this 

research to identify the Third Spatial Position constructed in my studio works, such as 

my work Up/Down (Sunrise/Sunset) 2012 (figure 6).  

 

 
Figure 6 Paul Bai Up/Down (Sunrise/Sunset) 2012, digital prints on paper, 72x 72 cm each. 
 

Physical space is represented by the prints’ material existence and spatial occupation, 

while the conceptualisation of space is manifested through the orange colour that 

symbolises the light of sunset or sunrise and the prints’ orientations. The gap in 

between the prints represents a third spatial instance that is also directly connected 

to the exhibition site where the audience stands. This in-between space is undefined 

for its orientation; it is neither up nor down, but it also enables the spatial oppositions 

between the prints. By being spatially connected to the in-between space, the 
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audience can directly sense the indeterminacy of the prints’ spatial positions and the 

openness of the in-between space. The in-between space and its indeterminacy of 

spatial orientation is the Third Spatial Position I endeavour to identify in this work. It 

connects the existing spatial dualisms and also maintains an independent and un-

defined status; here, the in-between space and the existing spatial dichotomy form an 

inclusive yet also critical spatial context that is similar to Soja’s Thirdspace.  

 
In comparison to the more socially orientated examples that I employed to illustrate 

Lefebvre’s lived space and Soja’s Thirdspace, I take abstract and formalistic 

approaches to identify the Third Spatial Position in my studio practice. Whether social 

or abstract, these examples share a similar strategy; that is, to deconstruct the 

conventional spatial binaries and to suggest a third spatial option.  

 
In the following sections, I introduce some additional concepts that help to identify a 

Third Spatial Position.  While they will be detailed at length, briefly put, Castells’ 

concept of the space of flows accentuates the transitional and mobile characters in 

spatial definitions. Foucault’s concept of heterotopia assists the identification of the 

Third Spatial Position through attention to in-between and transitional positions. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of smooth and striated space allow attention to the 

interchangeable nature of spatial definition. And their recognition of ‘holey’ space 

suggests a third spatial option beside the dichotomy between the smooth and striated 

spaces. I borrow from Bosteels’s interpretation of non-place to emphasise the 

conceptuality of the proposed Third Spatial Position. Lastly, in this chapter, by 

referencing the idea of sans in Derrida’s text Parergon, I focus on the gap between 

spatial oppositions, as the gap offers an indeterminate yet crucial status to a dualistic 

spatial representation. 

 
 

Mobilised Space 
 
Lefebvre’s definition of lived space as the third spatial element is constituted by the 

participant’s onsite experience. Following this idea, my proposed Third Spatial 

Position also relates to the audience’s active spatial experience in situ, so it is 

potentially situational and mobile. As Anna Luz observes: 
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Mobility and the mobile act of transition between spaces usually creates an ‘other’ place 
in space, which is neither the place from where it originally came (the departure point) 
nor the place which it is the objective of situation (the arrival point), but it is related to 
both. (Luz 2004, 148)  
 

 
Luz identifies a third spatial platform by focusing on the in-between moment of the 

transition between space and its mobile character, yet also maintaining an 

independent position that relates to the spatial dualism within the construct. Luz sees 

the potentiality of a third spatial option beyond the here/there binaries that occurs 

through mobility. Similarly, Soja writes that 

 

In its broadest sense, Thirdspace is a purposefully tentative and flexible term that 
attempts to capture what is actually a constantly shifting and changing milieu of ideas, 
events, appearances, and meanings. (Soja 1996, 2)  

 
 

The mobility of space is further emphasised in Castells’ book The Rise of the Network 

Society (2000), where he writes,  

 

The Information Age is ushering in a new urban form, the informational city … I shall 
argue that, because of the nature of new society, based upon knowledge, organised 
around networks, and partly made up of flows, the informational city is not a form but a 
process, a process characterised by the structural domination of the space of flows. 
(Castells 2000, 429)  

 
 
Castells does not identifiy space in the traditional sense of being territorial, localised, 

or geographically defined, but as informational and transposable due to the 

development of information technology and global capitalism. Space does not operate 

as a stable form, but as a process that is constantly evolving and transforming through 

informational networks. Like Lefebvre’s representations of space, Castells also 

recognises the conceptual aspect of spatial construction; yet, for Castells, information 

and meaning define spatial existence, with elements easily transferred to other 

locations through informational networks.  

 
Castells not only emphasises the informational nature of space, but also accentuates 

the crucial role of space participants, through their recognition and participation of 

the site.  
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Spatial forms and processes are formed by the dynamics of the overall social structure. 
This includes contradictory trends derived from conflicts and strategies between social 
actors playing out their opposing interests and values. (Castells 2000, 441) 

 
 
Castells’ social actor or participant experiences the actual activity that contributes to 

spatial meaning and its subsequent identification. Both Castells’ dependence on 

spatial participants and Lefebvre’s contextualisation with spatial inhabitants 

demonstrate the essential role of human participation in spatial identification. In this 

research, the Third Spatial Position is also activated through the audience’s onsite 

involvement with the visual work’s spatial context. Although Castells notices the role 

of social actors in the spatial identification process, his concept of the space of flows is 

mainly focused on the immateriality of space, and its transitional and mobile qualities.  

The transitional and temporal characteristics of Castells’ definition of space 

correspond to the essence of both Lefebvre’s lived space and Soja’s Thirdspace, which 

are situational and relational through human participation. As will be discussed in the 

following chapters, the mobile and transitional qualities of space are evident in the 

artworks of Katharina Grosse, Darren Almond and myself. 

 
Heterotopia 

Foucault’s heterotopia opens up the possibilities of a third spatial instance to exist 

between oppositional places. Furthermore, it demonstrates a liminal spatial moment 

that is very close to the indeterminate status of the proposed Third Spatial Position 

that is the focus of my studio practice. Like Soja’s Thirdspace or Lefebvre’s lived space, 

heterotopia can be described as a tentative and experiential spatial instance that 

maintains its own position among other spatial realities.  

 

In his essay “Of Other Spaces” (1986), Foucault identifies utopia as the site that has no 

real place. About heterotopias he writes, 

 

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilisation, real places—places that do 
exist and that are formed in the very founding of society—which are something like 
counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real 
sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 
inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to 
indicate their location in reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the 
sites that they reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, 
heterotopias. (Foucault 1986, 24)  
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What Foucault identifies is an in-between space; a spatial instance that relates to and 

reflects on other places, yet also maintains its own independent existence in reality.  

 

I believe that between utopias and these quite other sites, these heterotopias, there 
might be a sort of mixed, joint experience, which would be the mirror. The mirror is, 
after all, a utopia … But it is also a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in 
reality. (Foucault 1986, 24) 
 
 

While Foucault cites the mirror to establish the oppositional spatial dimensions of 

virtual and actual, he also points out that the mirror accentuates an in-between status 

of heterotopia as it can be the conduit between the actual and virtual. To this extent, 

the heterotopia can be seen as a third spatial instance that encompasses oppositional 

spatial values.  

 

Foucault’s heterotopias are often associated with physical sites and locations. 

Through the examples of cinema, hospital, motel, and holiday resorts etc., he 

demonstrates a spatial mode that can be temporally used and experienced but exist 

between other spatial realities. The temporal nature of a heterotopia also recalls the 

transitional and mobile qualities of space. At the end of his essay, Foucault poetically 

describes heterotopia, using the example of a boat. 

 

… the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exist by itself, that is 
closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that 
from port to port, tack to tack …The ship is the heterotopia par excellence. (Foucault 1986, 
27) 
 

 
Importantly, the boat is a finite space but also opens to other spatial imaginations as it 

floats in the spatial infinity of ocean. The space represented by the boat here is 

temporal and indeterminate, and it constantly searches and moves in between places. 

As Foucault states, the space of boat is ‘a place without a place’; this place is not like 

any established places with designated purposes. It is a transiting space, which can 

only exist through the movement between places. Foucault suggests an alternative 

spatial realm that is ‘outside of all places’, indeterminate in character and often 

resulting in the ‘nowhere’ in spatial definition, yet a space with reality and function. 
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Striated, Smooth, and Holey Spaces 

Deleuze and Guattari’s smooth and striated spaces may appear dualistic, but their 

transitional and mobile qualities demonstrate the interchangeability of spatial 

definitions and the indeterminacy of space. In particular, similar to my proposition of 

the Third Spatial Position, their suggestion of the existence of ‘holey’ space illustrates 

the potential of a third spatial instance beyond the spatial dualisms. 

 

In the chapter “1440: The Smooth and the Striated” of their book A Thousand Plateaus 

(Deleuze and Guattari 2004), the authors draw an interchangeable but oppositional 

relationship between striated and smooth spaces. According to them:  

 

The striated is that which intertwines fixed and variable elements, produces an order and 
succession of distinct forms, and organises horizontal melodic lines and vertical harmonic 
planes. The smooth is the continuous variation, continuous development of form; it is the 
fusion of harmony and melody in favor of the production of properly rhythmic values, the 
pure act of drawing of a diagonal across the vertical and the horizontal. (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2004, 528) 
 
 

Deleuze and Guattari deploy the examples of city and sea to demonstrate the 

interchangeable nature between striated and smooth spaces and their promiscuous 

roles in relations to each other. As a striated space, the city is divided by straight lines, 

and is organised with buildings and streets; yet, in the case of an urban nomad, the 

striation becomes irrelevant: 

 

A stroll by Henry Miller in Clichy or Brooklyn is a nomadic transit in smooth space; he 
makes the city disgorge a patchwork, differentials of speed, delays and accelerations, 
changes orientations, continuous variations … (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 532) 

 

The striation of the city becomes irrelevant for Miller, as his walk becomes the 

nomadic trace in a smooth space improvised with personal interest and thoughts. 

There are also much more powerful examples of smooth space reclaiming the city’s 

striated space—natural events, such as tsunamis, earthquakes, volcano explosions, 

and desert expansion, are constantly returning striation to smooth spaces.  

 

While the sea appears as a smooth natural space with no visible striations, it is a space 

demarcated through meridians, longitudes, latitudes and plotting. The sea is both a 
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striated and smooth space, and, as Deleuze and Guattari explain, strategic submarines 

and military satellites are the tools for diabolical powers to de-territorialise the 

striations of the sea and land in order to more comprehensively control the space. The 

constant interchanging process between the striated and smooth spaces seemingly 

dominates the authors’ spatial analysis: 

 

This demonstrates above all that there exist two non-symmetrical movements, one of 
which striates the smooth, and one of which re-imparts smooth space on the basis of the 
striated. (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 530) 

 

The smooth and striated space defined by Deleuze and Guattari is both 

interchangeable and dialectical. The antagonistic positions between the smooth and 

striated remain as the main structure of their argument. The shift between the striated 

and smooth appears to be persistent. As a result, the definition of space is in constant 

mobilisation and oscillation between these two proposed oppositional spatial notions. 

Although the smooth and striated space in Deleuze and Guattari’s findings may exist in 

a mixed state, it is unavoidable that the two spatial notions are locked in a form of 

dichotomy. The oscillation between the smooth and striated spaces is particularly 

evident in the works by land artists such as Robert Smithson and Richard Long, as 

their works are in the constant battle with the ‘smoothing process’ of nature. For 

example, Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) was built in a drought; when the water level 

returned to normal, it remained submerged under the water of the salt lake for thirty 

years, until resurfacing in 2004.  
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Figure 7 Richard Long A Line and Tracks in Bolivia, 1981. 
Source: http://www.richardlong.org/Sculptures/2011sculpupgrades/bolivia.html 

 

Long created the sculptural work A Line and Tracks in Bolivia (figure 7) through 

removing stones to make a line on the ground. The artist’s deployment of nature is 

such that his outdoor sculptures can exist only temporarily as the elements will 

inevitably smooth over the marks he has made. To this extent, the striated spatial 

forms in these artworks form a binary relationship to the natural space—the smooth 

space. The dualistic spatial tension between the smooth and striated is clear in these 

works. Although the works do not suggest a third spatial instance, their transitional 

nature between the smooth and striated demonstrates the uncertainty in spatial 

definitions. 

At the end of their chapter on smooth and striated space, Deleuze and Guattari point 

out the existence of ‘holey space’: “Moreover, there are still other kinds of space that 

should be taken into account, for example, holey space and the way it communicates 

with the smooth and the striated in different ways” (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 551). 

Through the introduction of holey space, the authors indicate there is a spatial option 

beside the smooth and striated that can be read as a third spatial instance in the terms 

I have already discussed. The emergence of a holey space is graphically explained: 
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An image from the film Strike (by Eisentein) presents a holey space where a disturbing 
group of people are rising, each emerging from his or her hole as if from a field mined in 
all directions. The sign of Cain is the corporeal and affective sign of the subsoil, passing 
through both striated land of sedentary space and the nomadic ground of smooth space 
without stopping at each one … (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 456) 

 

 
Figure 8 Strike 1925 (film still).  
Source: http://hyperstition.abstractdynamics.org/archives/2004_03.html 
 
The above quotation suggests the co-existing nature of holey space with striated and 

smooth spaces. As Deleuze and Guattari suggest, the holey space here is located in 

subsoil; it resists the striation from mapping, and also hides from the military 

satellite’s detection for de-territorialisation. The holey space becomes the unknown 

space in between the smooth and striation: it is negotiable, it can be anarchistic and 

subversive, it evades established spatial definitions and official maps. Its subversive 

position can only be maintained without being exposed to public knowledge. Although 

the holey space might exist secretly, its existence and criticality is nonetheless 

important to spatial understanding, as it represents a spatial reality that is neither 

smooth nor striated. The holey space may be seen as a third spatial option and 

independent to the spatial dialectics between striated and smooth. It holds a spatial 

position that is temporal and unpredictable to a dichotomised spatial structure. The 

unpredictable nature and unknown existence of holey space opens spatial 

understandings to other possibilities. To this extent, the holey space demonstrates 

similar qualities to the concept of Third Spatial Position, which also co-exists with 

spatial dualisms, and is indeterminate (unpredictable) and open to other spatial 

interpretations. 
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Non-place 

By focusing on the in-between space within structured places, the investigation of 

non-place in this section emphasises the liminal moment between changes. In this 

instance, the idea of in-between space is not merely a physical place, but, more 

importantly, represents an open and indeterminate conceptual position. This 

emphasis will accentuate the conceptuality of the proposed Third Spatial Position, and 

elevate my studio practice above formalist deconstruction.  

 

In his book Non-places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity (1992), 

French anthropologist Marc Augé uses the term ‘non-place’ to describe the places that 

have no specific historic identities or meanings, but are a construct of 

supermodernity, explaining: 

 
If a place can be defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space 
which cannot be defined accordingly will be a non-place. The hypothesis advanced here is 
that supermodernity produces non-places, meaning spaces which are not themselves 
anthropological places … do not integrate the earlier places: instead these are listed, 
classified, promoted to the status of ‘places of memory’, and assigned to a circumscribed 
and specific position. (Augé, cited in Bosteels 2003, 119) 
 

 
Augé sees the emergence of a new space that is outside the traditional structures of 

space with no historical references, and labels it ‘non-place’, and reduces its 

connotation to the places that are bound by physical locations. “Examples of these 

[non-places] would be airport terminals, service stations, supermarkets, malls, hotel 

chains …”, he writes (Augé, cited in Bosteels 2003, 119). Here Augé’s interpretation of 

non-place is only represented by the physical and textual identification of a place, just 

like any other conventional places that are entangled in the spatial double illusion. 

Other researchers, such as Osborne, see Augé’s non-place as being limited: 

 
For Augé, traveller’s space is the ‘archetype’ of non-place—Augé fails to press the concept 
of non-place beyond its abstractly negative determination, towards the idea of a new 
spatial logic. He leaves the concept of place in place. (Osborne 2001, 188) 

 

Osborne observes that while Augé sees the transiting places as a new type of spatial 

instance—namely, the non-place—he fails to acknowledge the conceptuality and 

potential significance of non-place in spatial understanding. Instead, Osborne argues, 
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Augé limits the interpretation of non-place to the physically defined transitional 

places that, in his view, have no particular meaning. 

   

The conceptual significance of non-place also appears in Robert J. C. Young’s attempt 

to emphasis the temporal and transitional quality of third space. From his description, 

the third space can be seen as the in-between space, although he reduces the physical 

existence of the proposed third space to a temporal site or spatial moment. However, 

he indirectly implies it is also a non-place that only can be experienced momentarily 

between events, saying:  

 
The third space is not a space, nor is it a place. If anything, it is a site, but even then it is 
not a site in the sense of a building site, somewhere bounded and fixed that can be located 
with the right coordinates with your Stanav/GPS on a map … the movement from one 
location to other, the place where you find yourself momentarily in situ, a literal 
lieutenant, standing in, holding the place while something else happens—which is why, 
therefore, it is in a sense no more place than space. (Young 2009, 82) 

 
 
In contrast to Augé’s idea of non-place, which is a place without significance, Young 

proposes the third space is more of a spatial moment than an actual site in between 

places, and a conceptual position that is situational and liminal. Young’s conceptual 

description of third space closely relates to what I have aimed to establish as the 

Third Spatial Position, the spatial position that is conceptually orientated and 

temporally situated in between spatial oppositions. The occupation of the temporal 

site is situational and mobile and cannot be geographically defined.  

 

Young’s focus on the transitional status and conceptuality of third space coincides 

with Bruno Bosteels’s argument on non-place. In Bosteels’s essay Nonplaces: An 

Anecdoted Topography of Contemporary French Theory (2003), he claims that 

 
The non-place marks the point of articulation between a system’s closure and its 
openness to alterity. It is the point of immanent excess within the structure which is at 
the same time the site where an event, perhaps, can take place. (Bosteels 2003, 126)  
 

 
Like Young, Bosteels also sees the non-place as an illusive state in between events that 

is not a localised or actual place. Significantly, Bosteels proposes that the liminal 

status of the non-place is a moment that is between a closure and opening to alterity, 
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and always exists within a structure, thus accentuating the conceptual and 

experiential dimensions of non-place.  

 

To illustrate the illusive non-place, Bosteels focuses on the gap between structured 

places that he insists is as crucial to a structure as the visible elements in place, saying, 

 
From the network of structural places the attention shifts dramatically toward the gap or 
void that, through its placeholder, both sustains and disturbs the structure as a whole. 
(Bosteels 2003, 127)  

 

The gap or void in Bosteels’s terms could refer to the natural state that exists before 

space is constructed, which functions as the transitional and neutral reality between 

structured places. Thus, the non-place is inherent to the structural logic of space. This 

conclusion will be used in my studio practice to justify the existence of a third spatial 

option through the deconstruction of dichotomised spatial representation. 

 

Bosteels writes, “In any structure whatsoever, there is not only a grid of places and 

relations that needs to be mapped out but also a pivotal lack or absence of place” 

(Bosteels 2003, 128). By focusing on the lack or absence within a structure, Bosteels 

suggests that the non-place is the invisible element in between the visibly structured 

places. What Augé might see as meaningless space, Bosteels sees as functional and 

essential to a completed spatial construction. 

 

Bosteels’s emphasis on the lack and absence within a structure supports my interest 

in constructing an artwork wherein the gap between spatial oppositions is 

accentuated as the third instance. As Osborne (2001, 191) expresses it, “Non-place is 

the spatial dimension of art’s autonomy.” Bosteels’s interpretation of non-place not 

only demonstrates the open and indeterminate character of space, but also allows my 

proposed Third Spatial Position to be recognised for its conceptual position beyond 

spatial dualisms. Reflecting on my own experience in Australia, I could say that every 

day and every moment I am living in is the realm of non-place. Without committing to 

any obvious spatial identity, I prefer to live in the constant adjustment of spatial 

position and identification.  
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The Cut of Tulip 
 
The notions of lived space, Thirdspace, heterotopia and non-place all offer 

alternatives to dichotomised spatial representations. Although, as the third spatial 

option, these spatial representations may not be evident, these still function as a 

transitional position that is indispensable to spatial construction and analysis.  

 
Derrida’s inclusion of sans (a French word derived from the Latin sine and absentia) in 

his argument of the totality of an aesthetic object also suggests a third component 

between the binary oppositions of inside and outside. Similar to the Third Spatial 

Position that I have proposed (although such component doesn’t have an actual 

substance or form to define its existence), it can be crucial and decisive to the entire 

structure. Sans represents the deciding moment when an aesthetic object is 

completed. 

 

Derrida explains this peculiar status of ‘absence’ in the chapter of “Parergon” of his 

book The Truth in Painting (1987). He deploys the example of a cut tulip to 

demonstrate absence as an element that links to both inclusion and exclusion in 

defining an aesthetic object, so that sans operates as a transitional non-place, not 

defined through particular physicality, but as a cognitive position in the constitution 

of the aesthetic.  

 
The tulip is beautiful only on the edge of this cut without adherence. But in order for the 
cut to appear—and it can still do so only by its edging—the interrupted finality must 
show itself, both as finality and interrupter—as edging. Finality alone is not beautiful, nor 
is the absence of goal, which we will here distinguish from the absence of the goal. It is 
finality-without-end which is said to be beautiful. So it is the without that counts for 
beauty; neither the finality nor the end, neither the lacking goal nor the lack of a goal but 
the edging in sans of the pure cut, the sans of the finality-sans-end. (Derrida 1987, 88–89) 
 

 
To Derrida, the beauty of the tulip comes from the clean cut on the flower’s stalk. The 

cut has two roles: while it finalises the form of a flower, it also demonstrates a passive 

relationship with the external context through discontinuity. Derrida is interested in 

the latter, as he sees the cut is not an ending but an introduction to the external 

context that demonstrates beauty of the flower. For Derrida, this cut activates the 

notion of sans, which plays a de-contextualisating role that keeps the flower’s intrinsic 

beauty from its extrinsic contexts—i.e., the discarded parts of the plant, earth, etc. Yet, 
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this de-contextualisation process of cutting exactly stimulates the existences of both 

internal and external contexts of the flower. Sans becomes the middle ground (a non-

place) that connects both internal and external contexts. Derrida writes, “It is not a 

lack. The beautiful object, the tulip, is a whole, and it is the feeling of its harmonious 

completeness which delivers up its beauty to us” (Derrida 1987, 90). 

 

 
Figure 9 Image of a bunch of cut tulips. Photo: Zuma Ayriyan. 
Source: http://www.livingzbeautifulmix.com/2014/09/flower-power-tulips.html 

 
The without is the third element of the aesthetic structure. Neither inside or outside of 

the flower, it is in between, a non-place, a point of articulation of the totality of beauty. 

Derrida writes “This tulip is beautiful because it is without end, complete because cut 

off, with a pure cut from its end” (Derrida 1987, 94). Through articulating the 

conceptual function of the cut, Derrida demonstrates a third position in between 

binary positions of presented and un-presented, or inside and outside. Together, these 

three elements contextualise the total beauty of the tulip.  

 

The crucial role of without in representing the beauty of tulip is further articulated by 

Derrida: “The sans is not visible, sensible, perceptible, it does not exist. And yet there is 

something of it and it is beautiful. It gives the beautiful” (Derrida 1987, 90, original 

emphasis). This something of sans relates to Bosteels’s non-place; that is, the void of 

in-between places that constitutes the spatial structure as a whole. The void is pre-

existing, but through the proactive cutting process, the role of the void is re-
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presented, accentuated, and has a goal, as the beauty of the tulip is identified. The cut 

of the tulip informs my attempt to identify the Third Spatial Position, which re-

contextualises or juxtaposes spatial representation with the void or the neutral spatial 

context. By actively including this neutral context, spatial representation can move 

away from binary tensions, and other spatial interpretations are possible. The 

inclusion of the void as the in-between space is particularly evident in my studio work 

Up/Down (Sunrise and Sunset), where the gap between the prints plays a crucial role 

in defining the prints’ spatial oppositions. It remains extrinsic to the prints and also 

maintains an open and indeterminate spatial status. In this instance, the in-between 

space demonstrates a third position beside the dichotomised orientations of the 

prints. 

 

As seen by the examples provided, the concept of Third Spatial Position aims to keep 

spatial representation open and critical to any established spatial definitions. 

Although labelled as a position—like Lefebvre’s lived space, Soja’s Thirdspace, 

Bosteels’s non-place, and Derrida’s sans—the Third Spatial Position doesn’t 

necessarily have a designated location from which to operate, but it is an intellectual 

position with which to recognise the options and possibilities beyond existing 

dichotomised spatial conditions. As Derrida suggests, the invisible enables us to see 

the visible, the lack completes the whole. By accentuating the in-between space within 

spatial structures, the Third Spatial Position can reassess the relationships between 

spatial oppositions, and demonstrate a more comprehensive spatial representation. 

Here the Third Spatial Position also poses as a critical position. Its open and 

indeterminate status offers pluralistic spatial interpretations in comparison to often 

dichotomised spatial views found within postcolonial art practices. Yet, the pluralism 

in this context is not about ‘anything goes’; rather, through its indeterminacy, the 

Third Spatial Position suggests a more conceptual spatial moment that can be 

simultaneously open and critical. 

 

The next chapter aims to demonstrate how certain artworks that reacted to 
Clement Greenberg’s renowned essay “Modernist Painting” (1961) were 
entrapped in a variation of dualistic interpretations of space that prevented 
them from suggesting the third option.  
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Chapter 2: The Persistence of Spatial Dualism since Greenberg’s 
Modernism 

  
   
In his essay “Modernist Painting” (1961), Greenberg advocates that art should stay 

within each form of discipline, stating, “To achieve autonomy, painting has had above 

all to divest itself of everything it might share with sculpture” (Greenberg [1961] 

1992, 310). Greenberg’s view on the autonomy of modernist artwork as either a two- 

or three-dimensional object in space disconnects these works from a greater context.  

 

This chapter will argue that, although the artists working within the Minimalist and 

Conceptualist traditions (which foreshadowed postmodernist practice) attempted to 

connect art to a spatial reality in opposition to the spatial de-contextualisation made 

prominent through Greenberg’s polemic, their efforts were also limited by 

conventional spatial dualisms that made them succumb to Lefebvre’s spatial double 

illusion. To support this argument, the chapter will analyse several works by leading 

figures of the Minimalist and Conceptualist art movements to demonstrate how they 

stopped short of producing the third option. 

 

Modernist Legacy  

In “Modernist Painting”, Greenberg states that modernist artists are the first to 

recognise the two-dimensional spatiality of canvas directly through their practices, 

saying, 

 

The limitations that constitute the medium of painting—the flat surface, the shape of the 
support, the properties of pigment—were treated by Old Masters as negative factors that 
could be acknowledged only implicitly or indirectly. Under Modernism these same 
limitations came to be regarded as positive factors, and were acknowledged openly. 
(Greenberg [1961] 1992, 309)  
 
 

Greenberg observes that modernist painters such as Jackson Pollock, Willem de 

Kooning and Barnett Newman acknowledged the painting’s flat surface, physical 

boundaries, and the shape of canvas. Rather than denying or hiding these factors, they 

worked with them. Consequently, their works deliberately presented the canvas as a 

two-dimensional surface with no depth, and they negated the illusional effects of a 
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traditional realist approach in order to celebrate the material factors of painting’s 

construction.  

One example is Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm: Number 30 (1950, figure 10), for which the 

artist walked around the canvas and deployed splattering, pouring and dripping 

techniques to apply paint onto its surface. The result is that the painting’s content is 

illustrated through an accumulation of lines and layers of paint. The work 

demonstrates a physical spatial relationship between paint and the canvas, and that 

the painting’s abstract representation is also physically constructed.  

  
 
Figure 10 Jackson Pollock, Autumn Rhythm: Number 30, 1950, oil on canvas, 266.7 X 525.8 cm. 
Source: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/57.92 
 
 
According to Greenberg’s observation, despite their disclosure of their mediums, 

modernist painters worked only within the boundary of the two-dimensional space of 

the support. Greenberg emphasises such effort of refinement in art-making in his 

discussion on modern art, saying,  

 

The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of characteristic methods of a 
discipline to criticise the discipline itself, not in order to subvert it but in order to 
entrench it more firmly in its area of competence. (Greenberg [1961] 1992, 308)  
 
 

Greenberg’s statement can be regarded as medium specific as it restricts the 

representation of an artwork within the designated physical form of a discipline, 

recommending that a painting is to be kept flat and hanging on the wall, and a 

sculpture should remain a three-dimensional object placed on the ground. The 
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consequence of limiting painting to the two-dimensional surface of canvas is that the 

audience is prevented from any role in determining the spatiality of representation (as 

in Pollock’s painting). To this extent, the content of an artwork can be seen as self-

referential and the work itself disconnects from external contexts. In her book New Art 

in the 60s and 70s: Redefining Reality (2001), art historian Anne Rorimer observes: 

 

Transcending the chaos of modern life and the contradictions of society while seeking to 
attain its own reality within the dictates of its particular medium, the work of art, as 
Greenberg would have it, is a self-sufficient object that contends with either its two-
dimensional or three-dimensional nature as a painting or sculpture. (Rorimer 2001, 11) 

 
 

The critiques of the disconnection between art and life in relation to Greenberg’s 

modernist art are well known and established, as Osborne has also stated,  

 

Modern art extracts abstraction from its various social sites and reflects upon it as form. 
Hence the danger … involves a forgetting of the social bases of abstraction as form of 
experience. (Osborne 2001, 184)  
 

It is worth noting that the ‘social base’ in Osborne’s comment had been clearly 

addressed in works by modernist artists not favoured by Greenberg, such as Street 

(1960) and Store (1961–64) by artist Claes Oldenburg, who deliberately took ordinary 

objects from everyday life, and placed them in an art gallery to challenge the 

exclusivity of the gallery space. Such attempts at the integration of art and everyday 

life will be further discussed in relation to the Fluxus movement later in this chapter. 

 

I argue that the disconnection between an artwork and its social context should be 

seen more particularly in terms of a spatial de-contextualisation. In other words, 

limiting an artwork to two- or three-dimensionality can only result in the work being 

an object in space that has no interaction with its surroundings. However, as I stated at 

the start of this chapter, the Greenbergian modernist spatial de-contextualisation 

demonstrates a passive relationship to the external space that paradoxically gives 

prominence to an external spatial element that is crucial to the display of artworks: 

the space of an art gallery.  
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In his seminal book Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (1986), 

Irish born American artist and art critic Brian O’Doherty observes the development of 

the spatial relationship between an artwork and its ‘white’ exhibition context:  

 

Abstract Expressionist paintings followed the route of lateral expansion, dropped off the 
frame, and gradually began to conceive the edge as structural unit through which the 
painting entered into a dialogue with the wall beyond it … Through the fifties and sixties, 
we notice the codification of a new theme as it evolves into consciousness: How much 
space should a work of art (as the phrase went) have to ‘breathe’? (O’Doherty 1986, 27) 

 

O’Doherty’s observation of the ‘breathing’ space for an artwork indicates that the role 

of a seemingly neutral white gallery space is actually essential to the display of 

modernist art. To this extent, the white walls and the space inside an art gallery form a 

binary relationship with the displayed artwork. While an artwork might look 

‘disconnected’ from its external white space, such disconnection acts dialectically to 

promote the artwork’s self-referential content. 

 

Through acknowledging and manipulating the canvas’s physical dimensions, 

modernist painters were the first to expose and work with the two-dimensional space 

of the support in their respective practices. It is plain that modernist spatial concerns 

are limited within the physical autonomy of the artwork itself, and, although it may 

incorporate a passive dialectical spatial relationship to the gallery space, such a 

relationship only can be described as dualistic. It indicates no third option to explore. 

Nonetheless, this relationship also laid the foundation for the Minimalists’ 

experimentations with a more proactive spatial contextualisation. 

 

It is worth stressing that modernist self-referentiality was mainly manifested through 

the limitations of medium and disciplines that was set out by Greenberg. However, the 

self-referential issue in art practice does not stop at Greenbergian’s concerns; it also 

extends to the autonomy of an artwork in relation to its more general 

contextualisation in everyday life. Art theorist Peter Bürger argues that the merging of 

art and life that was attempted by the historical avant-gardists, such as the Dadaists, 

risked the disappearance of art. He says, 
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When art and the praxis of life are one, when the praxis is aesthetic and art is practical, 
art’s purpose can no longer be discovered, because the existence of two distinct spheres 
[art and praxis of life] that is constitutive of the concept of purpose or intended use has 
come to an end. (Bürger 1984, 51) 

 

Bürger’s comment indicates that if we wish to preserve art, there needs to remain a 

certain distance between art and life. Although artists in the 1960s tried to 

contextualise art within life by critiquing Greenberg’s idea of a medium-specific 

autonomous art practice, they did so through a critique of art discourse. Thus, to a 

certain extent, their work can still be seen as self-referential, and art, as an institution, 

is not seriously threatened with extinction. This strategy continues to be employed by 

many contemporary artists today, including myself.  

 

Minimalist Objectification 
 
Although the examples in this chapter often refer to a binary system that is associated 

with the art gallery context, the intention of this research is not to be focused on the 

dichotomies between inside/outside or onsite/offsite an art gallery space. Such an 

emphasis would inevitably lead the research back to a dichotomised spatial debate. 

Thus, the goal of this research is to take deconstructive and re-constitutive approaches 

to unlock the dualisms in any spatial representation, and to identify an indeterminate 

and neutral spatial option or moment between the established spatial dualisms, which 

can be regarded as the proposed Third Spatial Position. The art practices in this 

chapter will be analysed for whether they have challenged spatial dualisms by 

suggesting a third option. 

 
For his exhibition at the Leo Castelli Gallery in 1964 (see figure 11), Frank Stella—a 

pioneer of Minimalist art—produced paintings that maintain the character of 

Greenberg’s definition of a modernist painting: a flat surface and content that 

identifies the shape of the support. By painting lines that follow the shape of the 

canvas, Stella avoids implying an abstract meaning for the painting; instead, the 

painted lines and the support are unified as a single entity. The painting becomes an 

object on the wall, and its physical spatial relationship to the wall is also reinforced 

through the constructed opening in the middle of the canvas. To this extent, the wall 

space that is exposed through the opening in Stella’s painting could also be seen as 
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part of the artwork. Here the painting and its external context are integrated. Until 

then, O’Doherty observes, “The wall, the context of the art, had become rich in a 

content it subtly donated to the art” (O’Doherty 1986, 29). However, in Stella’s 

artworks, the wall as content becomes not so subtly presented. 

 

Minimalist artists of the 1960s, among them Stella, Donald Judd, Carl Andre and 

Robert Morris, placed their focus on contextualising their artworks with the 

surrounding space and thus shifted abstraction away from Greenberg’s medium-

specific and socially and spatially disconnected model. As Hal Foster writes, 

 

Minimalism breaks with the transcendental space of most modernist art. Not only does 
Minimalism reject the anthropomorphic basis of most traditional sculpture, but it also 
refuses the site-less realm of most abstract sculpture. In short, with Minimalism sculpture 
no longer stands apart on a pedestal or as pure art, but is repositioned among objects and 
redefined in terms of place. (Foster 1996, 38)  

 

 

Figure 11 Frank Stella, installation view of his solo exhibition at Leo Castelli Gallery, 1964. 
Source: http://thesingleroad.blogspot.com.au/2011/09/working-in-series.html 

 

Foster’s observation recognises that site contextualisation was central for Minimalist 

artists. While other modernists isolated their works in gallery space, those such as 

Stella, Judd, Andre and Morris intentionally objectified their artworks in an attempt to 
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set up a relationship with the surrounding spatial elements. To contextualise the 

artwork with surrounding space—to be ‘among other objects’, as described by 

Foster—Judd, Andre and Morris expanded the notion of medium by employing 

industrially produced materials. This decision was central in emphasising the 

constructive and physical nature of the artwork, and the aim to “move away from 

illusionism, allusion and metaphors” (Rorimer 2001, 21). 

This is demonstrated through Judd’s Plexiglas and steel sculpture Untitled (1968, 

figure 12), Andre’s metal plates in Slope 2004 (1968, figure 13) and Morris’s 

industrially built plywood structures in Floor Piece (1964, figure 14), which I will 

discuss below. By employing these ‘non-art’, materials the artists attempted to 

contextualise the artwork with the site, and the dualistic tension between the content 

and context of an artwork was also formed.  

The common concern among Minimalist artworks is the binary relationship between 

the artwork and the exhibition site. Contrary to the modernist art reflected in Abstract 

Expressionist paintings that paradoxically utilised the gallery context to gain visibility 

of the artwork itself, Minimalist artists increased the visibility of the exhibition space 

and included it as part of their artworks. In Judd’s Untitled (figure 12), identical 

galvanised steel boxes are vertically attached—and displayed at equal intervals—to 

the wall space of gallery. Through the intervals, the work is spatially contextualised by 

its surroundings, while the spaces inside and outside the work are dualistically 

represented. In the David Zwirner Gallery’s press release of Judd’s 2011 exhibition, it 

says:  

 

For Judd, the placement of a colour panel, or, ultimately, a work, was always part of a 
larger context. The presentation of the boxes as a group allows for their unique spatial 
arrangements and colours to be apprehended by the viewer as a whole, while also 
emphasising their relationship to the surrounding architectural environment. (“Donald 
Judd” 2011) 

 
 
 

Andre introduces the gallery space to his work by reducing the sculpture’s volume to 

almost ground level (figure 13). By doing this, the artist increases the prominence of 

the surrounding space. This is contrary to traditional sculptures, which often tend to 

draw audience’s attention to the work itself. Finally, Morris contextualises his artwork 

with its environment by joining the sculptures with the architectural elements of the 
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gallery space; as a result, the sculpture becomes part of the gallery infrastructure 

(figure 14).  

 

The common theme among these artworks is that they all attempt to erase the 

boundary between the artwork and its external context. The result is that the 

exhibition’s content and context are spatially integrated, but there is no suggestion of 

a third spatial option. 

 

 

Figure 12 Donald Judd Untitled 1968, brass and colored fluorescent Plexiglas on steel brackets, 10 
boxes of 15.24 x 68.58 x 60.96 cm each. 
Source: http://understandingminimalism.com/introduction-to-minimal-art/ 
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Figure 13 Carl Andre Slope 2004 1968, steel, 1.27 x 518.16 x 96.52 cm. 
Source: http://understandingminimalism.com/introduction-to-minimal-art/ 
 

 
Figure 14 Robert Morris, installation at the Green Gallery, New York, 1964. 
Source: http://artintelligence.net/review/?p=529 

 

The term ‘objecthood’ comes from the essay “Art and Objecthood” (1967) written by 

Michael Fried, in which he insists that Minimalism, by objectifying the artwork’s 

spatial relationship with its surroundings and including the audience within this 

spatial contextualisation, has made the work ‘literalist’ and therefore ‘theatrical’. He 

 46 



 

writes: 

 

Literalist sensibility is theatrical because, to begin with, it is concerned with the actual 
circumstances in which the beholder encounters literalist work. Morris makes this 
explicit. … the experience of literalist art is of an object in a situation—one that, virtually 
by definition, includes the beholder. (Fried 1967, 3) 
 
 

Fried’s use of the term ‘theatrical’ is highly debatable, since, the audience at a theatre 

is normally excluded from the play in question; yet, in his observation, the Minimalist 

spatial contextualisation invites the audience to take part. Nonetheless, Fried’s 

comment on Minimalist art as ‘an object in a situation’ confirms the Minimalists’ 

objective approach to contextualise the artwork with external space. Foster comments 

that, “What was condemned in Minimalism as a concern with objecthood was really a 

concern with objectivity—the objectivity of structure, space, bodies in space, and so 

on” (Foster 2012, 7, note 16). Foster’s comment emphasises the physical spatial 

relationship between Minimalist art objects and their surroundings. 

 

Whereas Abstract Expressionist paintings demonstrated a conscious disconnection 

between the artwork’s content and the gallery space, the Minimalist art objects 

actively engage with their surrounding context. However, whether disconnected or 

contextualised, these artworks all share an important characteristic—which is that the 

relationship from artwork to the surrounding space oscillates between inside and 

outside of the work. 

 

While Judd’s, Andre’s and Morris’s works might have blurred the distinction between 

the content and context of an artwork, their spatial representation unavoidably falls 

into the trap of spatial double illusion (Lefebvre,1991). In these works, the art object’s 

physical presence and placement are crucial to its connection with the surrounding 

space. Firstly, it engages with what Lefebvre calls the ‘realistic illusion’—that space 

measured through the material relations of the object. Secondly, to realise the attempt 

of spatial contextualisation, and to include the exhibition site as part of the work’s 

spatial expansion, the artwork needs to amplify the visibility of its connecting space, 

and conform to the external spatial context through visual and mental confirmation. 

Thus, the spatial contextualisation also admits the illusion of transparency. 
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In the instance of Slope 2004 (figure 13), Andre has diagonally inserted a line of black 

steels plates under a rectangular gallery wall, which makes the white wall space 

visually more prominent. Although the artist has tried to reduce the height of the 

work, it still constitutes a realistic illusion of space, as it physically occupies a certain 

floor space, and, through increased visualisation of the white wall space, it also 

recourses to the illusion of transparency. 

 

In addition to the spatial double illusions, the dichotomised spatial tensions of inside 

and outside, onsite and offsite, subject and object, centre and peripheral are intrinsic 

to the spatial dialogues created by Minimalist artworks. The particular works 

discussed in this section intended to erase the boundary between art and its contexts; 

yet, the proposed contextualisation was merely realised through the dichotomy 

between the artwork and the exhibition site.  
 

 
How can art avoid these pitfalls? Soja observes: 

 

Whenever faced with such binarized categories, Lefebvre persistently sought to crack 
them open by introducing an-Other term, a third possibility or ‘moment’ that partakes of 
the original pairing but is not simple combination or an ‘in between’ position along some 
all-inclusive continuum. This critical thirding-as-othering is the first and most important 
step in transforming the categorical and closed logic of either/or to the dialectically 
open logic of both/and also … (Soja 1996, 60)  
 

 
Without a third spatial option, an artwork’s spatial representation will always be 

limited by the preliminary binary debates. Although it often recourses to the physical 

context to demonstrate its existence, the Third Spatial Position I attempt to establish is 

one of a conceptual position in space. While the work might appear to directly relate to 

the binary tensions between inside and outside, up and down, physical and material, 

etc., I try to also open it up to spatial interpretations beyond these existing spatial 

dialectics. Thus, my aim is to offer no spatial determinations, but instead to offer the 

spatial moment (as in transition), space (gap), or a conceptual position beside the 

established spatial binaries. The Third Spatial Position is the indicator of the pre-

existing natural context of spatial construction that Lefebvre pointed to, or, in 

Bosteels’s terms, the non-place that exists between established spatial definitions. 
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Through co-existing with the binary elements of a spatial representation, the Third 

Spatial Position will solicit spatial representations to be open to other interpretations. 
 

Social Contextualisation and Conceptualisation  

Through rejecting Greenberg’s view on modernist art that segregates each discipline, 

the Fluxus movement aimed to liberate art from an enclosed gallery exhibition system 

to non-art contexts, or at least to confuse the two. As writer Fred Camper observes, the 

Fluxus art movement was more socially engaged in terms of its contextualisation of 

space: “These artists strove to create instead an art that is simpler in its means, more 

direct in its appeal to the viewer, often interactive, and closer to daily life” (Camper 

1993). The Fluxus artists, by focusing on the interaction between an audience and an 

artwork, made their common goal the contextualisation of art within life. British art 

historian Paul Woods also comments, 

 

Allan Kaprow wrote: “The young artist of today need no longer say ‘I am a painter’, or ‘a 
poet’ or ‘a dancer’. He is simply an ‘artist’. All of life will be open to him.” This kind of 
attitude tended to create a very open situation, quite distinct from the exclusivity of 
modernist art. (Wood 2002, 22)  

 

To affect changes, Fluxus artists contextualised art making with the immediate living 

elements by conducting street performances, situational happenings, and music 

concerts, and through deploying everyday objects to improvise artworks. However, 

their attention to the relationship between art and life also produced a binary tension 

between an art context and the non-art context; thus, spatially, the Fluxus artists’ 

social contextualisation is still dualistically presented. 

 

For Allan Kaprow’s happening work Fluids (1967, figure 15), the artist invited a group 

of volunteers to help build an ice structure outdoors. Over a period of time, the ice 

structure melted into the ground. The idea of contextualising art and life functions on 

several levels in this work: first, the art is displayed in a non-gallery context; second, 

the ambiguous role of the participants sits between being audience and artist; and 

third—and most importantly and poetically—the ice structure, in the end, disappears 

into the earth. It is clear that Kaprow was more interested in the experience of making 
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an artwork with the volunteers than the final material existence of the work. In this 

instance, the artwork becomes experiential and conceptual. 

 

 

Figure 15 Allan Kaprow, Fluids 1963. Photo: Dennis Hopper. 
Source: http://thecreatorsproject.vice.com/blog/original-creators-performance-art-pioneer-allan-
kaprow 
 

With the aim of challenging the relationship between art and life, the Fluxus artists 

often engaged with the binary fusions between onsite and offsite, audience and artist. 

Although it is debatable whether the Fluxus artists’ attempt to connect art and life was 

successful (as their works often ended up in museums), their anti-formalist 

approaches influenced later generations of artists. The temporal text and performance 

works used in Fluxus events accentuated the conceptual aspect of art making. As 

Rorimer observes, “Conceptual artists notably have benefited in many instances from 

the linguistic or performative methods of Fluxus” (Rorimer 2001, 35). 

 
By negating the material concerns of the artwork, the Conceptual artists of the 1960s 

and 1970s focused on the linguistic aspects of representation, and language and text 

became the main medium in their respective oeuvres. Consequently, the artwork’s 

spatial representation also became conceptualised: “Artists had begun to examine 

language and to consider how it shapes epistemology, history, and the condition of 

making, presentation, and reception” (Stiles and Selz 2012, 956). In his critique of the 
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illusion of transparency, Lefebvre warns that the existence of space is often mistakenly 

confirmed and encrypted in the forms of language and writing, to which the reality 

becomes textual, and thus the mental overwrites the actual. This, then, is the danger 

for the conceptual artists in relation to their spatial representations.  

 

In many Conceptual art pieces, the binary choice between material and conceptual is 

totally dismissed, with artists favouring a more imaginative representation of the 

subject matter through the use of text. For example, in 1969, artist Robert Barry 

released helium into an open space. The physical form of the artwork became 

invisible and the only communication between the artwork and audience was the 

description of the event. In this instance, information substitutes the artwork’s 

material presence, and its spatial form, also represented through text, is key. Thus, the 

artwork only engages with a conceptual space; there are no second or third options. In 

the 1960s, Conceptual art gallerist Seth Siegelaub claimed that “whereas it took years 

to get a work to Europe or California (from New York), now it takes a telephone call” 

(cited in Lippard 1997, xvii). Siegelaub’s statement not only confirms the 

informational nature of the Conceptual art practices at the time, but also suggests that 

the physical spatial distance for Conceptual art is non-existence. 

 

As the spatial contextualisation in Minimalist artworks can be perceived both 

physically and visually, by negating the physicality of an artwork, Conceptualist 

artworks dematerialise space through mental recognition. In Air Show (1966) by the 

Art and Language artists Terry Atkinson and Michael Baldwin, the artwork took the 

form of an essay that discusses the possibility of an air column that occupies a square 

mile of land, and was published in the Art and Language publication Frameworks. As 

Rorimer observes, 

 

Air Show substantiates the two artists’ understanding of the exhibition ‘space’ as a 
linguistically understood premise that transcends a gallery’s existence as the physically 
defined premises for art. (Rorimer 2001, 107) 
 
 

A similar conceptualisation of space also appears in Lawrence Weiner’s art practice. 

During a group exhibition in 1968, Weiner came to conclusion that language or text 

could replace a physical work. 
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A turning point in Weiner’s approach came in 1968, when he created a work for an 
outdoor exhibition organized by Siegelaub at Windham College in Putney, Vermont. 
Weiner proposed to define the space for his work with rather unobtrusive means: “A 
series of stakes set in the ground at regular intervals to form a rectangle with twine 
strung from stake to stake to demark a grid—a rectangle removed from this rectangle.” 
When students cut down the twine because it hampered their access across the campus 
lawn, Weiner realized that his piece could have been even less obtrusive: viewers could 
have experienced the same effect Weiner desired simply by reading a verbal description 
of the work. (Guggenheim 2015) 
 

 
Taking advantage of text’s immateriality, Weiner expanded his spatial and 

geographical imagination through other works, as Rorimer comments: 

 

The semantic inexhaustibility of language endows Weiner’s art with its broad thematic 
scope. Some works may transcend geographical and political boundaries and operated on 
a global scale, as witnessed by AN OBJECT TOSSED FROM ONE COUNTRY TO ANOTHER 
(1996, #028) or REMOVALS HALFWAY BETWEEN THE EQUATOR AND THE NORTH 
POLE (1969, # 096). (Rorimer 2001, 82) 

 
 
Through the examples discussed in this section, it is clear that the conceptual artists of 

the 1960s and 1970s tended to reduce the significance of the visual and material 

aspects of the subject matter in an attempt to accentuate the concept of a 

representation. Writer Jacob Lillemose observes, “Conceptual art questions materiality 

by subjecting it to abstraction in a mental and not a visual sense” (Lillemose 2006, 

121). Another Conceptual artist, Ian Wilson, also states:  

 

The difference between conceptual art and poetry, literature, and philosophy is that 
conceptual art takes principles of visual abstraction, founded in visual arts, and applies 
them to language. When it does that, a non-visual abstraction occurs. (Wilson 2000, 414) 
 
 

Thus, artists like Weiner, through language and text, negate the physical spatial 

context. While this does not mean that the physical doesn’t exist, its spatial 

description is subject to the audience’s imagination and mental recognition. 

Consequently, the spatial representation is abstract and imaginative.  

 

The artists examined in this chapter isolated artworks from external contexts, and 

thus abstracted representation. The Minimalist artists contextualised art through the 

spatial relationship between artwork and site, demonstrating dichotomised spatial 
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representations through their constructed objects and installations. The Conceptual 

artists took a reductive approach through the abstraction of language to redefine 

reality; subsequently, space became conceptualised and one-dimensional. To this 

extent, the Conceptualists in this section pose a different kind of abstraction in 

comparison to their modernist predecessors. I will argue that the Conceptualists’ 

spatial representations, through being mainly realised in the form of language and 

text, became detached from material reality, and thus monist in their approach. In 

turn, they became even further distanced from the possibility of establishing a third 

spatial option in their artworks. 

 

Postmodern 

In his book The Return of the Real (1996), Foster claims that Minimalism is not the end 

of modernist art; rather, it marks “a paradigm shift toward postmodernist practices” 

(Foster 1996, 36). In reaction to Greenberg’s view on modernist art, the Minimalist, 

Fluxus and Conceptual artists expanded the notion of medium in various ways. In 

efforts to distance their practices from their modernist predecessors’ institutionalised 

doctrines, the artists introduced industrial/everyday objects, performance/actions or 

language/text as the mediums for their works. These art movements offered 

pluralistic interpretations of artistic representation that became the main feature of 

postmodernist art practice. As Tim Woods summarises: “In narrower terms, the 

description ‘postmodernist’ applies to art that exemplifies in form and content the 

postmodern condition of post-history and stylistic pluralism” (Woods 1999, 127). 

Hence, the path to so-called ‘postmodernist’ art practice was already paved by the 

Minimalist, Fluxus and Conceptual artists’ open and inclusive approaches in their 

respective practices.  

 

The works that can be classified as postmodern often embrace ‘hybridity’ or 

ambiguity in order to deconstruct modernist ‘certainties’. By doing so, these artworks 

refer to multiple dualisms that encompass oppositional notions, such as physical/ 

conceptual, content/context, and subject/object, etc. The dualistic approaches in 

postmodern art practice not only produce confusing and contradictory outcomes, but 

also succumb to Lefebvre’s double illusion.  
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For example, the work No Object Implies the Existence of Any Other (1967, figure 15) by 

Australian Conceptual artist Ian Burn demonstrates its spatial contextualisation with 

its surrounding environment through the reflection of a mirror. It also suggests an 

ambiguous relationship between content and context, particularly when one sees 

him/herself in the mirror, and the oppositions between subjectivity and objectivity 

become uncertain. By stencilling the text ‘No object implies the existence of any other’ 

(a quote from the Scottish philosopher David Hume) on the surface of the mirror, Burn 

emphasises the meaning of the phrase ‘no object’ in this sentence that dismisses the 

materiality in representation. Conversely, the text also implies to the viewer, through 

the work’s material surface, which acts as the antidote to the illusive contents of the 

reflection, that the mirror is an object. To this extent, the text on the mirror not only 

represents a conceptual claim that denounces materiality, but also exposes the 

physicality of the mirror, which implies the existence of its surroundings. Clearly, the 

dichotomised tensions between subject/object, virtual/actual, and 

conceptuality/materiality become the main feature of the artwork.   

 

 

Figure 16 Ian Burn, No Object Implies the Existence of Any Other 1967, mixed media. 
Source: http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/1317.1990/ 
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Spatial confusion and ambiguity are also central to American artist John McCracken’s 

work Black Cube (1971, figure 17), which was produced around the same time of the 

Minimalism and Conceptual art movements. To make the work, McCracken applied 

monochromatic paint on to a built plinth, thus creating a crossover between the forms 

of painting and sculpture. The work’s monochromatic painting surface reminds the 

viewer of a modernist abstract painting, which suggests a transcendental spatial 

dimension. Yet, the paint does not stop at the edge of the plinth; instead, it travels in 

actual space, and continues to cover up the entire object. By extending the painting 

into a three-dimensional spatial realm, the work attempts to demonstrate a dualistic 

spatial ambiguity that is both abstract and physical. The shiny reflective surfaces also 

make an illusory representation of the surrounding space. As one source notes, “All of 

McCracken's impeccable sculptures hover in this ambiguous space between concrete 

substance and shimmering immateriality” (Pagel 1995). 

 

 
Figure 17 John McCracken Black Cube 1971, polyester resin, fiberglass, and plywood, 101.6 x 101.6 x 
101.6 cm. 
Source: http://www.zwirnerandwirth.com/exhibitions/2005/JM0905/blackcube.html 
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Nevertheless, McCracken’s work still falls prey to Lefebvre’s spatial double illusion. In 

Black Cube, the transcendental black monochromatic space and its reflection of 

surrounding space are visualisations of space, which is subject to the audience’s 

mental recognition; therefore, these spatial representations subsume the illusion of 

transparency, and the physical form of the plinth represents the realistic illusion of 

space. Thus, the spatial confusions in McCracken’s work only produce an eclectic 

spatial reality based on double illusion. As Lefebvre states: “… each side of [illusion] 

refers back to the other, reinforces the other, and hides behind the other” (Lefebvre 

1991, 27). 

 
Inspired by Lefebvre’s spatial triad, Soja sees the urgency of introducing a third 

component to break up the eclectic and ambiguous spatial dualism, which is practiced 

by the postmodernist artwork mentioned in this research:  

 

In this critical thirding, the original binary choice is not dismissed entirely but is subjected 
to a creative process of restructuring that draws selectively and strategically from two 
opposing categories to open new alternative. (Soja 1996, 5) 
 
 

By using the terms ‘selectively’ and ‘strategically’, Soja not only aims to insert a third 

element into the existing binary structure, but also intends to restore the critical 

discourse in spatial analysis, avoiding an eclectic outcome.  

Foster is also concerned with the ‘lack of distance’ that is problematic in 

postmodernist epistemology:  

 

To call our world post-colonial is to mask the persistence of colonial and neo-colonial 
relations; it is also to ignore that, just as there was always a first world in every third 
world, there was always a third world in every first world. Yet the recognition of this lack 
of distance is post-colonial, indeed postmodern, at least to the degree that the modern 
world was often imagined in terms of spatial oppositions not only of culture and nature, 
city and country, but also of metropolitan core and imperial periphery, the West and the 
Rest. (Foster 1996, 216) 
 

 
What Foster means by ‘lack of distance’ is the lack of critical distance from binary 

oppositions. By advocating hybridity and egalitarianism, and attempting to erase the 

boundary between binary differences, the postmodernists created a condition that 

disguises the existing conflicts between oppositions. The only way to achieve such a 
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critical distance is to observe the oppositions from a third position, which, by 

necessity, cannot be pre-determined. Emphasising the distance between binary 

oppositions is similar to identifying the non-place between structured places, a third 

position that needs to be recognised for its independence as critically important to the 

existence of oppositions.  

 

From a spatial perspective, the examples analysed in this chapter—both the works 

following Greenberg-defined modernism and ‘post-Greenbergian’ art practice, such as 

Minimalism and Conceptual art—have demonstrated various levels of engagement 

with dualisms. However, none of these practices has succeeded in demonstrating a 

third spatial option that avoids the pitfalls of Lefebvre’s spatial double illusion.  

 

Thus, there is need for a Third Spatial Position alternative to the spatial dualisms that 

are evident in the modernist and early postmodernist art traditions as illustrated in 

this chapter. A third position might provide a much-needed distance between 

oppositional concepts, where one can be aware of the binary debates, and also open to 

other interpretations that may increase the critical values of (spatial) representation.  
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Chapter 3: Third Spatial Position in Contemporary Art Practice 
 

In this chapter, I will demonstrate that many internationally active contemporary 

artists have an uneasy relationship with dichotomised spatial representation. The 

spatial construction of their artworks shows, to varying degrees, a tendency to adopt a 

Third Spatial Position. I have selected five artists who work across a variety of media, 

who each respectively challenge the binary concepts of spatial representation. 

Although some of these artworks can be classified as self-referential, since they 

reference traditional art genres such as modernist painting and Minimalist sculpture, 

they, more importantly, also suggest an open and indeterminate spatial status beyond 

the conventional spatial dualisms, which can be classified as the Third Spatial Position. 

The artists discussed are Katharina Grosse, Jens Wolf, Liam Gillick, Darren Almond and 

Gabriel Orozco. Throughout, I make links between their work and my own interests 

for my art practice. 

 

While I will expand on their practices in detail, briefly put, Grosse’s anarchic spray-

painting approach creates a third spatial form that is independent of the artist and the 

architectural supports, thus artistically illustrating Lefebvre’s concept of lived space. 

Also in the tradition of painting, through smashing the edges of a painting’s plywood 

support, Wolf confronts painting’s physical and abstract representations with an 

undefined spatial reality, which is open and indeterminate, fundamental to my 

proposition of the Third Spatial Position.  

 

Gillick’s built Plexiglas structures suggest the in-between space that acts in ways 

reminiscent of Bosteels’s interpretation of non-place. Similarly, through 

deconstructing the time-space relationship, Almond’s key work, Meantime (2000), also 

illustrates a Foucauldian in-between place (Heterotopia), which is mobile and 

transitional yet also holds its own spatial position. Finally, I will examine the spatial 

character of a reformed ping-pong table by Orozco, who places a water pond between 

four sides of the table to present an in-between space as a third spatial instance that 

both disrupts and co-exists with the oppositional tensions of the game. The in-between 

spatial moments emphasised in these artists’ works also form the main strategy in my 

own studio investigation to demonstrate the Third Spatial Position. 
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Floating Paint 

German artist Katharina Grosse specifically focuses on deploying paint to produce 

representations that can be independent of the artist’s bodily control and also of the 

artwork’s built supports. Consequently, the painting represents a third spatial form 

that floats between the artist’s spatial position and the exhibition site’s architectural 

settings.  

Resultantly, Grosse’s work often exhibits spatial chaos that is visually disorientating to 

the audience. When seeing her work, the Picture Park (figure 18) at the Queensland 

Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA) in Brisbane, I could not tell where the 

painting began or ended as the work occupied the whole spatial volume of the GOMA’s 

central hall. I was not only looking at the painting, but, spatially, also into the applied 

painting, engaging with a transitional moment that had no spatial orientations.   

The visual sensation that I perceived in viewing Grosse’s work derives from her 

unique way of painting. Key to the construction of her work, Grosse first interrogates 

and walks around the exhibition site. She then methodically releases paint into space, 

allowing the paint to indiscriminately land on various supporting surfaces throughout 

the site. As she does this, the artist focuses on the way paint floats in space, and not its 

final landing on the various exhibition surfaces. The crucial outcome is in the 

disconnection of the so-called painting space from the formal designs of the 

architectural supports. By identifying that the painting space becomes independent 

from its supports she allows new spatial contradictions to appear. As Grosse says, 

“Painting creates illusionistic space and so it should declare it incongruence with built 

space” (Grosse 2007, 83). 
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Figure 18 Katherina Grosse Picture Park 2007, acrylic paint on various supports, dimensions variable. 
Source: http://www.katharinagrosse.com/work.php?id=995&cat=acrylic+on+wall%2C+ceiling%2C+ 
soil%2C+latex+balloons+and+canvases 
 

By isolating the artwork’s spatial representation from its physical supports, the artist 

discloses the illusionist nature of painting space. The disordering between depicted 

space and its physical context creates the gap between visual representation and 

physical reality. This gap not only introduces the disconformities among the spatial 

determinants but also emphasises the juxtaposition of different spatial forms. Another 

disconnection is also created between the artist’s body movement in the space and the 

flying paint, and, as Grosse comments, “The movement of the spray gun is more 

related to the movement of the eye than to the movement of the body in space. It 

disembodies the painter. The body-to-painting scale relationship is lost” (Grosse 2007, 

83). Here the lack of final control with the spray paint and artist’s free movement in 

the space produce the indefinite and unpredictable visual depictions that coincide 

with the infinity of space.  

 

In Grosse’s process, the artwork’s spatiality is deconstructed into three parts: the 

artist’s body in space; the painting space; and the spatial plan of the exhibition site. 

Yet, all three elements are seemingly disjointed from each other, which results in the 
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painting space holding an independent spatial position that is created between the 

artist and the supports. This spatial position, represented through paint, corresponds 

with what I have called the ‘Third Spatial Position’. The paint travels through the gap 

between the artist’s body and the physical spatial context, and beyond the dialectical 

positions of subject and object, to demonstrate a spatial form that can be 

independently juxtaposed with the artist’s spatial position and the exhibition spatial 

settings. The spatial independence of the painted space also acts as an ‘other-than’ 

spatial option in comparison to the subjective and objective spaces that traditionally 

exist between artists and supports. 

 

Reflecting on Grosse’s attempts to construct the ‘other’ space within the designated 

spatial conditions, I am reminded of Lefebvre’s concept of lived space, which does not 

follow the conceptual design and physical conditions of a spatial context, but instead 

depends on the viewer’s own experience of the space to create another type of 

spatiality that is independent from the existing spatial contexts. In Grosse’s case, as 

the eyes of the artist dictate directions of painting that are independent from the 

demands of the artist’s body position and the exhibition site, the painting space 

becomes another space among the spatial dimensions of the exhibition site, thus not 

relying on the physical form of the given site. The spatial independence demonstrated 

in Grosse’s spray painting gave me the strong feeling of an in-between space, which is 

also frequently addressed in my own studio practice to identify the Third Spatial 

Position. 

 

Grosse’s paint floats in space with its own form and follows the eyes of the artist, 

creating a painted space that becomes mobile and transitional. Writing about 

‘nomadic’ urban populations, Anna Luz observes that: 

 

Mobility and the mobile act of transition between spaces usually creates an ‘other’ place 
in space, which is neither the place from where it originally came (the departure point) 
nor the place which it is the objective of situation (the arrival point), but is related to 
both. The ‘transit’ creates another reality. (Luz 2004, 148)  

 

Transposing Luz’s words, one can suggest that the painted space in Grosse’s work acts 

as a transitional space, thus becoming the ‘other’ space or a third spatial instance that 
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is between the artist’s spatial position and the exhibition site. In the context of 

Grosse’s work, it takes the form of colourful paint that travels through the gaps 

between the artist and site to become another spatial reality, except that this reality 

remains hard to grasp and is ‘lost’ between the departure and arrival points. 

 

Adopting an approach that is somewhat similar to the way modernist paintings 

identify and expose the disconformities between painting and its support (as seen in 

Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm: Number 30 in Chapter 2), Grosse further liberates painting 

from its designated spatial constraints through spraying paint into the void to form a 

spatial representation that is independent from the exhibition site. The spray paint 

depicting visual space is the result of the lack of final control by the artist, and 

purposely contradicts and juxtaposes with the surrounding space. Grosse’s method is 

open and situational, and extends spatial representation beyond the work’s physical 

supports. Although Grosse’s work might still be seen as self-referential, since it 

engages with the discourse of painting and its supports, it breaks away from the 

binary relationship between artist and support, with Grosse suggesting a third spatial 

instance that is indeterminate and inconclusive.  

 

The fabrication of Grosse’s work requires her to wear protective clothing as her body 

moves in and out of the mist of paint travelling in space. This method of painting 

enables multi-perspectival spatial representation, which is fully integrated with the 

space. The result is that the audience is physically surrounded by the artwork, and not 

viewing the work from a fixed position. The various forms of objects in the space also 

combine with the gallery’s spatiality as the contingent supports present a pictorial 

landscape that is difficult to fully comprehend and operate in a space between 

painting and installation. Although the spray paint eventually lands on various 

surfaces, Grosse still is able to depict a spatial volume that is incongruous with the 

exhibition site’s spatial settings.  

 

Due to the structural in-distinctness of sprayed surfaces, they also create an illusionistic 
impression of volume—they embody a painter’s utopian notion of one day being able to 
deploy colour in space without the use of carrier. (Kurzmeyer 2005, 146)  
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Roman Kurzmeyer’s comment discloses the artist’s ultimate ambition in visualising 

space as being free of all constraints. The separation of the painting space from the 

supports, the anarchic gesture of the painting process, and the chaotic use of spatiality 

in the work, all demonstrate the artist’s intention to challenge spatial restrictions and 

extend representation beyond spatial definitions. This is particularly prominent in 

Grosse’s method of paint application, as the spray only partially occupies the surfaces. 

There are also areas where the paint has ‘missed’, leaving an empty space for an open-

ended representation. The missing paint represents the spatial connotation of non-

place discussed in Chapter 2; it neither belongs to the internal or external aspects of 

the work. The space is a gap between the artwork’s closure and disclosure, the 

indeterminate space. Grosse’s inconclusiveness of spatial depiction confirms the open 

and indeterminate character of space that I also wish to accentuate in my artworks. 

 

The airbrush marks offer no definite lines or shapes to the artwork. The viewer’s 

vision is not focused on any particular part of the depiction; they follow the 

movements of paint in space to perceive the painting’s spatiality. This important 

aspect of Grosse’s practice relates again to Lefebvre’s observation that the vanishing 

point has been a regular element in traditional spatial representation: 

 

The vanishing line, the vanishing-point and the meeting of parallel lines ‘at infinity’ were 
the determinants of a representation, at once intellectual and visual, which promoted the 
primacy of the gaze in a kind of ‘logic of visualisation’. (Lefebvre 1991, 41)  

 

The vanishing point in Grosse’s work is non-existent. The loose spraying of paint 

allows the artist to break away from conventional spatial logic, and present spatiality 

through organic forms that are situational and random in contrast to the designed 

architectural determinants. The disconformities between paint, artist, the physical 

space, the missing paint, and chaotic visual structures, create an open spatial 

interpretation. The result is that the seemingly unfinished artwork becomes 

comprehensive in spatial representation and not the definite focus of shape and 

forms. Clearly, the shifting paint and empty spaces in Grosse’s work suggest undefined 

spatial moments, where the concept of Third Spatial Position can also be identified.  
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Figure 19 Katherina Grosse Untitled 2003, acrylic paint on wall, 428 x 1861 cm. 

Source: http://www.johannkoenig.de/inc/index.php?n=2,1,1&art_id=85&bild_id=2726 
 

Broken Painting 

By smashing the edge of an abstract painting, German artist Jens Wolf opens up the 

dichotomy between the physical and abstract construction of a painting, and thus, the 

painting is confronted with another spatial reality, one that is similar to what I 

propose as the Third Spatial Position.  

 
In Wolf’s work Untitled (2004, figure 20), the painting appears somehow ‘broken’, or 

smashed into by an external force: a confrontation between the painting space and the 

actual external space seems apparent. The plywood panel’s untreated surface as 
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support and the painting’s broken edges disclose the material nature of the artwork. 

As curator Claudia Seidel observes,  

 

In Wolf’s work, painting is often like a synthetic sheet that has been affixed, breaking with 
‘ideal form’ as an artistic norm literally at the point where a form remains incomplete 
because colour strips break off abruptly. (Seidel 2003, 66) 
 
 

Wolf’s Untitled refers back to the modernist painters in Greenberg’s description who 

first initiated the exposure of a physical relationship between mediums to deconstruct 

the historically illusive nature presented in painting by the ‘Old Masters’. Yet, contrary 

to modernist painting practices (such as Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm: Number 30 in 

Chapter 2), Wolf not only reveals the tension between the abstract and the real, but, 

more importantly, he challenges the painting space through external space. This 

expansion also differs from the Minimalist inclusion of painting and exhibition space; 

Wolf’s ‘broken’ painting suggests an engagement with a spatial context that is yet to 

be defined. 

 

The dialectical tension within the two-dimensional surface of Untitled is clearly 

pronounced. There are two sets of visual elements that constitute the painting’s 

abstract image: the painted and un-painted sections. The un-painted interstices are 

decisively positioned to form the work’s abstract composition that also operates as 

the physical interstices that divide the abstract image. While these interstices form 

the pattern, at the same time, they are also parts of the support, which reinforces the 

physical quality of the abstract motif. This extension from image to support presents a 

contradiction as it is seen as the separation of the image to the support, and the 

physicality of paint application is clearly illustrated by the contrast to the raw surface 

of the support. In Untitled, Wolf reveals the physically constructed abstract image and 

also the binary tension between the abstract and physical space. Nevertheless, the 

tension between paint and support still fit with the Greenbergian view on the 

autonomy of a painting. 
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Figure 20 Jens Wolf Untitled 2004, acrylic paint on plywood, 190 x 140 cm. 
Source: http://www.kunstverein-wilhelmshoehe.de/archiv.html?year=2013&page=12 
 

Central to Untitled is the painting’s abrupt broken point that directs the internal 

dilemma between an abstract space and a physical space to a new spatial context, 

which is external to the work, open and undefined. When I visited Wolf’s Berlin studio 

in 2004, my initial feeling was that his paintings are the result of an accident; their 

sense of immediacy brought the question ‘what now?’ to my thoughts. Years later, 

when I was considering the issue of spatial representation in my own work, Wolf’s 

broken edges finally struck me as the departure point to an undefined spatial territory 

external to the artwork. 

 

By smashing the plywood support, the artist disrupts the autonomy of a painting, and 

consequently the tensions between paint/support, and abstract/real become 

secondary concerns. The artwork is confronted with a more immediate spatial 

presence, an undefined third spatial instance. The observations presented illustrate 

that there may be three levels of ‘openings’ in Wolf’s painting: the first is the 

remaining natural surface of the plywood support, which suggests that the 

representation is yet to be finished and opens it up to other potential developments. 

The second is the opening that connects the image’s unpainted interstices and outside 
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raw surface, and displays the materiality of the mediums in contrast to the image’s 

abstraction. And the final opening comes from the broken point that opens the 

painting to the immediate spatial context, which is beyond the autonomy of the 

artwork. These three openings represent the three different levels of deconstruction 

of this abstract painting. Through these deconstructions, the work displays the 

contradictory relationship between paint and support in the context of visual 

representation, and also provides the platform for the Third Spatial Position to be 

disclosed. 

 

While the broken edges suggest the physical existence of painting in space, they also 

convey a third spatial attribute in the artwork. Through the forced entry fabricated by 

the artist, the external space becomes clearly connected to the painting. Here the 

external space proposes the third position in relation to the work’s internal spatial 

dualities. The three options of the work’s spatial representation seem to appear: the 

first two are the physical and abstract spaces that construct the painting internally, 

and the third is the space outside of the work, which has no definition in relation to 

physicality and abstraction. By involving the third position, the work’s spatiality 

operates as both critical and inconclusive. The Third Spatial Position in this context 

not only deconstructs the dialectical debates between abstract and real, but also 

suggests the unknown, and the abrupt broken edges demonstrate the artist’s urge of 

seeking an ‘other-than’ option beyond the conventional spatial binaries. The broken 

edges in Wolf’s painting made me think of the presence of the unknown. 

 

Gaps and Doubts 

Through installing gaps within built Plexiglas structures, the New York–based British 

artist Liam Gillick destabilises the seemingly established structure’s autonomy and 

opens it up to ‘other’ options. Subsequently, the built structure becomes a transitional 

place that situates between events, an indeterminate spatial moment that also 

preserves doubts to the existing structure. Here Gilick demonstrates a third spatial 

instance that is both critical and open. 
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In Gillick’s work Discussion Island Big Conference Screen (1997, figure 21), the coloured 

Plexiglas and aluminium frames resemble an institutional setting, such as a conference 

room—a place for discussion—or the construction of shopping centre partition walls. 

Placed in the gallery context, the structure’s deployment of materials and construction 

becomes reminiscent of Judd’s and Morris’s works. Nevertheless, Gillick’s sculpture 

differs conceptually. While the Minimalists’ sculptures persuade audiences to move 

around the work to perceive its physical spatial relationship to the gallery or site, as in 

the example of Judd’s Untitled (1971, figure 22), Gillick’s work functions as the 

background or platform for people to conduct conversations, discussions and thoughts 

that may not even relate to the artwork. As Gregor Stemmrich explains, 

 

Gillick’s Discussion Islands—the choice of forms, materials, combinations, and their 
relationship to architectural elements—suggest an affinity with minimal art, which 
instantly proves deceptive. His assemblages are more fragile, more convoluted, less 
geared towards ‘forms that create a strong gestalt impression’ [Robert Morris] or an 
enduring impact through serial repetition, which gives viewers an experience of presence 
and place. Instead they tend to create a responsiveness to the subtle possibilities inherent 
in the structure of the artefact. (Stemmrich 2001, 5) 
 
 

These ‘subtle possibilities inherent in the structure’ are central to Gillick’s practice. As 

in Discussion Island Big Conference Screen, many of his sculptural works are 

freestanding in the gallery, and, while the audiences are looking at the structure, they 

also able to see other artworks through its gaps or tinted colour panels. To this extent, 

Gillick’s Plexiglas structure is constituted with both closure and disclosure; the work 

acts as a transitional space in between places: a third spatial instance. The non-

determinant spatiality of this third spatial moment is also reinforced through the 

work’s freestanding gesture in the gallery.  
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Figure 21 Liam Gillick, Discussion Island Big Conference Screen 1997, aluminium frames and Plexiglas.  
Source: http://www.maxhetzler.com/exhibitions/hospital-darren-almond-liam-gillick-richard-
hamilton-jeff-koons-sarah-morris-jorge-pardo-richard-phillips-jane-and-louise-wilson/zoom-i/1 
 
 

 

Figure 22 Donald Judd Untitled 1971, anodised aluminum, 6 boxes, 48 x 48 x 48 inches each. Source: 
http://understandingminimalism.com/introduction-to-minimal-art/ 
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The character of preserving other options within an established structure is also 

demonstrated in Gillick’s design of sitting benches at the Vera List Center for Art and 

Politics, The New School, New York. The work Revised Sochaux Structure (2008, figure 

23) is constituted with several round shape sitting benches. The artist explains the 

project: 

 

You have the option to sit facing inward and thereby be in a small group facing each 
other, but you can also all face outwards and therefore, because it’s a circle, you are 
quite alienated from the people, even if they’re sitting close to you. You are definitely 
separated. This phenomenon allows for skeptical presence within the structure. (Gillick 
in Meade 2012) 

 

 

Figure 23 Liam Gillick Revised Sochaux Structure 2008, acrylic paint on wood, Vera List Center for Art 
and Politics at The New School, New York. Source: 
http://www.liamgillick.info/home/texts/gillickmeademousse 

 

For Gillick, preserving doubts within an established structural space does not infer a 

totally open-ended attitude, but the option for critique and change. The facing position 

of sitting inwards on the bench also allows one to look beyond the opposing person’s 

shoulder, and the outward sitting position demonstrates the artist’s attempt to 

maintain an open option within a closed structure. The result is that the work’s 

spatiality not only oscillates between binaries such as inside and outside, and closure 

and disclosure, but also opens to other interpretations that can be constructive and 
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even subversive. This alternative option that Gillick attempts to install in his work is 

similar to my proposition of Third Spatial Position, which is alternative to the 

established spatial binaries. Such a third position can provide an ‘other-than’ option to 

spatial consideration; here, it encourages and identifies other interpretations of space 

to be debated. Stemmrich identifies this spatial option, saying, 

 

Gillick identifies the ‘control structure’ with a ‘space where there is an open frame for free 
thought’. Free thought is thus inseparably linked with thinking about planning, strategy, 
spheres of influence, and control—be it to exercise control or to protect oneself from it. 
(Stemmrich 2001, 5) 
 

Gillick’s insistence of preserving an open option within a dichotomised structure can 

also be identified in my own studio practice, where I actively demonstrate a third 

option beyond the conventional spatial binaries. Gillick’s involvement of spatiality can 

appear discursive and non-determinate, as he constantly seeks a position that is 

alternative to the spatial dialectics of the structure. The nonconforming attitude in 

Gillick’s work introduces the qualities of deconstruction and negotiation into the 

spatial interpretation, and opens up the structure of other possibilities to exist. This 

also recalls the role of Soja’s Thirdspace, which Soja says is 

 

…an invitation to enter a space of extraordinary openness, a place of critical exchange 
where the geographical imagination can be expanded to encompass a multiplicity of 
perspectives that have heretofore been considered by the epistemological referees to be 
incompatible, un-combinable. (Soja 1996, 5) 

 

In an interview with Fionn Meade, Gillick summarised a number of his projects, 

saying: “One thing [they all] have in common is a kind of lack … they all demonstrate 

three key things: lack, suspicion, and withdrawal or a sense of subjugation, or 

something close to that” (Gillick in Meade 2012). This ‘lack’ reminds me of the ‘Sans of 

the Pure Cut’ cited by Derrida. According to Derrida, the inclusion of sans (the absent, 

without) completes the aesthetic totality of a flower. Similarly, Gillick’s Plexiglas 

structure might seem incomplete, though the ‘missing’ or ‘absent’ panels open the 

structure to other spatial options, and thus the ultimate completion of the work. In 

redefining structuralism, Bosteels stresses the importance of the inclusion of the void 
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and unpresentable absence, the non-representation, as it enables the structure to be 

visible. His aim is: 

 

To redefine the object of structuralism itself, not just as a purely formal network of 
constraints but in terms of the paradoxical elements that alone hold this network 
together: an element that in itself is nothing, pure void or unpresentable absence, the 
effects of which nonetheless constitute the structurality of the structure of all that is 
present. (Bosteels 2003, 126) 

 
 

The gaps in Gillick’s structures represent the absence that is paradoxical to the visible 

structural elements, also interpretable as the non-place, the status of in-determination. 

Through directing attention toward the absence in the structure, Gillick constructs a 

spatial structure that is simultaneously deconstructive but also awaits the occurrence 

of other options. The gaps introduce an ‘other-than’ option to the structure’s spatial 

settings in accord to what I have called the Third Spatial Position, an position that is 

open, yet critical, to the structurality of space. 

 

Meantime 

British artist Darren Almond’s Meantime (2000, figure 24) deconstructs the time–

space relationship. Through the methods of displacement and disordering, the artist is 

able to indicate a conceptual gap between time and space. This gap is further 

evidenced by transporting a shipping container converted into a giant digital clock on 

the open sea. In this context, the artist presents a third spatial instance beyond the 

duality of here/there, where time and space have also lost their meanings. Meantime 

exemplifies the mobile and open characters of the Third Spatial Position. 

 

Meantime was first shown at Matthew Marks Gallery in New York in 2000. The spatial 

focus was addressed by Almond through the transportation of a large container 

converted into a digital clock on a trans-Atlantic journey. As the ship departed from 

London to New York, the clock was working precisely according to the time of its 

original location. When the clock-container was placed in the New York gallery, it 

remained operating at the same pace, showing the time in London time, which was 

notably unsuitable for the immediate new location. The audience was confronted with 
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the relentless loud flipping sound from the plates of the digital clock face that revealed 

disconnected time. 

 

The awareness of the relationship between time and its spatial context is central to 

Almond’s work. As human-invented concepts, time and space often correlate with 

each other. A time zone is determined by a geographical location, and time also refers 

to the measure of the physical distance of travelling, such as the distance from earth to 

other planets. The dualistic space–time relationship that forms the conceptual base 

for Almond’s work reminds me of Lefebvre’s notion of time as artificial in the space 

that conceals it: 

 

With the advent of modernity, time has vanished from social space. It is recorded solely 
on measuring-instruments, on clocks, that are as isolated and functionally specialised as 
this time itself … It is consumed, exhausted, and that is all. It leaves no traces. It is 
concealed in space. (Lefebvre 1991, 95)  

 

We demarcate time with systematic calculations according to geographical positions, 

for the economic efficiency and convenience of modern life. This relationship is 

disturbed by the action of transporting time physically, in the form of the container-

cum-clock by Almond in his action of moving ‘time’ from one continent to the other. 

As this action involves both the physical and conceptual spatial measurements of 

distance and time, the movement itself becomes problematic. It poses the question, 

one can move a clock, but how does one move time? This paradoxical question only 

became more apparent when the clock arrived at the New York gallery. The time it 

represented was not the local time, yet the clock didn’t miss a beat during the journey. 

The time-space and physical space contradicted each other as time has been removed 

from its localised spatial context.  

 

In Almond’s Meantime, the time that Lefebvre’s sees as consumed and concealed in 

the measuring instruments of modern society has been extracted. Through the 

contradiction between time and its geographical locations, the spatial demarcation 

role of time disappears, or, at least, malfunctions. As time on the clock becomes 

irrelevant to the spatial location, time is exposed from the concealment of space and 

turns into an isolated entity. Through the disorder and disconnection between time 
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and space, the work creates a conceptual gap that offers a space for the third position 

to be established. 

 

 
Figure 24 Darren Almond Meantime 2000, shipping container converted digital clock. 
Source: http://www.artnet.com/artists/darren-almond/meantime-a-SqXTGXWIhrUgIk6LqcF4fg2 
 
 
The most revealing aspect of Meantime is the exhibition’s inclusion of the photo 

documentation of the ship’s journey carrying the clock on the open sea (figure 25). 

The documentation questions the meaning of time in conjunction with an unidentified 

open natural space, as the digital numbers on the clock soon begin to loose 

functionality. The repetitious monochromatic flipping sound related to the 

mechanism of the clock construction has reduced the measurement of time into 

singular intervals, and the dull sound becomes the only demarcation of time in 

relation to the physical world. This manifestation renders time and the associated 

space into a one-dimensional realm, endless and empty of meaning.  

 

The ship carrying the clock recalls for me the earlier example of Foucault’s boat as a 

transitional and indeterminate space. While the ship sails in between countries and 

continents, it represents another spatial reality—or the heterotopia, in Foucault’s 

terms—signifying that is an in-between spatial moment, belonging to neither the 

origin nor the destination.  
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The ship’s position on the open sea can be viewed as the Third Spatial Position that is 

constantly moving and changing in contrast to the static geographic positions of the 

land. From this third position, the spatial representation (ship space) evades the 

designated time and spatial determinants and detaches from boundaries. The space 

on the open sea is also problematic in regards to the spatial notions of here and there. 

As the ship is mobile, its spatial definitions are also changing, and the ship’s position is 

not here nor there: it is nowhere before and after somewhere, and this nowhere also 

becomes the somewhere. In the somewhere, it has meaning and function, yet it is a 

place that has no fixed spatial positions; indeed, a non-place. As I will show later, the 

mobility of the in-between position is also demonstrated in my own studio practice, 

except it needs to be activated and experienced by the audience’s onsite involvement. 

 

In her essay “Doing Time”, Kate Bush questions ‘now’ through Almond’s practice, 

saying, 

 

How can we define ‘now’? It is the only bit of time whose definition we can even 
logically attempt, the only part that truly exists, because the past is always over, and the 
future has never yet begun. But the present moment, the Now, eternally eludes 
understanding—as soon as we attempt to grasp it, it is already transformed into the 
past. (Bush 1998) 

 

The ‘now’ that Bush attempts to address is the moment between past and future—a 

moment that temporally exists to reflect reality, an in-between moment. This moment 

surfaces in Almond’s Meantime, and illuminates the disorder and deconstruction of 

the time/space relationship. Meantime operates from time calculation losing function 

to highlight the sense of ‘now’, and time as ‘now’ is a conceptual position to review the 

past and plan for the future. By placing the clock on an open sea in attempt to 

transport ‘time’, the artist demonstrates a spatial and conceptual gap between 

designated places. In this gap, time and space lose their meanings: concepts such as 

‘past’ and ‘future’, and ‘here’ and ‘there’ are no longer clearly defined. Time does not 

stop, but only can be detected through the intervals between repetitious mono 

sounds: space is suspended and waiting to be defined.  

 

 75 



 

 

Figure 25 Darren Almond Meantime 2000, shipping container converted digital clock. 
Source: http://whitecube.com/artists/darren_almond/ 
 
 
 

 
The Ping-Pong Pond 

The proposition of Third Spatial Position is playfully demonstrated in a four-way Ping-

Pong table constructed by the Mexican artist Gabriel Orozco in 1998, titled Ping Pond 

Table (figure 26). Orozco placed a water pond between four sides of the table, and thus 

the Third Spatial Position in this instance can be seen as an in-between space that both 

disrupts and co-exists with the oppositional tensions of the game.  

 

For Ping Pond Table, Orozco expands the conventional two-sided ping-pong game 

table into a table of four playing sides, and replaces the traditional net with a pond of 

water containing lotus flowers. The ends of the table are rendered into a round shape, 

allowing the players to have more space to move during the game. As the artist 

explains in the interview quoted further on next page, through the alterations, he 
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intended to expand the game’s spatial possibilities beyond the binary spatial tensions 

of oppositional sides, thus creating a spatial context that is open and inclusive to 

multi-perspective spatial interpretations.  

 

The conventional ping-pong game is played between two opponents, and the game’s 

structure can be interpreted to form the binary nature of game result, that is win or 

lose, by either side. As the traditional game space is divided into two sections via the 

net in the middle, the spatial dualisms between here/there, and self/other are clearly 

drawn. The method of dividing space to set up a game may be too simple or arbitrary 

for Orozco; however, he is interested in the space between the loser and the winner, 

and, in this space, he sees a new possibility for the game. In an interview with the 

online magazine Art21, Orozco explains his intention, 

 

The Ping Pond Table is connected to this idea of a new space, a new possible space. 
When you have a normal ping-pong game, you have a net, which is enough space 
between two spaces. But when you multiply that space by four, instead of two people 
playing, you have four people playing in four tables. You open that space so the net is 
also open. And what you have there is a new space because it didn’t exist before. … I 
opened the ping-pong—the net, that space in between two spaces—I opened it up. And I 
have a tri-dimensional space now, in between four spaces. (Orozco 2003) 

 

I don’t consider the space Orozco revealed in this work to be new; rather, Orozco’s 

‘new’ space has been distorted through dichotomised spatial interpretations. For 

example, the space of the in-between has always existed, and what Orozco did in Ping 

Pond Table is to emphasise such a space. Nonetheless, what Orozco contributes to the 

research is an alternative spatial possibility in relation to the opposing sides of spatial 

setting, and a third spatial example that contrasts with the two-dimensionality of the 

game’s table surface. 

 

By placing a water pond in the middle of the reformed ping-pang table, Orozco 

demonstrates how the in-between space is activated. If, when someone is playing the 

game, the ball falls into pond by ‘mistake’, it will be ‘out’ of the competition space and 

enter another spatial context, in which the game will not be able to continue. This ‘out’ 

space is actually in the space that is between four oppositional sides; to this extent, the 

notions of ‘in’ and ‘out’ are reduced to mere conceptual determination, having no 

 77 



 

actual spatial differences. The ball cannot bounce when in the pond, and it will 

aimlessly float on the water surface, thus easing the binary tensions. This 

indeterminate status of space is also what I try to emphasise in my own studio 

practice. 

 

In this work, the water pond represents a spatial context that is in between four sides 

of the table and has no orientation. This in-between space also exists independently, 

materialises through the form of a water pond to become a spatial reality, and 

consequently the third space between the oppositional sides. Orozco additionally 

planted lotus flowers in the pond to emphasise this third spatial instance as the pre-

existing spatial context. As he explains:  

 

I liked the idea of the pond and the lotus. If you want to think in a metaphorical sense, of 
the lotus flower as the beginning of the universe, I think you can do that because it’s a new 
game. It’s a new space for a new way of playing with the universe, which is this game … 
you can understand why a pond could be the beginning of the universe or the center of the 
universe. I think it’s quite easy to understand, if you look at a pond with so many things 
happening there, why it’s the origin of life. (Orozco 2003) 

 

While Orozco’s insistent affirmation of ‘a new way’ and ‘a new space’ in context with 

the notion of universe is a concept I am not in total agreement with, his analogy of the 

pond as the start of the universe emphasises the neutrality of the natural context, 

which pre-existed human appearance and subsequent spatial demarcations. To 

accentuate this natural context, Orozco deconstructs the spatial tensions in the game, 

thus demonstrating a third spatial existence through revealing an original status for 

space. The game’s dialectical spatial tension is deconstructed and reconstitutes a more 

inclusive spatial structure from this third position. In this reconstituted spatial 

context, the water pond is reminiscent of the Third Spatial Position in the game, and 

also a non-place.  

 

The third position of the pond together with the dichotomised spatial positions is also 

describable in terms of Soja’s Thirdspace, because the reformed table structure offers 

multiple perspectives in spatial interpretations. Soja writes, 
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In this critical thirding, the original binary choice is not dismissed entirely but is subjected 
to a creative process of restructuring that draws selectively and strategically from the two 
opposing categories to open new alternatives. (Soja 1996, 5)  
 
 

In Orozco’s work, the reformed ping-pong game involves all directions of movement 

from four players, and the oppositional positions are temporal and uncertain between 

players. The game space is as critical as before, but becomes more inclusive. 

 

In contrast to the symmetrical forms of the table and its flat hard surface, the water 

pond with planted lotus flowers constitutes the organic living space, and a space that 

is naturally alive and open. The ping-pong ball falls into the pond and floats by the 

natural movements of water and air. It disconnects from the tensions between the 

players’ bats, and the ball’s position in the pond is unstable yet neutral. The spatial 

connection between ball and space becomes indeterminate, and the ball, lotus, water 

and air all contribute to the idleness of spatiality, or, as Orozco may say, the ‘beginning 

of the universe’. The open and indeterminate nature of space is the premise for the 

Third Spatial Position to be based on. 

 

In my practice, I deploy similar deconstructive and reconstitutive approaches to 

Orozco in order to establish the Third Spatial Position among spatial dualisms. The 

Third Spatial Position I want to identify is not based on a new spatial context, but 

rather re-presents the open and indeterminate characters of space that often 

disguised by the binary representations of space. 

 

Through the analysis of five contemporary artists’ works, this chapter has 

demonstrated the respective efforts made by these artists to challenge dichotomised 

spatial terms. Through various approaches, the artworks discussed here evade the 

conventional dualistic interpretations of space, and all suggest a third spatial instance 

that is open and indeterminate, often temporal and transitional, and shares 

characteristics of my proposed Third Spatial Position. In next chapter, I will 

demonstrate the Third Spatial Position through my own studio practice, in which I 

focus on the in-between space to deconstruct the spatial dualisms, such as up/down, 

here/there, virtual/actual, and physical/conceptual, etc. By emphasising the 
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indeterminacy of an in-between space, the Third Spatial Position is able to be seen as 

both an open and a critical spatial concept. 

 

 

 

Figure 26 Gabriel Orozco Ping Pond Table 1998, reformed ping-pong table, water and plants. 
Source: http://blog-imgs-46.fc2.com/s/u/p/supergaigaigigi/Tabletennis1_Big.jpg 
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Chapter 4: Monochromatic Space 
 
This chapter records the development of my studio practice over the course of my 

candidature, which has spanned from 2012 to 2015. These works illustrate the 

possible existence of the Third Spatial Position in spatial representation in various 

ways. My studio practice takes on the genre of monochrome painting as the main 

vehicle to illustrate the spatial dualisms between physical and conceptual. Its lineage 

can be traced back to Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square (1915, figure 27) and Aleksandr 

Rodchenko’s Colour Pure Red, Colour Pure Yellow, Colour Pure Blue (1921, figure 28). 

While Malevich’s painted black square suggests spiritual transcendence, Rodchenko’s 

paintings reduce art to its basic elements; the three canvases each painted with one of 

the primary colours. The paintings thus lost meaning but only as the elementary 

objects that demonstrate the primary colours for painting. 

 

 
Figure 27 Kazimir Malevich 1915, Black Square oil on canvas. 
Source: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/philip-shaw-kasimir-
malevichs-black-square-r1141459 
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Figure 28 Aleksandr Rodchenko 1921, Colour Pure Red, Colour Pure Yellow, Colour Pure Blue, oil on 
canvas. 
Source: https://theuntitledartblog.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/20140526-121058-43858299.jpg 

 

The opposition between materialist and transcendentalist views on monochrome 

painting continued to the middle of the twentieth century, as evident in the works of 

Ad Reinhardt and Yves Klein, as Anne Rorimer states, 

 

Reinhardt restricted his paintings to monochrome with the intent of creating imageless, 
colourless, and timeless surfaces that would convey the fact that a painting is an idea as 
much as it is an object … Klein, in another spirit, aimed to elevate colour to mythical 
status, having maintained that “through colour, I experience a complete identification with 
space, I am truly free.” (Rorimer 2001, 14)  
 
 

To Klein, monochromatic colour symbolises the openness and infinity of space; its 

dimensionality is beyond the painting’s physical restrictions, even though such spatial 

representation recourses to a combination of one’s visual experience and intellectual 

transcendence. Antagonistically, by denying the meaning of colour and hiding brush 

strokes Reinhardt tries to bring painting back to its objecthood. Although in 1953, 

Reinhardt famously proposed the ‘12 rules’ for a new academy in order to ‘purify art’ 

has, in which the last rule was ‘no object’, he continued to make his black monochrome 

paintings till the late stages of his life. Painting still was an object to him. 

The previously discussed Black Cube by John McCracken is perhaps one of the best 

examples of the development of monochromatic art, since it encompasses both 

conceptual and physical aspects of spatial representation. Nevertheless, as discussed 

in Chapter 2, the spatial ambiguity posed in McCracken’s work also falls into the trap 

of double illusion. According to Lefebvre, whether antagonistic or conflated, binary 

choices between physical and conceptual can only continue the illusory character of 
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spatial representation. This has highlighted the drawbacks of monochromatic art in 

terms of spatial representation.  

My studio practice uses the genre of monochrome painting to illustrate the physical 

and conceptual representation of space in art. To deconstruct the binary between 

physical and conceptual, I need to demonstrate a third spatial option that is open and 

indeterminate and free of any binary restrictions. To achieve this, my studio works 

attempt to accentuate the existence of an in-between space. Through juxtaposing 

dichotomised spatial terms, the in-between space assumes the role of Third Spatial 

Position, which I have defined throughout this exegesis. Since the in-between space in 

my works often is part of the actual exhibition site, which is shared by the audience, 

the indeterminate spatial moment can be also be seen as experiential and temporal.  

Importantly, although my studio works are often displayed in an art gallery context, 

the intention of this research is not to focus on the spatial dichotomies of an art gallery 

space—namely, the white cube—for such emphasis on spatial identity would 

inevitably lead the research back to a dualistic spatial debate. By contrast, the goal of 

this research is to take deconstructive and re-constitutive approaches to unlock the 

dualisms in spatial representation and to identify a spatial option or moment between 

the established spatial oppositions, which is indeterminate and neutral. The works 

demonstrated and explained in this chapter are not the final result of this research, but 

represent my three-and-a-half-year investigation into spatial representation in 

contemporary art practice. Each time these works are exhibited, they might be 

displayed differently according to the spatial settings of the exhibition site. 

 

Sunrise and Sunset 

In Up/Down (Sunrise/Sunset) (2012, figure 29), the physical and conceptual attributes 

of space are suggested through the colour and positions of the monochrome prints. By 

emphasising the in-between space, the work intends to demonstrate a third spatial 

instance that is addition to the dichotomised spatial representations.  

 

The work consists of two orange-coloured monochrome prints, placed vertically on 

top of each other, separated by a large space. One is aligned with the top of the wall 
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and another is aligned at the bottom. The vertical distance between these prints 

produces the perception of up and down. However, the up and down positions of the 

prints became less definite when they are compared to the edges of the wall. As the 

top print is sitting below the ceiling, and the bottom print is above the wall’s baseline, 

the orientations of up and down in this context become relative concepts. 

 

By subtitling the work as Sunrise/Sunset and presenting two orange monochrome 

prints, the disorientating nature of the monochrome space intends to contextualise the 

prints’ comparative physical positions, by focusing on the bright orange light of 

sunrise and sunset that has no direction or orientation. When the sun is rising, it is 

also setting at another location on the planet; both locations are sharing the same 

colour of light, yet, by looking at the orange light, one can’t tell whether the sun is 

rising or setting.  

The spatial disorientation of the orange monochromes is demonstrated through the 

positions of the prints. One can’t tell whether the top print is representing the sun on 

the way up or on the way down, while the same representational issue also applies to 

the bottom print. To this extent, the non-directional space represented by the orange 

colour is translated by the uncertainty of the prints’ positions in relation to their 

spatial context, and the monochromes relate to both physical and conceptual 

dimensions. The prints are printed digitally from a single image file, which also 

reinforces the singularity of the sun in contrast to its representations from various 

positions. 

The intended spatial disorientation and confusion are demonstrated through the 

orange colour of the prints in combination with their ambiguous physical positions in 

the space. The dichotomies employed in the work might have more to demonstrate 

than the simple spatial contextualisation or confusion seen in the 1960s’ 

Minimal/Conceptual art and subsequent postmodernist practices. 

The ambiguous positions of two prints are directly related to a spatial instance that 

often gets overlooked: the space between the prints. If the spatial disorientation is 

demonstrated through the colour and positions of the prints in context to the actual 

site, then the space between these prints is the element that enables the spatial 
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oppositions and their subsequent confusions. This in-between space can’t be simply 

ignored as non-existing; the work’s spatiality is actually more ‘trialectical’ than 

dialectical, the in-between space shared with dichotomised spatial positions should be 

seen as another spatial instance.  

To this extent, the in-between space becomes a third spatial instance, to which its 

existence is also hard to define, as this instance can only be recognised through the 

comparison and contrast between the prints’ spatial oppositions. Without the 

oppositions, this in-between space won’t exist. It isn’t inside nor outside of the 

artwork, neither can it be seen as physical nor conceptual, up or down; rather, this 

spatial instance is suspended in the middle as a gap that is open to interpretation. 

This attention to the in-between space as the third element is similar to Derrida’s 

finding on the notion of the ‘parergon’, where he accentuates an element such as a 

painting’s frame that is neither outside nor inside of the artwork, yet is crucial to the 

existence of the work. He describes a parergon as follows: 

 

A parergon comes against, beside, and in addition to the ergon, the work done, the fact, the 
work, but it does not fall to one side, it touches and cooperates within the operation, from 
a certain outside. Neither simply outside nor simply inside. (Derrida 1987, 54) 
 
 

What Derrida tries to address is the in-between position of the parergon. Like the cut 

between the tulip flower and the discarded roots, it is neither inside nor outside of the 

flower, it is in between. As a point of articulation of the totality of beauty, it maintains 

a position of its own. 

 

Neither inside the work nor outside the work, the parergon follows a logic of 
‘both/and/neither/nor’ that complicates the ‘either/or’ logic of Western metaphysics that 
Derrida criticises for its reliance on static structures that crumble because of their rigidity. 
(Richards 2008, 32) 
 
 

By stating the neither/nor position of parergon, Kevin M. Richards’s summary not only 

suggests parergon as the third position in addition to the conventional dialectical logic, 

but also reveals the parergon’s independent and neutral status in relation to 

dialectical definitions. Richards also indicates the situational and critical nature of the 

parergon in contrast to the rigidity of traditional dialectics, as such a position not only 
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can tolerate dialectical oppositions (as both/and), but also deny the both (as 

neither/nor). The neutral status of parergon in this work is represented through the 

in-between space, as a spatial moment that is both open and indeterminate and third 

to the dichotomised spatial tensions.  

In characterising the Thirdspace, Soja also emphasises the independence of the third 

option, “This critical thirding-as-othering is the first and most important step in 

transforming the categorical and closed logic of either/or to the dialectically open 

logic of both/and also…” (Soja 1996, 60). Like Derrida, Soja tries to establish a third 

option in attempt to break the deadlock between dichotomised concepts and go 

beyond them. By deploying the term ‘both/and also’, he suggests the third option is 

both inclusive and open to other interpretations. 

Both Derrida and Soja emphasise the existence of a third element that is beyond 

conventional dialectics. In Sunrise/Sunset, the space between the prints plays a similar 

role to the cut of the tulip. It is external to the work’s monochromatic spatial 

representation and also acts as a divide that separates the prints in space—a physical 

gap between the prints. As the third spatial instance, this gap produces the spatial 

oppositions of the prints, and maintains an open status that directly connects to the 

space where the audience stands. 

There is no boundary from the space between the prints to the exhibition site even 

beyond, so the meaning of in-between is situational in this instance. It can be seen as 

the gap that divides the prints, but also as part of the greater space that unites the 

exhibition site and the audience. Whether it is up or down, physical or conceptual, or 

none of the above, the contextualisation made by the in-between space is not solely 

aimed at creating spatial confusion or opposition, but, more importantly, to 

demonstrate the tentative, situational nature of spatial definitions. The inclusion of the 

exhibition site enables the audience to directly sense both the indeterminacy of the 

prints’ spatial positions and the openness of in-between space.  

The audience’s experience will also accentuate the temporal and experiential aspects 

in spatial recognition. Clearly, the space between the prints, with its connection to the 

exhibition site and audience, indicate a Third Spatial Position. Although its existence 

might not be perceived immediately in this work, the Third Spatial Position can 
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nonetheless be as factual as the spatial dialectics that the work seems to be based on. 

By involving the in-between space, the work transcends the spatial debates between 

physical and conceptual within the monochrome painting tradition into a third spatial 

context, which is both open and indeterminate. 

 

 
Figure 29 Paul Bai Up/Down (Sunrise/Sunset) 2012, digital prints on paper, 72x 72 cm each 

 

Green Monochrome  

As I stated in Chapter 1, the lived space reference is demonstrated by my works 

offering the audience an option of choosing to agree with the represented spatial 

dichotomy, or to abandon the spatial binary altogether. Because the lived space in my 

works mainly associate with an in-between spatial moment, where the audience can 

pause and consider all of the spatial options, it is also experiential.  

In the work Untitled (Green Monochrome on Wood) (2011, figures 30 and 31), a lengthy 

block of wood has been painted with the same green colour at both ends. These two 

painted green sections are visually separated from each other through the length of 
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the timber. The viewer can only see one of the monochrome sections at a time; to see 

the other, the viewer needs to walk to the opposite end of the timber.  

As the painting support, the block of timber is a single entity. Despite the spatial 

orientations of the two painted ends that appear oppositional and distant, physically, 

they are on the same support, as the two sides of one painting. The unpainted timber 

body between the two painted ends also represents the in-between space. 

The distance between two ends of timber produces spatial notions of ‘here’ and ‘there’. 

Such notions are interchangeable as the viewer’s position moves to the other end; 

‘there’ becomes ‘here’, and ‘here’ becomes ‘there’. Each end of the timber is painted 

with a monochrome of green that visually unifies the spatial oppositions of ‘here’ and 

‘there’. By exposing the situational roles of these spatial terms, the work emphasises 

the tentative and temporal nature of spatial definitions, which directly relates to the 

audience’s actual experience with space. The pine green in the work might also be 

suggestive of a forest, a place that is often disorientating for visitors. 

In order to complete the viewing of this work and to acknowledge its conceptual 

unification/disorientation of space, one has to travel through physical space and stop 

at the other end. In this case, distance produces spatial separation and at same time 

unifies space. Thus, the work demonstrates a paradoxical relationship between 

separation and unification in spatial understanding. It is evidential that the work’s 

spatial dilemma recourses to the audience’s active participation in space. Without the 

lived experience of the audience, the work’s dichotomised spatial tensions won’t exist.  

The integration of oppositional concepts featured prominently in this work make it 

easy to say the work’s spatiality is based on these dualistic tensions. However, for this 

research, I also want to emphasise the audience’s spatial experience of the transitional 

space between two ends of timber. 

Numerous theorists referenced in this research insist on the in-between spatial 

moment as another spatial reality. From Lefebvre’s lived space to Foucault’s 

heterotopia, and Bosteels’s non-place, through deconstructing the conventional 

dichotomised spatial structure, these theorists respectively suggest the in-between 

space as a third spatial instance that exists trialectically with the traditional spatial 

binaries.  
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In Untitled (Green Monochrome on Wood), the space between two ends of the timber 

provides the spatial moment for the audience to pause, even to withdraw, from the 

spatial participation. To this extent, the audience’s experience of the in-between space 

poses as the third position to the represented spatial dichotomy. The lived space in 

this work is demonstrated through the audience’s onsite experience of the in-between 

spatial moment, and the third position of this lived space is what I would call the Third 

Spatial Position. 

However, as this is one of the earlier works produced through this research, the Third 

Spatial Position isn’t clearly pronounced through its presentation. In theory, I argue 

that the Third Spatial Position is represented through the audience’s onsite position, 

but the audience might just as easily be drawn into the dichotomised spatial 

confusions and not notice their external position to the spatial binaries. The scale of 

the work also limits the presence and connotations of a monochrome painting 

reference. If there is the opportunity and condition, the work should be presented at 

much larger scale, perhaps at 400 x 50 x 50cm, and to be presented as an outdoor 

sculpture; then, the audience could take time to experience the transitional space and 

to perceive the third spatial moment.  

Nonetheless, the work’s Third Spatial Position is identified through the audience’s 

onsite experience that is closely associated with the in-between spatial moment. This 

is in contrast with how the 1960s’ minimalist artists’ works were often limited by 

dichotomised spatial terms, as seen in the case of Andre’s Slope 2004. Through 

inserting a line of steel plates under the gallery wall, Andre attempted to confuse the 

role between content and context within a gallery space, but there was not a third 

option or transitional space for the audience to take. By contrast, in my work, the 

actual space between each end of the timber acts as the interval that suggests a third 

spatial moment for the audience to pause and decide whether to participate or 

withdraw from the spatial dichotomies. 
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Figures 30, 31 Paul Bai Untitled (Green Monochrome on Wood) 2011, acrylic paint on wood, 180 
x 9 x 9 cm 
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The Universe Ruler 

Spatial indeterminacy is central to the work The Universe Ruler (2011, figure 32). The 

title itself suggests a contradiction, regarding the limitation of the universe and how or 

could it be measured.  

The work consists of a wooden ruler that I purchased from a stationery shop, onto 

which black paint has been applied so that the measurement marks are covered up. 

Painting the ruler black turns it into a monochrome painting, pictorially and 

conceptually, representing a spatial dimension to the full extent, undefined and free 

from physical limitations. 

The ruler, as a human-made spatial demarcation tool, is applied to measure distance. 

While the ruler intends to present the notion of space in a calculative format, the 

monochrome painting is suggesting the opposite; the black makes reference to the 

darkness of outer space, the unknown. This contradictory relationship becomes 

dialectical as the ruler turns into a monochromatic art object. 

After the paint was applied on the ruler, the demarcation digits become invisible, and 

the only visible measuring mark is the ruler’s own length, in the shape of the digit ‘1’. 

The idea of 1 can be seen as a minimal unit in a mathematical sense, but also can be 

interpreted as a conceptual fulfilment in metaphysics. Such dual characteristics are 

consistent with the intention of the work: through painting over the measurement 

marks, the monochrome’s conceptual unification of space identifies with the ruler’s 

linear physical form. The assimilation between metaphysical and mathematical 

interpretations of 1 also sees the work re-present the spatiality as undivided and 

infinite in expansion.  

As the artwork is suspended in space through the original hole on the ruler, its spatial 

relationship to the physical surrounding is also suspended and undetermined, 

coherent with the spatial representation from the monochromatic surface that 

suggests no orientation. Therefore, besides the physical and conceptual rendering of 

spatial representation within the ruler’s autonomy, there is the contextualisation with 

external space, where the work’s position in the actual exhibition site reinforces the 

indeterminate and undefined spatiality that the work represents. 
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To suspend the ruler from a random spot on the wall and its subsequent asymmetrical 

relationship to the surrounding spatial elements indicates an in-between spatial 

position. The suspension suggests a spatial moment that is between and beyond all 

other definitions. While the artwork demonstrates the spatial unification and infinity 

through its physical and conceptual attributions, it also occupies an undefined spatial 

position in the air where it is impossible to measure and delimit its actual position. 

This undeclared position in space can be neither physical nor conceptual, or both 

physical and conceptual. Thus, it illustrates a Third Spatial Position. To label this 

spatial instance as a position is not because it has no physical form, but more as an in-

between moment in spatial recognition that intends to evade definitions. 

The identity of a ruler distinguishes this work from other hybrid painting/sculpture 

works that oscillate between physical and conceptual attributes. In other words, this 

work goes beyond the critique of Lefebvre’s spatial double illusions. The painting 

process is not aiming to create spatial confusions, but to emancipate and reunite space 

from the demarcations, to reiterate the infinitive nature of space. The spatial confusion 

between physical and conceptual only appears when one believes spatial 

representation is restricted by these dichotomised values. In this context, through the 

reference of a ruler, the infinity of monochrome space is coherent with the unknown 

length of the ex-ruler support; from its causal suspension in space, the artwork 

demonstrates a spatial option that can be both physical and conceptual and also opens 

to other interpretations. 

The assimilation between physical and conceptual attributes of the work, together 

with its suspending position in space, form a spatial context that is similar to the 

description of the Thirdspace by Soja: 

 

It [Thirdspace] has restricting as well as liberating aspects. It arouses a space of radical 
openness … a space of various representations, which can be analysed in binary terms but 
where there is always a third additional dimension … ‘an other space’ as Foucault called it 
in his heterotopology … Thirdspace is a meeting point, a hybrid place, where one can 
move beyond the existing borders. (Soja 2009, 71) 
 
 

In the above quote, Soja describes the Thirdspace as the meeting point where various 

spatial dimensions are juxtaposed; his reference to Foucault’s heterotopian space 

suggests that the in-between space is another spatial instance beyond existing 
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dichotomised spatial terms: a third spatial instance. To such an extent, the hanging 

position of the painted ruler represents an indeterminate spatial instance that is in 

conjunction with both physical and conceptual dimensions of the artwork, one that 

constitutes a spatial context that can be seen as the Thirdspace, and the suspension 

position represents the Third Spatial Position of the artwork. 

At first glance, the Third Spatial Position in this work might not be easy to identify, as 

the artwork’s appearance could remind audiences of a 1960s’ Minimal/Conceptual art 

object. However, unlike such work, whose spatial contextualisation was based on the 

oppositions of dichotomised spatial definitions (as discussed in Chapter 2), the work’s 

hanging position suggests its indeterminate relationship to surrounding space; that is, 

a third spatial element in addition to the work’s physical and conceptual 

representations of space.  

While the Third Spatial Position in this work seems extrinsic to the work’s spatial 

autonomy and irrelevant to the work, it initiates the contextualisation between the 

work and the exhibition site. Such contextualisation would not be significant without 

the work’s ex-identity of being a ruler: with its demarcation marks covered by paint, 

its own length and spatial relations to external space all become random and 

uncertain. Thus, the random hanging position of the work in space only accentuates 

the infinity of its spatiality.  

Nonetheless, I also think that the Third Spatial Position in this work is a subtle one for 

audiences to perceive, as its role in spatial contextualisation and representation of a 

third spatial instance is not well articulated without the pre-knowledge of the ex-

identity of the ruler. The random spatial position of the artwork in contrast to the 

surrounding spatial elements also needs to be pronounced more. In future practice, I 

need to emphasise the actual spatial experience of the audience in order to 

demonstrate the Third spatial Position of the artwork. 
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Figure 32 Paul Bai Universe Ruler 2011, acrylic paint on wood, dimensions variable 

 

Alignment 

Alignment No.1 (Up and Down) (2012, figure 33) is from a series of digital prints that 

focus on the transitional moment between spatial oppositions. As the work consists of 

a single image file that is digitally printed twice on separate sheets of paper, this 

method of production also metaphorically signifies the artificiality of spatial division. 

To re-present undivided space has been a consistent goal in my studio practice. 

Besides the demonstration of dichotomised spatial options, it is also necessary to 

restress their pre-context as neutral and undivided, and thereby acting as the open 

ground where other spatial representation can take place. 

At the start of making this work, I was interested in the boundary that divides spatial 

oppositions, and on focusing on the transitional moment that allows these oppositions 

to emerge. Traditionally, a boundary is used to divide space into binaries, though its 

own spatial position often gets overshadowed by the focuses on ‘either’, ‘or’ and ‘both’ 

dualities. The dualistic options mask the possible existence of a third option, and 

regard the role of boundary merely as the simple divide that differentiates each 

opposition. As this research is to identify the Third Spatial Position beyond the 

conventional spatial dichotomies, the in-between position of a boundary is 
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investigated as another instance that has its own independent existence beside the 

spatial oppositions it helps to define.  

This work consists of two digital prints. By placing the prints in staggered positions, 

the sheets of paper protrude in up and down directions, which makes the spatial 

oppositions reified in physical context. Here the alignment is a conscious decision to 

match the top section of one print with the bottom section of other print, together 

forming a straight line as the boundary that informs the orientations of up and down. 

After the work is aligned together, it becomes apparent that the expanded boundary 

between the two prints also forms another spatial representation: a monochromatic 

space in this case. This appears to be the additional spatial instance that is coexisting 

with the other two oppositional sections of the prints. 

As in the previous work Up/Down (Sunrise/Sunset), where the space in between the 

two orange prints acts as the third spatial component of the work that is neither inside 

nor outside of the work, its role as the dividing gap between the work’s spatial 

oppositions is contextual and situational. The same logic applies to the dividing 

boundary in this work; the blue colour fields in the work only act as the dividing 

boundary when they are aligned in the middle of the prints. In other words, the 

dividing purpose is not inherent to these colour fields; they might appear and function 

as the boundary through the manipulation of the prints’ directions, but the print itself 

also represents a monochromatic space that advocates no spatial determination. To 

such an extent, the spatial oppositions of the prints are proved to be situational and 

artificial. 

Through the deliberate expansion in width, the spatial boundary in this work has 

accentuated its visual appearance as the monochrome painting that suggests no 

spatial orientations; yet, the aligned colour fields could also be seen as an expanded 

boundary that defines high and low positions of the prints, and as the spatial moment 

where oppositional spatial concepts arise. The multiple roles of the monochromatic 

colour fields not only demonstrate the situational nature in spatial determination, but 

also clearly present the boundary as the third instance that exists among the spatial 

dichotomies.  
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The physical alignment of the two prints beside each other suggests the constructive 

nature in spatial representation, and also produces the interstice in between. Such an 

interstice informs the viewer of the makeshift quality of the dividing boundary and 

temporality of the work’s spatial structure, and, consequently, also its spatial 

representation. The seemingly aligned prints and the proposed dividing boundary all 

become floating entities when we shift our focus to this interstice, which itself is also 

an undefined space; it has no spatial orientations, and its open status destabilises all 

the spatial definitions and positions. Thus, from both conceptual and physical aspects, 

the work demonstrates spatial instability and disorientation.  

As in previous works, the Third Spatial Position in this work is identified through the 

in-between space; in this instance, the blue boundary, which also can be seen as the 

representation of spatial infinity through its monochrome colour. The interstice 

between the prints not only emphasises the physical alignment of the straight 

boundary, but also reminds the viewer of the temporality in spatial representation and 

construction. The temporality of spatial definitions is also explored in the next work. 

 

 
Figure 33 Paul Bai Alignment No.1 (Up and Down) 2011, digital print on paper, 102 x 72 cm each 
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Wind Charm 

The next work I will discuss, a video projection–based installation, perhaps best 

illustrates the proposed Third Spatial Position. In an attempt to represent the infinity 

of space, this work takes sky as the reference to demonstrate a spatial instance that is 

beyond the binary tensions and has no determinations. I chose video projection as the 

main medium because the spatiality I intended to present is temporal and transitional, 

and the time-based video projection, with its tentative nature, suits the work’s 

conceptual frame. 

The work Untitled (Wind Charm) (2013, figure 34) is constituted of a single-channel 

projection and two plywood building panels (120 x 240cm each). As the panels are 

individually placed, leaning against the wall with distance in between, their dualistic 

positions produce a dichotomised spatial relationship. By deploying the plywood 

panels and painting them the same colour as the wall, I intended to demonstrate the 

interchangeable roles between the artwork’s projection support and the gallery’s 

utilitarian wall space. The plywood panels’ conventional building material reference 

also signifies the constructive nature in spatial representation; their casual leaning 

manner accentuates the temporality of spatial construction and definition of a broader 

context, that of the spatial construction of the exhibition space.    

Two spinning wind charms in the video are made by single video footage that has been 

computer edited. In this case, I duplicated the original footage to mirror the copied clip 

and then joined two clips together as one file. As a result, the two wind charms play in 

opposite directions at the same speed on the same visual plane. In doing this, I try to 

establish the oppositional relationship between dichotomised spatial orientations. The 

two wooden panels, as part of the projection surface, bring the physical context to the 

spatial dualism in the video. 

By joining the video clips together, the second effect is that the blue sky in each clip’s 

background is joined as one pictorial plane, like a blue monochrome painting. While 

two wind charms display oppositional spatial directions, the blue sky can be seen as 

the third spatial instance that suggests no spatial orientations and coexists with the 

illustrated spatial oppositions. The work references the blue sky’s infinite quality, as 
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well as its undefined status to suggest the spatial reality beyond dichotomised 

concepts.  

As the panels are leaning against the wall, two types of space need to be addressed: 

the space between panels and the space in between the wall and panels. The space in 

between the panels allows the projection to land on the single plane of the gallery wall, 

where the blue sky also references a monochrome painting as both sky and painting 

represent the infinity of space. At the same time, the blue sky is also projected on to 

the leaning panels, and the uneven projection surfaces bring the space between the 

wall and panel into context. What type of space does this shadowy area represent? 

There seems to be no discontinuation between the space behind the panels and the 

projected blue sky on the wall; the only variation among them is between light and 

dark, seen and unseen.  

By displaying both presented and un-presented space through a deconstructive 

approach, the work suggests that the so-called sky is a form of visualisation of space, 

which is infinite and ubiquitous. Most importantly, there is no actual distance between 

the projected sky and the space in front of us; the only distance will be assumed from 

our subjectivity, from which the notions of ‘here’ and ‘there’ arise.  

As the work contextualises the projected sky with onsite space to demonstrate spatial 

infinity, the third spatial instance represented by the blue sky is also actualised in the 

same spatial context shared with the audience. Therefore, to both physical and 

conceptual extents, the audience is in the Third Spatial Position that is alternative to 

the dichotomised spatiality represented by the spinning wind charm. Furthermore, the 

panels’ leaning position presents the space behind in a form that is both expandable 

and reducible, as from the bottom of the gap, the dark space gradually reduces toward 

the top of panel, and vice versa. Such flexibility also suggests the situational and 

transitional nature in spatial representation (sky projection in this case) and 

construction. 

The sound of the wind charm evokes Zen-like meditation. By listening to the sound, we 

won’t be able to detect the wind charm’s spinning direction, in the sense that a bell’s 

ring unifies spatial separation and suggests a mental space that is free of restrictions 

and definitions, coherent with the blue monochromatic space of the sky.  
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Through projecting a video onto the leaning panels, the work explores various spatial 

dimensions and its spatiality can be described as experiential, physical, conceptual and 

visual. Although the contextualisation with the exhibition site might see the merging 

between physical and conceptual space, virtuality and actuality, the work doesn’t stop 

at demonstrating the simple fusion between oppositional concepts. The spatial 

dualism in this work accentuates the unchanging status of the blue sky, which acts as 

both the background and the neutral ground in relation to the spinning wind charms, 

assuming a third spatial instance/position beyond any dichotomised spatial concepts. 

A trialectical relationship between the two spinning wind charms and blue sky is 

clearly represented throughout the installation. Without contrasting the dichotomised 

spatial relationship between wind charms and wooden panels, the open and infinitive 

quality of sky (space) won’t be easy to articulate, and the projection of sky will only be 

another blue monochrome space that awaits one’s mental recognition; conversely, the 

background sky’s neutral status prevents the work’s spatial representation from 

retreating into the binary tension as double illusion.  

In this work, the sky represents the in-between space, where spatial oppositions 

appear and vanish, offering open and neutral qualities that keep the work’s spatial 

presentation alive. The openness of this in-between space doesn’t imply nihilism or an 

‘anything goes’ attitude; on the contrary, it poses as the third (spatial) position from 

which we are not only to tolerate the existing spatial dualism, but also with the option 

that we could abandon the dichotomised spatial values. As the Third Spatial Position is 

represented by the in-between space (sky) in this work and is contextualised with the 

exhibition site, the audience’s spatial position also shares the contextualisation, and 

momentarily become totally open and neutral. Perhaps this is the spatial moment that 

could represent space to its fullest extent. 

 

 99 



 

 
Figure 34 Paul Bai Untitled (Wind Charm) 2013, single-channel projection on MDF boards, 120 x 240 
cm each, 10 minutes. Photographer: Jung Dong Kwang 

 

Decentralisation 

The audience’s indecisive moment in spatial determination is amplified in the work 

Untitled (Decentralisation) (2014, figure 35). By focusing on the concept of 

‘decentralisation’, the work continues to emphasise the infinity of space and its 

transitional and tentative characteristics.  

The term decentralisation is not a new concept; Sugimoto writes, “In contrast to the 

oppositional, and therefore exclusionist character of modernism, postmodernism in 

theory aims at radical decentralisation” (Sugimoto, 1995, 150). In this research 

context, I would say the decentralisation is at the start of the Minimalists’ experiment 

with spatial contextualisation, which sees artwork transform from ‘in the space’ to 

become ‘part of the space’. With this knowledge, I do not wish my work to repeat the 

process of eliminating boundaries between oppositional terms, or to erase spatial 

hierarchy in order to create spatial juxtaposition or fusion. The decentralisation 

process in this work is more about re-presenting the infinity of space and to stress the 

ongoing effort in spatial determination by humans that shapes our relationship with 

space. 
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Again, the monochrome painting reference is obvious in this instance as the 

suspended Styrofoam disc is covered by matt black acrylic paint, which suggests the 

dark and expansive universe and the pre-context for spatial notions to arise. 

Previously, I discussed the dualism between physical and conceptual aspects of 

monochrome painting that inevitably returns spatial representation to Lefebvre’s 

double illusions. As the infinitive nature of space demands that any spatial definition 

can only be viewed as temporal, the work resorts to the audience’s onsite spatial 

experience to emphasise the temporality of spatial determination, and as the third 

element in spatial representation.  

There is a common understanding that a perfect circle is mathematically impossible. 

To the same logic, the centre of a drawn circle won’t be the exact centre. Such findings 

reinforce the indeterminate nature of space, and suggest any centralisation in spatial 

representation can only be artificial. To this extent, so-called decentralisation only re-

presents or restate the original status of space. The adaptation of the round shape 

from both conceptual and mathematical angles is to suggest the inclusive, central, 

mobile and infinite qualities of the work’s spatial representation. 

The work’s central position on the wall might remind the viewer of the minimalist’s 

attempts in spatial contextualisation with the site, though, in this instance, the black 

disc is tilting away from the wall. By doing so, the work intends to exaggerate the 

imperfection of the disc’s round shape (as it turns to oval), increase the centre-less fact 

of space, and demonstrate the decentralisation process that sees the disc’s spatial 

position as moving away from the architectural setting of the exhibition site.  

As the disc is in a suspended position, its relationship to the surrounding space and 

audience becomes temporal. Visually, the disc can be seen as a black dot that floats in 

space. The interactive relationship between audience and the disc is central to this 

work. As the tilting disc poses a random and temporal angle off the wall space, the 

perception of the disc’s shape also changes according to the audience’s moving 

positions. Consequently, the attempt to determine the centre of the disc and its actual 

shape becomes a neverending pursuit. Once again, the audience’s onsite position can 

be seen as the Third Spatial Position that coexists with both physical and conceptual 
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aspects of the work to represent the infinity of space. Its mobility is also coherent with 

the instability of the disc’s suspended position and its indefinite shape. 

Whereas the relationship between audience and the disc is temporal and 

indeterminate, the work’s spatial infinity is represented by three elements: the round 

shape (physical dimension); the black monochrome colour (conceptual and visual 

dimension); and the onsite experience from audience. If the open status of these three 

spatial elements in the work produces difficulty for our persistent ambitions in spatial 

control, perhaps this is the way we can truly reflect on and relate to the notion of 

space. 

To summarise, deconstructive and re-constitutional approaches are clearly deployed 

in the demonstrated studio works of this research. Through deconstructing the spatial 

binaries, such as up/down, here/there, physical/conceptual, and virtual/actual, these 

works all suggest the possibility that an alternative option can and does exist 

alongside the dichotomised spatial arguments. By accentuating the in-between spatial 

moment, the studio work illustrates the mobile, situational, open and indeterminate 

qualities of the Third Spatial Position. 

 

 
Figure 35 Paul Bai Untitled (Decentralisation) 2014, acrylic paint on Styrofoam, 80cm in diameter 
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Conclusion and Future Research 
 
 
Through identifying the Third Spatial Position, this research re-instigates spatial 

investigation in contemporary art practice. The findings demonstrate various 

understandings and forms of third spatial instance that coexist with the conventional 

dichotomised spatial terms. In the context of art practice, by focusing on the third 

option alongside conventional spatial dualisms, the research proposed the concept of 

Third Spatial Position as a new angle in spatial analysis and representation. In this 

chapter, I will review the research conclusions of this thesis as well as discuss the 

potentialities of future research. 

Based on the theoretical framework of Henri Lefebvre and Edward Soja’s spatial 

theories, this research challenges the conventional dualisms in spatial representation. 

As the crucial part of Lefebvre’s spatial triad, the ‘lived space’ also informed Soja’s 

notion of a Thirdspace, which combines the first space (Physical) and second space 

(Conceptual) together with the experiential space. Like Lefebvre, Soja deconstructs 

spatial binaries, but he also expands the possibilities of spatial understanding by 

reconstituting spatial representation as an open ground that allows various ideas to 

come to contest. Soja’s stress on the ‘other than’ option beyond the conventional 

spatial dualism encouraged my proposition of identifying a Third Spatial Position in 

art practice. In doing so, the (spatial) relationship between an artwork, exhibition site 

and audience is deconstructed and re-examined accordingly throughout my studio 

practice. 

In order to solidify the existence of the Third Spatial Position, the research also 

expanded its theoretical referencing through the writings of a variety of other 

thinkers and theorists. These included Manuel Castells’ space of flows; Gilles Deleuze 

and Félix Guattari's smooth and striated space and holey space; Michel Foucault’s 

heterotopia; Bruno Bosteels’ redefined non-place; and Jacques Derrida’s sans. All of 

these suggest a third position within the traditional dichotomised spatial structures. 

Through these references, the research concludes that the Third Spatial Position can 

be characterised as experiential, situational, transitional and temporal; it also 

represents a spatial moment between established spatial dualisms that remains 

undefined and open. 
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From an art-historical context, the research examined the role of space in major shifts 

of art practice since 1960, considering how Minimalist and Conceptual artists 

responded to Clement Greenberg’s theory on modernist painting. Their work can be 

seen as forerunners to postmodernist art practice. As the research argues, the spatial 

concerns of these art movements all engaged in spatial dualisms to various extents 

that could not escape Lefebvre’s critique of spatial double illusion. By identifying the 

spatial dualisms within these practices, the research proposed the insertion of a Third 

Spatial Position that could draw a critical distance between dichotomised spatial 

representations, offer a space to assess binary concepts, and avoid the pitfall of spatial 

double illusion. 

 

The research selected five contemporary artists’ works as the visual examples to look 

for evidence of the third spatial option. Through various art forms, these artworks 

respectively demonstrated an open and undefined third spatial instance beyond 

conventional spatial dualisms. The artists’ works also prove existing doubts towards 

spatial dualism and signified the developments in spatial representation in 

contemporary art practice. 

 

Finally, in the studio practice component of the research, which references the genre 

of monochrome painting and deconstructs both physical and conceptual aspects of an 

artwork’s spatial representation, I largely concentrate on the in-between spatial 

moment to demonstrate the Third Spatial Position. Although some of the works might 

not have shown a clear indication of the existence of Third Spatial Position, the 

indeterminate, temporal, transitional and open character of the space between spatial 

oppositions are clearly represented in the works. Through these spatial traits, the 

artworks demonstrate a spatial position that extends beyond conventional dualisms.  

 

Significance of the Research and Potential for Future Development 

The identification of Third Spatial Position demonstrates a spatial understanding that 

is an alternative to the binary tensions that supported previous art practices. The 

deconstructive approach deployed to identify the Third Spatial Position also provides 

an open ground for a re-evaluation and critique of representation. Using spatial 
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theory, I have contributed a coherent identification of a tendency in contemporary art 

and an articulation of its characteristics as well as of my own goals as an artist. The 

research’s focus on space and its proposition of Third Spatial Position can potentially 

be used as the means to assess the relevance between an artwork’s conceptual 

ambitions, physical realisation and its contextualisation with actual environment. I see 

such an assessment offering a fresh angle to art criticism in contemporary art practice. 

The research from both theoretical and practical aspects investigated and 

demonstrated the possible existence of the Third Spatial Position. Its literature 

references can be limited in comparison to the extensive texts that are available in the 

field of spatial analysis. The Third Spatial Position identified through my studio works 

only demonstrated its existence as an option outside the binary system. As the critical 

value of the third position has not been articulated fully yet in the works, I see this is 

the potential challenge for the next stage of the development in my studio practice. 

Also I anticipate to further develop the theoretical findings from this research, to 

establish a new platform for art criticism to flourish. Such criticism will be freed from 

the social and cultural restrictions, but as an objective rule in judging and appreciating 

art. 

To conclude this exegesis, I would like to use Soja’s summary of Lefebvre’s 

contribution to spatial knowledge:  

 

As he persistently demonstrated, such knowledge is not obtained in permanent 
constructions confidently built around formalised and closed epistemologies, but through 
an endless series of theoretical and practical approximation, a critical and inquisitive 
nomadism in which the journeying new ground never ceases. (Soja 1996, 82) 
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