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Urban Care: Shifting Strategies
by Maia Nichols
«Everyone is guilty in front of everyone else, and me more
than all the others.»
Emmanuel Levinas, quoting Dostoevsky

Abstract
Imagine a grain and a fencer. A grain of rice, a grain of fabric,
a grain of smoke. In a discussion with a fencer, the grain
matters little. Here, three projects are examined to consider
covert hierarchies. A garden bed spells out Zu Spät (too
late). A reconfiguration of the Weinheber Monument by a
collaborative group based in Vienna lifts up the earth around
its base. A video following the Workers Leaving the Googleplex
starts tackling the systemic malaise of ranking workers.
These projects are considered for what they achieve in
approaching the effects of guilt, through interventions in
site that shed light on distinct issues in worker struggle, and
deeply anchored governmental histories.

1-2 The Kigali Genocide Memorial
Museum, which represents more
than 250,000 victims of the
Genocide against the Tutsi.

When Jean-Paul Martinon enters the Genocide Memorial
Center 1 in Kigali, Rwanda (pic. 1-2), he is asked politely what
he knows of the genocide by a tall Rwandese woman. He
feels shame because he is blissfully ignorant of the details
of the mass killing and the history of the genocide. He feels
bad for not knowing, this shame reaches into the core of his
self-identity. Suddenly made aware of something unknown.
This familiar feeling — we can only have the experiences
we have had because we can only inhabit one space at a
given time — is a reality we brush against repeatedly. We
cannot get outside of the space we hold, our specific
posture, or predict the unknowns that will be distributed
to us, imparted upon us. With shame comes a feeling of
not wanting to occupy a particular position, my own. To
become invisible, to leave my body momentarily: the desire
occurs in flashing moments of shame of almost not wanting
to know, for being burdened with new information.
After this comes the realization that shame is not about
me. Shame doesn’t come from me, it comes from the
imposition of another that reminds me what I don’t know
that burdens me without warning. It gives something. It is
a gift, bringing more to think about than I could anticipate.
This constant dissymmetry occurs by dint of my being here
still standing, while I find out that another somewhere else
is alive no longer, is well no longer, is disadvantaged. I have
the ability to keep seeing while another can’t, of smelling
and of hearing, and understanding my position is this one.
It is about me taking up space as another allows me the gift
of their existence, that they can tell me something I don’t
know. I am a user of others and that is all that I can be. I will
be sucking up the energy from another person, as I take up
resources, ingesting the environment.
After realizing this: a blinding ignorance is lessened. I re-
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emerge into the masking, disguising, veiled nature of shame
and find some solace in action. The role of fashion, and
getting dressed, helps us to disband some of this, to provide
options of appearance with esteem. Without being merely
naïve and pious, I can make symbols and words that can try
to approach the topics that only bring more questions and
more unknowns to the table. Clothes cannot at the same
time take me out of my being in this body at this moment,
and in this space. They still cover something to deal with
our encumbrance. To remain self-deprecating, in a bath of
shame would be counterproductive: persistence despite
this state of concealment is the only way to proceed. The
importance of greeting another, of listening, becomes the
best way to position oneself. In this way, reaping the effects
of awareness, attuning to the insights that another has to
offer, and remaining open to learning what one doesn’t
know, past the embarrassment at not having known it
already. But first knowing that, I task others. I take the
energy and attention of others. Martinon, grappling with
the woman in mind, writes:
«I could only be this murderous body. But if I accepted
this, I could then begin to curve down the violence I
inflicted upon her. Not by starving myself to death, but by
acknowledging the space and time I took—from her and
from all the others. This was the least I could do, which was
also the first thing to do.»2
Acknowledging the space one takes up, the structures one
is a part of and how one comes up against the seemingly
indissoluble can be offered through projects that impose a
re-dressing and re-combing. I suggest that the following
efforts arrived at by collaborative groups and artists begin

Suzana Milevska
(ed.), On Productive
Shame, Reconciliation,
and Agency, Sternberg
Press, 2015, p. 53.

2

to achieve this. This is distinct from the individual capacity
to distill one’s position and the affect of guilt from what is
internalized from the larger infrastructures of society. The
following projects offer methods towards finding the means
to engage with collective responsibility. Presentation itself
is often a foil, as we encounter obstacles in the environment,
its many guises, vistas, shores that can become platforms
for dialogue and exchange. We recalibrate our shape
shifting.
The networks, conversations and stores of information we
have access to are not disabling and crippling, but can be
used to recognize where there are gaps, or where we have
only diagrams with zones to be filled, placeholders and
mock-ups where we thought they had already been colored
over, retraced. Beyond moral questions in shame, it is also a
question of our relationship to the environment, networks
and landscapes. I will clarify the influence of the elusive
affect of shame with three spatially informed examples. It is
telling that the most visible structures are often overlooked.
Powerful solids hide under mucous films that appear to
be liquid, and shifting, where these intermediaries are
really calcified and congealed, contributing to perpetuate
illegitimate and highly controversial histories and divisions.
Social practice initiatives have the capacity to draw directly
on the society that we find ourselves in today, enacting
community participation and horizontal collaboration.3
Going forward, I will examine projects that grapple with
the paradox of accurately representing history, and
hierarchical frameworks. These persistent and modest
attempts pry open the devastating effects of covering up
deep-seated governmental divides and disavowals, where
the governmental body failed to admit to their mistakes
or offer adequate reconciliation to commemorate the
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losses and injustice of their people. While this remains
elusive stated so broadly, I will specify how these projects
reveal oversights, in an organizing (government, historical,
company) edifice. I will start with a monument in Vienna and
a brief history of its purpose, and explain how governmental
power protects a monument dedicated to a fascist poet,
thus evading responsibility. Next, I will introduce the
flowerbed work of collaborators Denting and Rhode in
Vienna. Finally, I will present a project about the layout and
workers of Googleplex and the methods employed to expose
the factors that sediment economic sectors, citizens and
workers. These examples should serve as cases in which
to raise questions about how these collaborative groups
formed methods of resistance to uncover untold histories,
open dialogues and questions by spatially intervening in
seemingly despondent, sedative, or sealed hierarchies.

Weinheber Monument
In Vienna, a collaborative group, Plattform Geschichtspolitik, is an initiative of students, activists and teachers
formed at the Academy of Fine Arts. Previous projects
include critical interventions in architectural and spatial
manifestations of Nazi ornamentation, by redesigning
swastika forms in the floor of the Academy’s auditorium,
research on the restitution of stolen goods, and amassed
archives of interviews with contemporary witnesses that
were resistant or expelled Nazi members of the Academy.
They work in relation to colonialism, fascism, and Nazism
and negotiate each project through a collective author.
The group formed a project to draw public awareness to the
reconfiguration of the Weinheber monument, dedicated to
the Austrian poet Josef Weinheber, who wrote numerous

3 The Weinheber Monument with
vandalism.

4 Participants with the Josef
Weinheber monument before
unearthing its foundation, June 28,
2013. Photo: Sheri Avraham. Courtesy
of Plattform Geschichtspolitik.

Nazi propaganda poems. He was one of their nationalist
icons and became the most read contemporary poet in
Nazi Germany. The bust, created in 1940 (by Josef Bock, the
Viennese artist who had also made portraits of Hitler), was
repeatedly cleaned and repaired due to anti-fascist graffiti.
It was so expensive to repeatedly fix it after defacing (pic.
3) that the Vienna city council decided to reconfigure it in
1991 to fortify it against its attackers, rather than critically
re-evaluate the monument itself for passively appraising
a fascist position.4 The addition below the ground
strengthened the pillar against anti-fascist attacks.
In an initial encounter, the group Plattform Geschichtspolitik
intervened with stickers renaming the square and put up
posters on the plinth with information about the history
of the monument in an attempt to educate the public.
Following this, the group submitted three proposals to
the city, with the aim to reconfigure the monument by
exposing the underground foundation (pic. 4), adding paint
as an anti-fascist intervention, and including a plaque with
text about the poet and the monument’s history.5 This
project’s incentive was to begin the process of critiquing
and shifting political history as it is presented in public
space, not by removing the monument completely, but by
revealing its underlying foundation, informing citizens of its
complete history. This would have transformed information
into the intellectual property of the citizens rather than
withholding public knowledge about the structural changes.
The refusal to comply with the proposed changes was
inefficient for the government, as the media scandalized
the group’s initial intervention, drawing attention to the
monument—even if it took a few weeks for them to notice.
This intervention challenged the existing protocols by reimaging how the history of the monument could be more
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truthfully represented, and the political opinions upholding
the portrait of an anti-semite.

5 The monument’s basement
restored after the excavation by
Plattform Geschichtspolitik.

Freudmann, quoting Robert Musil, writes: «there is nothing
more invisible than monuments».6,7 The most present
structures are also those that are so present we often
forget to question their history. They are overlooked when
we assume they stand in for ideologies we would condone.
The changes to the land around the monument that the
group Plattform Geschichtspolitik proposed are relatively
subtle, not overly invasive, and could be mistaken for a
hill’s natural topography. Yet it was a purposeful extraction
— a remodeling of the land that let out a subtle truth of
the erection of invisible governmental bodies presented
in a natural slope. The group dug up the earth around the
monument exposing the pillar the city had invested in to
preserve the structure. This objectively points out the
reality, to make the information about this addition visible
to passersby. They also envisioned the construction of a
panel with text to better educate the public to the political
contributions and values of Josef Bock. The operations
and decision making of the general government towards
its symbolic structures are suspended in the evasion of
responsibility as they refused the repeated attempts of the
group to intervene on the monument. In refusing Plattform
Geschichtspolitik’s proposed changes, the government in a
sense evades owning up to capture an awareness of their
position and role in mitigating and extending the history of
Nazism and the various stances towards fascism of their
people. To skirt these politics, is an attempt to escape
one’s position (pic. 5).
The mode of escapology most widespread in the mainstream
art world has to do with escaping the ontological capture
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that is the bane of autonomous art practice, whereby
actions or objects have their very mode of being (their
«ontology») captured as art; just art.8 An artwork, an
individual is made to perform, a trajectory or outline is
accounted for in advance, with the expectation that a
certain amount of work will be done, or an experiential
affective state will inevitably course through the viewer.
These premeditated instances contrast with movements
that are always underway, that constantly reorient through
tactics that avoid capture. The group's efforts at revealing
the monument’s structure and the history of its changes
say nothing about removing the monument altogether or
denying that the government erected a monument for a
fascist poet. Escapology falls away from a programmatic
orientation towards an event and its linear history. It is
paradoxical: not employable as a methodology with a set
of guiding principles but rather reasserts the reality that
escape happens on all sides, anyone can escape.
«Escapology is the science of the kind of everyday
elusiveness, leakage and doing-otherwise that can really
only be described as “escape” once power structures shift
to capture its movement.»9 In the case of the monument,
it is the collective in the position of power that throws light
on the government’s fortification of the monument, which
passively denies its complicity. Yet it seems that escape
itself is not an opt out, from the vulgar latin ex- («out») +
capio («capture»), but functions rather as a cape, as from
the latin ex cappa, that remains behind even as the living
body which it had clad has slipped away.10 This project and
those that follow operate like yeast, or bacterial cultures
as persistent undercurrent that use their resources, to
produce a critique of the idleness of larger structures
rather than feeling compelled to add something else.
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Zu Spät

6 Carola Dertnig and Julia Rode, Zu
Spät (2011-2013).

7 The Hotel Métropole in 1870, later
the headquarters of the Gestapo in
Vienna.

An artwork by artist Carola Dertnig and landscape architect
Julia Rode, Zu Spät («Too Late») (2011-2013) is an intervention
which consists of 20-meter long flowerbeds that spell out the
words: «Zu Spät» in capital letters (pic. 6).11 The flowerbeds
are merely slightly raised and framed by thin metal strips.
They can be seen opposite the site of the Morzinplatz in
Vienna, former Gestapo headquarters (pic. 7). A wooden
board leads the visitors to an optimal view of the letters and
serves as illustrative structure. This intervention was meant
to pay homage to the victims and the lack of recognition of
the history of the persecution of homosexual and transsexual
individuals during the Third Reich. The homosexual and
transgender victims of Nazi persecution in 1938-1945 may
only represent a fraction of the many unrepresented groups,
yet this gesture starts the project of unraveling and reflecting
upon the past. Their actions reflect the disapproval of the
government’s failure to adequately represent these victims,
acknowledge and reconcile their loss.
Clearly there are numerous differences between a
monument and an ephemeral garden structure. The aim
here is less to critique their formal discrepancies and
rather to emphasize the paradigms they target. Although
the flowerbeds were temporary and lasted merely 18
months, the intervention begins the lengthy task of
opening up the political discourse on the role of Austria and
Vienna during the National Socialist period. With this city
intervention purposefully planted across from the Gestapo
headquarters, Austria might start to be held responsible for
its position or at least reflect upon its potential for action.
Rather than an assertion of its being too late, which risks

http://www.koer.or.at/
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justifying the lack of commemoration for these losses, it
also brings urgency to the state of affairs in the present,
to suggest strategies to start un-working, and repairing to
prevent future ignorance and complacence.
These practices are not overly invasive, they position
themselves to open up a situation to uncover the underlying
political structures and choices. These site-specific
interventions may suffer being overlooked. The subtle
maneuvers established by these collaborative groups run
the risk of not being explicit enough, the passerby remains
aloof, unaware of the distinction between for instance,
a monument’s exposure in a hillside, or the flowerbeds’
distinction from those in rest in the city. The textual
addition may not manage to convey the populist fascism in
Austria or the commemoration of queer victims. Certainly
there may be projects that are more impactful over the
long term, or that are less mundane in their disguise. Yet
these are gestures that nonetheless open up a perspective
on relations of power by disrobing sites where specific
histories are distorted, or unaccounted for. Dismantling
frameworks, through environmental modifications in the
urban environment, they bring another set of opportunities
than conventional forms of artistic practices. The
significance in being able to walk around the monument, to
encounter the flowerbeds within the urban landscape, as the
hundreds of flowerbeds one has seen already, harks back
on the influence of scrutinizing the esteemed cooperative
influence of city structures by interjecting the potential for
a deeper political meaning. Both of these are invested in the
earth. The physical ground: dug up to excavate in a shallow
slope exposing the monolithic structure, or to plant flowers
for the non-heteronormative forgotten and uncelebrated.

Empirically verifiable stalemates are invariably encountered
in attempts to assert social and political resistance. While
these projects employ practical methods to pry open
stubbornly refusing forms of domination, direct involvement
can still be exercised. Even simply, by showing the inability
to access information about instrumental forms of social
power.

Googleplex

8 Andrew Norman Wilson’s Workers
Leaving the Googleplex at the School
of the Art Institute of Chicago.
Courtesy of the artist.

Facebook, which has a giant f at the entrance of one of their
data centers in California, proudly announces its presence.
Meanwhile, Google data centers are scattered around with
no obvious signs of the company name. Toeing the line of
discreetness, Googleplex, the corporate headquarters in
Mountain View, California is highly patrolled, as employees
filter in and out of doors. Andrew Norman Wilson’s work
Workers Leaving the Googleplex (2011) makes apparent the
hierarchies between workers, who are assigned different
badges: yellow, white, red, and green badge workers (pic.
8).12 The title of Wilson’s work references two versions of
the film Workers Leaving the Factory, one by Harun Farocki
and the original by the Lumière brothers. The original
film consists of a scene where workers leave the factory
after a day’s work, and depicted photographic production
factory workers in Lyon.
Wilson has noted that the yellow badge workers leave at the
same time everyday, 2:15 PM. Their movement and posture
is closer to that of the industrial proletariat, while the white,
red, and green-badged workers are comparatively relaxed.
The video forefronts not only the movement of the workers
individually, but also how and where they enter and exit
buildings spatially. The synchronous structures within work
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forces appear as a class-based system which underpins
the flow of bodies within the architectural landscape of
the Googleplex. The landscape encourages and provides
boundaries. As the same shot of the yellow badge workers is
played continually throughout Wilson’s 11-minute video, the
video on the left side of the screen shows shots of multiple
areas that employees with different colored badges can
spend time in. The environment has luxurious spaces to
sit, pathways, and comparatively sleek architecture, while
the yellow badge workers entertain the same environment
indoors, without having the same privileges or being able to
leave their assigned building and zone around it.
There is a wide range of differences in class and salary at
the Googleplex; for instance, some of the individuals work
at home and only drop by briefly to pick up free lunch. The
facilities script the activity of the individuals, the routine
ways of making use of the buildings. The unanticipated
— Wilson’s presence — easily stands out. Filming in plain
daylight, Wilson was a quick target, as it doesn’t take
long for security to ask him to delete all of his tapes. The
filmic medium registers the movement of the individuals
and grounds around the material environment to be
recorded. It emphasizes not only the hierarchies within the
workers at Googleplex, but Wilson’s stylistic choices, and
makes obvious the platform of distribution, the network,
the color HD video, and the colored borders wrapping
around the multiple frames (pic. 9). These articulate the
emblems of technology and interface by including the
methods for circulating videos and multiple vantage points
simultaneously.
The yellow badge workers, arriving at 4 AM to work for
Google Books, scan books all day, can’t ride bikes, take
shuttles, have free Google meals, or set foot anywhere on

9 Screenshot from Workers Leaving
the Googleplex by Andrew Norman
Wilson. Courtesy of the artist.

campus but their building. They are not given backpacks
or the opportunity to talk to other Google members and
many of the Google employees don’t know about them.
Open to conversing with the workers, in an attempt to have
interviews with them, Wilson stood nearby filming. Soon after
attempting to engage with the security employee about the
work of those with the yellow badge, he was interrogated
about his project and asked to leave. This segregation into
homogenous groups was no doubt influenced also by race
and gender. Fixed groups of corporate bodies that filter
into the everyday.13
One critique laid against art practices structured around
the event is their being pre-planned. The reaction of
the audience and viewers is anticipated and accounted
for in advance yet these artists don’t make themselves
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hyper visible and rather through humble observation and
intervention extract or display information, or disseminate
didactic facts, through form.

Postscript
The way something goes missing is related to what is
normally assembled around the missing thing. It is assigned
a place in a network, and is only absent in relation to
other signifiers. Saussure gives the example of a knight
that by itself, outside its square, the board and the other
conditions of the game, means nothing. It becomes real
only when it enters the game into relation with the other
pieces.14 Another example of this is in language: in French,
the word pas (step) and pas (negative adverb) come to have
different meanings based on the sentence they are found
in and their relations. They do not only accrue value from
their history.15
Things are hidden in plain sight not only in the psyche but
also in the environment. All too often, we cannot put our
finger on the inter-subjective space, the meeting point
where signification takes place. We do not always take
words to mean fully what they mean as we do not value,
or even love the speaker for their words or actions alone,
we love them because of who they are, not what they do.
The speaker persists, as a source. The individual acts, tics
or words do not adequately sync up with the speaker,
who emits many more thoughts, to make up the subject
underneath all of the acts that we come to value. We would
not take them to represent only one aspect, one moment,
one gesture.
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There is a gap between the monument and what the
monument establishes. There is something we cannot see
in the monument. What is left unknown are the principles,
by which the poet, the government, the sculptors attach
themselves to the monument. There is something irreducible
to the monument that at the same time is only completely
demonstrated through the monument. The monument
in this example can be substituted for evidence, for
knowledge of history, for language. Woefully undecorated
spaces are presented as spaces that seem like squeezed
lemons, nothing left to be gotten out of them. Yet these
show the lack of social distance between individuals. The
lack of disguise is a place emptied of preliminary ignorance
— neither successfully hidden nor rigorously chased.

