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1. The Freedom of Information Act in

UK obliges Tate, a public institution, to
disclose this kind of information. Following
numerous requests, Tate revealed their
censored documents of minutes from an
ethics committee meeting on the issue of
BP sponsorship yet refused to release the
information on the total amount of money
involved in the sponsorship contract. Hidden
Figures took place days before a court case
that resulted in Tate making the amount
public.
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In 2014, dozens of performers gathered at the foot of the ramp at Tate
Modern’s Turbine Hall to protest the long-standing British Petroleum (BP)
sponsorship of the museum. After tightly pulling an eight-meter by eight-
meter black fabric square by its four edges, some of the group members
proceeded to hide below the fabric while also inviting the museum visitors
to join them. For more than two hours, the audience at the upper levels of
the museum could see a giant black square concealing indiscernible forms
underneath. This main performance prop directly referred to the ongoing
Malevich: Revolutionary of Russian Art exhibition at Tate Modern whose
centerpiece was the artist’s well-known Black Square (1913). At the same
time, the protest addressed the black rectangles Tate used in their redacted
documents to conceal information about the nature and the extent of the BP
sponsorship of the institution (Liberate Tate, 2015a, 78-79) (1). Titled Hidden
Figqures (Figure 1), the protest performance was among a series of “creative
disobediences,” namely activist guerilla performances unsanctioned by the
institution, that the artist collective Liberate Tate staged at Tate institutions
between 2010 and 2015 (Evans, 2015, 144) (2). In its interventionist mode
and variety of inventive references, Hidden Figures epitomized Liberate
Tate’s activities that consistently underscored the inseparability of aesthetic,
socio-historical, and ecological spheres. In a site-specific mode, the group
steadily confronted Tate Modern in a manner that revealed the entangled
web of financial, political, and cultural relations of late capitalism that have
shaped and maintained the physical space.

A group of artists established Liberate Tate in 2010 in the aftermath of
another censorship attempt from Tate. Upon acceptance of an invitation
from Tate to run a workshop on art activism that would especially attend to
environmental issues, the Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination along
with artist Amber Hickey received a follow-up notice from the institution
asking the workshop organizers to not mention any topics related to Tate’s
sponsors. In defiance of this hypocritical request, the workshop titled
Disobedience Makes History discussed the ethical, aesthetic, and political
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2. Liberate Tate is by no means the first and/
or only activist art collective that stages
performances by occupying institutional
space. Important and influential precursors
include the artist collectives Guerilla Art
Action Group that organized a protest at

the Museum of Modern Art in New York in
1969 to call for the resignation of Rockefeller
family members from the museum’s Board
of Trustees for their involvement in Vietnam
War, as well as ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to
Unleash Power) and their performances at
various locations including White House,
New York Stock Exchange, Saint Patrick’s
Cathedral (NYC), and Trump Tower (NYC)
in the late 1980s and 1990s. Among the more
recent collectives that specifically target art
institutions are Gulf Labor Artist Coalition

(protesting Guggenheim for abusing workers’

and human rights during the construction
of their Abu Dhabi branch) and Decolonize
This Place (opposing among other serious
issues the displacement of populations and
gentrification caused by art institutions).
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implications of the BP sponsorship of Tate since 1990. Their activities
ended with the installment of a banner that read “ART NOT OIL” on the
windows of the top floor of Tate Modern (Jordan 2010; Hickey, 2013, 68-
70; Evans, 2015, 117-8). Following this event, several people involved in

the workshop along with a number of other artists and activists formed

the protest art collective Liberate Tate. Until the announcement of the

end of the sponsorship in 2016, the group staged several performances

at Tate Modern and Tate Britain that prioritized site-specific research,
attention to history, and the co-existence of various human and non-human
temporalities within the exhibition space (such as geological time, duration
of natural processes, museum hours, and performance spans). Especially
after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico (2010) whose
environmental effects still continue to this day, the BP direly needed the
sponsorship as it affords the corporation the cultural capital and “social
license to operate,” namely opportunities to clean its image in the public
eye and gain access to circles of political elite crowding Tate’s exclusive
events (Bourdieu and Haacke, 1995, 17-9; Rectanus, 2002; Wu, 2002, 122-
58; Marriott). Accordingly, in their work, Liberate Tate emphasized the
problematic nature of the ties between an art institution that prides itself on
its public mission and accessibility and a multinational corporation with a
well-documented history of environmental damage, human rights abuses,
as well as political support of repressive regimes.

In her influential essay, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist
Museum,” Rosalind Krauss (1990, 7) notes a significant shift in the
conceptualization, functioning, and the image of what she has termed

“the late capitalist museum,” that has since then turned into a widely-
used concept in art history and museum studies. Krauss (1990, 7) argues
that unlike the modern museum designed around a story of its own linear
version of the history of art, contemporary museums “would forego
history in the name of a kind of intensity of experience, an aesthetic charge
that is not so much temporal (historical) as it is now radically spatial.”

As Krauss (1990) suggests, this ahistorical spatiality is radically different
from the conventional modern museum designed to perpetuate its own
linear version of the history of art. A hyperreal space that is no longer
mappable, knowable, or fully comprehensible, late capitalist museum
becomes the perfect locus for a spectacular aesthetics devoid of any proper
historical address, reference, and anchor (Krauss, 1990). In this account,
the late capitalist museum emerges as a “non-place,” which would severe
any ties to history “unless [they have] been transformed into an element

of spectacle” (Augé, 1995, 103). Marc Augé (1995, 94) coined this term
“non-place” in an essay that charts the global homogenization of spaces

of “transport, transit, commerce, [and] leisure.” For Augé (1995, 75-120),
this term constitutes the antithesis of the concept of place to the extent

that a non-place lacks any specific identity, predominantly functions as an
image rather than an actual lived space, and propagates an experience of
anonymity and perpetual present. Even if non-places feature a complex
set of individual features such as specific layouts and forms, their
spectacular effects materialized in their large-scales, high-tech materials
and structures, and streamlined designs absorb these distinctive properties
to the point of indistinguishability. As its architecture, urban location,
cultural discourse, and complete immersion in neoliberal power relations
perfectly encapsulate what Krauss (1990) called the late capitalist museum,
Tate Modern and Liberate Tate’s performances in this space constitute the
specific focus of this essay. Through their performances, what Liberate
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3. For a similar approach to institutional
critique especially in its third-generation
variants see: Skrebowski, 2013.

Tate achieves is to temporarily transform this non-place dominated by
the private financial, political, and cultural interests of corporations into a
proper public place of democracy.

Several important studies to-date have emphasized a revived connection
between contemporary art and architecture whereby strategies of
interaction, intervention, and collaboration bring the two disciplines
together (Rendell, 2006; Foster, 2011; Loring Wallace and Wend]l, 2013;
Bruno, 2014). Yet, these studies neglect to mention the activist performance
works that occupy institutional spaces using site-specific methods, even
though this vexed area of intersection between art and architecture

brings to spotlight certain tensions that exist between the two spheres.
The scarce scholarship on Liberate Tate, on the other hand, concentrates
solely on the political and ethical ramifications of the sponsorship and the
group’s protests against it without offering a formal analysis of either the
performances or the space of their site-specific acts (Chong, 2013; Mahony,
2014; Rectanus, 2016; Ingram, 2017; Mahony, 2017; Memou, 2017; Motion,
2019). It is quite striking that while this scholarship operates within several
disciplines such as museology, geopolitics, finance, political theory, and
eco-critique, only Antigoni Memou's article approaches the subject from

a primarily art historical perspective (Memou, 2017). While commendable
in their interdisciplinary approach, these articles’” lack of a comprehensive
consideration of the aesthetic principles of Liberate Tate in relation to the
highlighted socio-political issues points to a larger problem within the
criticism of socially-engaged art.

As art historian Claire Bishop suggests, scholarship focusing on what

she calls the “social turn” in art separates political issues from aesthetic,
formal, and artistic criteria resulting in an impasse in the possibility of

any critical engagement with these art practices other than one on moral
grounds (Bishop, 2006, 179-80) (3). Taking heed of Chantal Mouffe’s (2008,
11) call to “not see the relation between art and politics in terms of two
separately constituted fields, art on one side and politics on the other,” I
argue that the aesthetic, spatial, political, social, and ecological components
of Liberate Tate’s works at Tate Modern are inseparable. Accordingly, I
offer a formal analysis of the practices of Liberate Tate, such as spatiality,
horizontality, use of specific materials, as well as their responses to Tate
Modern’s curatorial display strategies, to not only reveal the socio-political
structuring of the physical space of the museum but also demonstrate how
the artist collective reacted to this structuring in their own political mode of
aesthetics. The site-specific works of the group attend to and confront the
museum space to such an extent that the intervened space presiding over
the performative acts, bodies, and props becomes Liberate Tate’s principal
medium in these performances.

HORIZONTAL ARRANGEMENTS

When architecture firm Herzog & de Meuron won the international
competition to convert the Bankside Power Station into a modern and
contemporary art section for Tate in 1995, the decision stirred a controversy
among the prominent members of the world of architecture. Dedicating

an entire issue to the competition and the project immediately following
the announcement of the winners, ANY: Architecture New York journal
spearheaded the criticisms. Variety of articles in the journal not only
targeted the winning project but also questioned the logic of holding a
competition in the first place for what many considered a mere renovation
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4. For the other five proposals that entered
the final stage of the competition, see: Moore
and Gethings, 1995; Davidson, 1996, 22-51.

5. For a different account that considers what
they call the “bigness” of Turbine Hall and
its effects on contemporary art in a positive
light, see: Baek and Shin, 2015, 49-60.
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project (Davidson, 1996). For the editor of the journal Cynthia Davidson
and Luis Fernandez-Galiano (1996, 43-6), the problem with Herzog & de
Meuron’s submission lied in the project’s hesitancy to make a significant
gesture that seemingly placed their project in the realm of craftsmanship
rather than that of architecture proper. Such an expectation from an
architectural project to make a unique and/or expressionistic gestural
intervention into the urban fabric certainly dwells on the then-newly-
emerging trends in museum design. Since the nineties, in accordance with
its new functions as tourist attraction, entertainment center, and consumer
hub, the museum began to be defined by its “external wrapper [which] has
become more important than its contents,” and hence another type of non-
place (Bishop, 2013, 11).

At first glance, it might seem that Herzog & de Meuron’s minimum
intervention (save for a lightbox on the roof that runs the entire length

of the building) to the exterior envelope of the Bankside Power Station
goes against this trend favoring spectacular exteriors in museum design.
Yet, what the architects did was to simply turn the concept inside out by
rendering the main core of the building its iconic feature and focus of
attraction. Both the museum’s own accounts as well as Tate’s advertisement
imagery consistently characterize this main core, Turbine Hall, as the most
significant and unique aspect of Tate Modern (Moore, 2000, 9; Serota, 2005,
5; Gayford, 2005, 7; Smith, 2005, 19). In fact, it was largely due to their
proposal to keep the scale and volume of Turbine Hall intact that Herzog
& de Meuron won the competition. As the chairman of the advisory board
for Tate competition, Richard Burdett, indicated in an interview that from
the very outset they expected the contestants to use the Turbine Hall in a
significant way in the project even though the competition brief did not
specify such a requirement (Davidson, Serota, and Burdett, 1996, 48-9).
Among all six contestants, consisting Herzog & de Meuron, Tadao Ando
Architect & Associates, David Chipperfield Architects, Rafael Moneo,
OMA with Richard Gluckman, and Renzo Piano Building Workshop, who
entered the second and final stage of the competition, only the winning
project offered the possibility of preserving the unity of the Turbine Hall
4).

Herzog & de Meuron conceived the hall as a covered urban plaza or
promenade that would not only visually and physically link the multiple
entrances to the more traditionally designed white cube galleries located
on the Northern side of the building but also encourage the flux between
inside and outside (Herzog, Serota, and Moore, 2000, 38). Some 155 meter
in length, 23 meter in width, and 35-meter-high, the hall is a truly vast
interior space. By keeping the scale of the original hall that used to house
the turbine of the power station, the architects intended the space to be
able to accommodate not only large crowds but also the idiosyncrasies of
contemporary art pieces that can no longer be categorized under any single
medium or standard scale (Herzog and de Meuron, 1996, 54-7). Yet, exactly
because of this gigantic scale, for many art critics, Turbine Hall amounts

to nothing more than a spectacular vacuum, assigning an impossible task
to the artists, namely to fill up this cavernous space (Meyer, 2004, 220-8;
Davidts, 2007, 77-92). In turn, all that is left for artists to do is to inflate

the kinds of projects they usually create so as to manage and fill up this
void (5). Yet, these critics argue, such works only amount to a spectacle
devoid of any substance not unlike the space they try to fill in the first place
(Meyer, 2004, 220-8; Davidts, 2007, 77-92). I would argue that a prominent
visible feature that underscores these operations of filling up the void of
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Figure 1. Liberate Tate, Hidden Figures,
September 2014, performance at Tate Modern
(Photo by Martin LeSanto-Smith, 2014)

Figure 2. Liberate Tate, Sunflower, September
2010, performance at Tate Modern (Photo by
Jeffrey Blackler, 2010)
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the hall is the vertical exaggeration. Partly because of the north entrance
platform that cuts the length of the hall into two, what especially becomes
dominant in the hall’s scale is indeed its height. Except for a few instances
such as Doris Salcedo’s Shibboleth (2007) and Tania Bruguera’s 10,148, 451
(2018), verticality defines most of the artworks specifically commissioned
for Turbine Hall.

Given its status as the building’s focal point, it is hardly surprising that
Liberate Tate situated almost all of their Tate Modern performances at
Turbine Hall. Yet, unlike the majority of the commissioned works exhibited
at the hall, their performance pieces take place on and stay close to the
ground floor and give visual form to a horizontal form of organization.
The main prop of Hidden Figures, whose description opened this essay,

for instance, was a black stretched out fabric that the performers held
parallel to the floor (Figure 1). In her book Artwashing, one of the members
of Liberate Tate, Mel Evans (2015, 91) ascribes a quasi-religious authority
to Turbine Hall whose “ceiling ... reaches heavenly heights in cathedral-
esque magnificence,” identifying this quality as one of the main attractions
for corporate public relations departments. It is therefore possible to

say that the performance carefully considered the vertical emphasis in

the organization of Turbine Hall and responded to it with a horizontal
arrangement, inasmuch as the protest piece oriented itself mainly to the
foyers and the platform above so as to be read as a giant black mark of
censorship glossing over the figures below the fabric.

A similar horizontal emphasis is also at play in Sunflower (2010), in which
forty performers stepped on black oil paint tubes to form a giant sunflower
pattern on the floor of the hall (Figure 2). Focusing the attention on the
ground, these performances critically negate the spectacular rhetoric of
the building that finds its most fundamental expression in the vertical
expanse of the Turbine Hall. Even The Gift (2012), a 16.5 meter wind
turbine blade carried by performers to Tate Modern, was laid down
horizontally on the floor (Figure 3). The obvious practical difficulties of
setting upright such a heavy piece aside, the selection in the first place

of a vertically commandeering object to be laid flat still accords with the
dominant aesthetic organization of the group. As Hito Steyerl (2012, 78),
in her discussion of the two levels of articulation in any protest, states:
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Figure 3. Liberate Tate, The Gift, July 2012,
performance at Tate Modern (Photo by
Martin LeSanto-Smith, 2012)

6. Also see: Ryan, 2000, 30. Ryan indicates
that details such as MDF panels and cast-
iron air vents were used to contribute to the
industrial aesthetic.

7. For two excellent discussions on the
intricate ties between this industrial aesthetic
and post-industrial economies, see: Bishop,
2004, 51-3; Foster, 2015, 25-6.
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“On one level, the articulation entails finding a language for protest, the
vocalization, the verbalization, or the visualization of political protest. On
another level, however, the articulation also shapes the structure or internal
organization of protest movements.” In Liberate Tate’s case, the visually
horizontal articulation of the protest materializes the organizational form of
the group as a heterogenous yet equalitarian network that opposes the top
down capture of the Turbine Hall by the corporate rhetoric.

MATERIALS

During the ongoing conversations concerning the relocation of the modern
and contemporary section of Tate’s collection in a separate building and
whether the conversion of Bankside Power Station would be a viable
option for the purpose, Nicolas Serota, the director of Tate, along with
management consultants, sent out a questionnaire to a global selection

of well-known artists to get the measure of their preferences regarding
exhibition spaces (Davidts, 2007, 82). The majority of the artists who
responded to the survey indicated that they opted for exhibition spaces
converted from already existing structures, a finding that encouraged the
institution toward the option they already favored: renovation of Bankside
Power Station (Dean, 2009, 133). In their official accounts, Tate museum
announced that, besides the obvious economic advantages, their choice to
convert a defunct industrial structure rather than building from scratch
followed a trend in museum and gallery design toward an “art factory”

or “industrial shed” concept (Herzog, Serota, and Moore, 2000, 44; Moore,
2000, 11) (6). A visible offshoot of the new tendency in museum architecture
since the late nineties, such spaces differed from the pristine, supposedly
neutral aesthetics of the white cube and at least initially invited open-ended
artworks that support a work-in-progress aesthetics (7).

Both Serota and Burdett indicated in an interview with Davidson (1996,
46-8) that the big scale of contemporary artworks as well as their aesthetic
tendencies were influential in their choice of an existing industrial building.
The architects themselves announced their intention to turn the Turbine
Hall into a “galleria with a unique industrial character” in their proposal
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8. To that end, I do not agree with Rowan
Moore and Wouter Davidts who both argue
that it is impossible to tell at Tate Modern
where the old building ends and the new one
starts. See: Moore, 2000, 8; Davidts, 2016, 206.

for the final stage of Tate Modern competition (Herzog and de Meuron,
1996, 57). Yet, in its ultimate execution, Tate Modern’s galleries emerged

as white cubes with a new and pristine look, whereas the fagade of the
building sustained its earlier appearance and industrial aesthetics to a
great extent (8). As for Turbine Hall, the clean, finished look of almost all its
elements, such as the North entrance platform and its black staircase, along
with the gallery foyers that function as light boxes overlooking the hall,
does not allow the aesthetics of the space register exactly as workshop-like
or industrial. False columns of steel covered with shiny black paint conceals
the actual steel structure skeleton from the first phase of the building, a
clean coat of gray paint coats the brick walls, and even the concrete floor
shines with a clean polish. This polished, pristine look results in a neutral
aesthetics rather than an industrial one. In fact, as many architecture critics
argue, neutrality constitutes one of the primary defining features of Herzog
& de Meuron’s general aesthetic approach to architecture (Davidson and
Fernandez-Galiano, 1996, 43; Self, 2014, 91).

The effects of such neutrality of the interior spaces of Tate Modern
including Turbine Hall is twofold. First, the pristine, sterile aesthetics
obscures the history of the building as a power plant. In this respect, the
neutrality of the hall perfectly accords with the ahistoricity of the late
capitalist museum that Krauss underlines and criticizes (Krauss, 1990, 7).
Second, this neutrality has wider ramifications in relation to the claims of
modern museum spaces, or white cubes, to universality and timelessness.
While a product of its own socio-historical context of the twentieth century,
the neutral appearance of the white cube sustains a non-interventionist
narrative whereby the exhibition space does not interfere with the
perception and interpretation of the artworks on display. Reacting to such
a conspicuous construct, a mode of critique against this rhetoric of the art
institution, widely known as Institutional Critique, emerged in the late
sixties (Alberro and Stimson, 2009; Raunig and Ray, 2009). An impulse to
reveal the social, political, and economic forces structuring the white cube
informed the work of many artists like Hans Haacke, Marcel Broodthaers,
Daniel Buren in the seventies and Andrea Fraser and Fred Wilson in the
nineties (Alberro and Stimson, 2009; Raunig and Ray, 2009). These artists
questioned the power structures that are at work at the supposedly neutral
museum and gallery spaces and revealed the impossibility of the autonomy
of the aesthetic sphere. In their critical performances at Tate institutions,
Liberate Tate follows in the footsteps of Institutional Critique and its site-
specific mode of production, yet unlike the majority of earlier artworks

in this tradition, their pieces are unsanctioned by the institutions they
address.

Even though, in its sheer scale, structure, and color preferences, Turbine
Hall’s appearance differs from the conventional white cube galleries,

its style and choice of materials still materialize a rhetoric of neutrality.
The creative interventions of Liberate Tate subvert this neutrality by
introducing messy materials, such as fake oil (molasses), ice, interruptive
sounds, and a wind turbine, into the museum space (Liberate Tate,

2015b, 417). “Deliberately abject and sometimes foul,” maintains Liberate
Tate, “our work is the shadow of an industry the reality of which arts
organizations do not want to see on their doorstep” (Platform, Art not Oil,
Liberate Tate, 2011, 87). During the performance of Sunflower (2010), for
instance, forty artists formed a circle in the Turbine Hall and sequentially
stepped on BP branded oil paint tubes to splash the pitch-black substance
onto the floor (Figure 2). The configuration of the black stains resembled
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a sunflower as well as the helios logo of the BP brand and referenced in
advance the upcoming Turbine Hall exhibition of Sunflower Seeds by Ai
Weiwei (2010). While the corporation’s logo in vivid green and yellow
cynically alludes to natural resources, the black material Liberate Tate

used in their performance referred to the recent oil spill at the Deepwater
Horizon disaster and its catastrophic effects on the environment. The
visceral, tangible quality of the material albeit temporarily tainted the
polished surface of the floor of Turbine Hall bringing a seemingly distant
disaster and its relationship with the museum to the attention of audiences.
Accordingly, this intervention into Tate Modern subverted the convoluted
narrative of an autonomous aesthetic realm and mapped out the museum’s
place within a much larger network of social and financial relations.

Liberate Tate’s sound pieces such as Tate a Tate (2012) and All Rise (2013),
similarly expose the otherwise hidden connections between the aesthetic
sphere and the intricate global webs of neoliberal exploitation. For Tate

a Tate, the group produced an alternative free audio guide for Tate, one
which aids the audience in making connections between the artworks on
display and BP’s exploits elsewhere. Textual content of the audio guide,
therefore, relocated the museum space within the context of the ongoing
environmental destruction and human rights abuses, one of the main
culprits of which was sponsoring Tate. Among many others, the stories

of Louisiana fisheries effected by the Deepwater disaster, of indigenous
peoples of Canada protesting tar sand operations threatening the boreal
forests and their livelihood, and of Colombian farmers who got killed by
the BP-financed paratroops interrupt the dominant account of the museum
and its sponsor. Doing so, Liberate Tate (2012d, 138) aims to “complicate
the presence of BP in the gallery, ... asking participants to enact a gently
rebellious role.” Likewise, All Rise interlinked the museum space to other
locations around the world in order to implicate the roles the corporate-
sponsored museum plays within seemingly distant events. Over the course
of seven days, several performers at Turbine Hall whispered the court
transcripts of the BP Gulf of Mexico trial at New Orleans. Equipped with
wide angle cameras set at eye-level, the performers, in turn, live-streamed
on a web page their performances set against Tate Modern (Liberate Tate,
2015b, 417).

NATURE DECOMMODIFIED

Liberate Tate’s practice of placing at Tate institutions materials foreign

to the neutrality discourse of the museum has wider implications in

terms of the institution’s perspective on history and nature. Just as

the architecture of the building, the way Tate Modern has curated its
permanent collection of modern and contemporary art since its opening

in 2000 has been a subject of controversy (Nixon et al., 2001, 3-25; Demos,
2009a, 256-65; Enwezor, 2008, 207-29). Instead of organizing the artworks
in a conventional chronological order as in the case of the quintessential
display of twentieth century art at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York, Tate curators opted for a thematic arrangement. The four themes that
juxtapose artworks in an ahistorical mode consist of Still Life/Object/Real
Life, Nude/Action/Body, History/Memory/Society, and Landscape/Matter/
Environment. While this thematic ordering makes interesting, albeit in
some cases unproductive and gimmicky, associations between the works
on display, I would like to suggest that the fundamental problem within
this topical curation lies in the primarily Western distinctions the curatorial
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9. For further discussion on the elusive
nature of both the snowballs as well as
Hammons’ performance itself see: Filipovic,
2017.

themes intimate between subject (human) and object (non-human) as
well as nature and culture. Ordering the world from an anthropocentric
perspective, these themes suggest a romantic separation between nature
and culture that has fueled the expropriation and commodification of the
environment and its resources. In other words, such separation between
nature and culture is deeply problematic to the extent that it generates
an understanding of nature as a pure, static entity fixed in its own place.
Objectification of nature as such, in turn, enables capitalist forces to fully
exploit the environmental resources for financial benefit (Demos, 2009b,
20-25; Lam et al., 2013, 145-46). As Dipesh Chakrabarty’s (2009, 201-07)
first thesis on “the climate of history” suggests, it is no longer possible to
maintain “the age-old humanist distinction between natural history and
human history,” especially in the age of Anthropocene.

In direct opposition against this traditional distinction between nature

and culture, Liberate Tate addresses nature as a “contingent assemblage of
biological, technological, economic and governmental concerns,” as Yates
McKee (2007, 561) would put it. As part of the performance entitled Floe
Piece (2012), for instance, four artists carried on a stretcher a block of Arctic
ice from the Occupy London site in the vicinity of St. Paul’s Cathedral
across the Millennium Bridge to Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall. Their use

of a stretcher pointed to the direness and the emergency of the issue of
global warming. Centered around the melting of ice, the performance
simultaneously interrupted the dominant rhetoric of the museum that
separates nature from culture by making visible the events at an apparently
distant geography. This gesture, therefore, disclosed the intricate
relationship between the supposedly autonomous cultural sphere of the
museum and the effects of global warming stimulated by the financial
interests of fuel-industries on the Arctic Pole. As Liberate Tate asserts (Lam
et al., 2013, 145):

“Our choice to use or allude to certain raw materials could be said to ...
[play] a key role, almost like a performer itself. While the presence of these
materials may suggest ‘the natural’, it also highlights how that presence

is a performance, similar to how the brick of a building is considered
natural. The work functions along the lines of Donna Haraway’s cyborgs;
they remain referential to the natural and the synthetic in one continuous
spectrum, rather than as opposing forces.”

As their emphasis on this hybrid character of materials attests, the use of
ice underscores the indivisible character of nature and culture inasmuch as
it becomes a performative element itself within the borders of the museum.

Floe Piece implicitly references a series of post-war era artworks that have
made processes of melting or condensation their primary medium and
material. In his happening Fluids (1967) that took place in Pasadena and Los
Angeles, Allan Kaprow, for instance, asked the participants to build walls
out of big blocks of ice. In defiance of the commodification of artworks,
Kaprow used against itself the economic principle of built-in obsolescence
that normally keeps the commodity flow steady. In Kaprow’s happening,
the built-in obsolescence of the material, namely melting ice, prevented

it from becoming a commodity in the art market in the first place. In a
similar vein that subverts the workings of the art market by questioning the
value of objects, David Hammons put on sale varying sizes of snowballs
among other street vendors in front of Cooper Union in New York City,

for his work titled Bliz-aard Ball Sale (1983) (9). Hans Haacke’s Condensation
Cube (1963-65), on the other hand, used the processes of vaporization and
condensation to index the impact of the exhibition space on the artwork.



38 METU JFA 2019/2

Figure 4. Liberate Tate, Time Piece, June
2015, performance at Tate Modern (Photo by
Martin LeSanto-Smith, 2015)

10. For an insightful reading of Haacke’s
Condensation Cube from an eco-aesthetic
perspective see: Skrebowski, 2013.
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As these natural processes constantly change the appearance of a plexiglass
cube with a small amount of water in it, the climate-controlled environment
of the gallery and its function of the conservation of artworks to maintain
their market value become fully visible (10). While directly related to these
pieces, Liberate Tate’s Floe Piece simultaneously brings to our attention
how, due to global warming and climate change, economic interests and
global operations of multinational corporations are now directly implicated
in a formerly mundane process, that is the melting of ice.

Liberate Tate’s attention to history is not limited to the sphere of the art
world. As exemplified by their work Time Piece (2015), their interest in
various kinds of temporalities materializes a non-anthropomorphic sense
of history (Figure 4). During a 25-hour long performance that defied the
regular museum hours, seventy-five performers wrote on the floor of
Turbine Hall several texts on activism, oil industry, global warming, art,
and architecture. Significantly, one of the texts was taken from Building
Tate Modern: Herzog & De Meuron Transforming Giles Gilbert Scott (2000), a
gesture that demonstrates the site-specific research interests of the group.
The collective set the performance between the two high tides on the
Thames River and the charcoal-inscribed texts followed flowing wavy
patterns alluding to the tidal waves (Liberate Tate, 2015d):

“The performance explores lunar time, tidal time, ecological time, geological
time and all the ways in which we are running out of time: from climate
change to gallery opening hours; from the anthropocene to the beginning of
the end of oil sponsorship of the arts.”

Liberate Tate’s efforts to put the ahistorical space of Tate Modern in
dialogue with history also figures in their work, The Gift (Figure 3).
Bringing a wind turbine to the Turbine Hall references the building’s

own history as a power plant. In offering a cleaner energy resource to the
institution as a gift, the artists explore and engage with the entire history of
the site from when it stored large quantities of oil to generate electric power
to its contemporary financial ties to the fuel industry.
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11. For Herzog & de Meuron’s architectural
drawings that show Whiteread’s House in
Turbine Hall, see: Moore and Ryan, 2000.
While the plans and perspectival drawing

in this publication shows House within the
Turbine Hall, the perspectival drawing from
the final stage of the competition shows
Whiteread’s Ghost in the same location,
suggesting that the earlier mistake was
corrected in the ultimate drawings. Since
Ghost was enlarged to the size of House in the
said drawing, Wouter Davidts perceives this
mistake as anticipating the blown-up scales
of Turbine Hall installations. See: Davidts,
2016, 205.

12. While both Mahony and Memou
suggest that Liberate Tate transforms the
space into a public one, neither analyzes
this transformation in visual terms. What
interests me here is how the dominant
order visually figures in the space and how
Mouffe’s antagonism and conflict becomes
a vital part of the audio-visual aesthetics

of Liberate Tate in their challenge to this
dominant order. See: Mahony, 2014; Memou,
2017.
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CONCLUSION

Having transformed the site of a power plant of restricted entry into a
public institution that allows free access to its permanent collections, Tate
Modern considers itself a public space and Turbine Hall “a huge free gift to
the public” (Moore, 2000, 30). The architecture of the building itself dwelled
upon this claim to publicness and accessibility. A transitional space that
not only links entrances to the building and the galleries but also bridges
between North and South London, Turbine Hall has definitely acted as

a passage connecting the flow of people approaching the building via
Millennium Bridge from the North of the Thames to the wider Bankside
area on the South. A wide ramp that marks the West facade as the main
entrance and continues for about one third of the length of the Turbine
Hall strengthens the building’s efforts to stimulate the flow of people. The
hall also serves as a hang-out hub for crowds since its opening in 2000.
Significantly, in the preliminary drawings of the Turbine Hall, Herzog &
de Meuron included Rachel Whiteread’s House (1993) as an example for the
kind of work that could be exhibited in this space (11). To execute House,
Whiteread cast out of concrete the interior of a large Victorian House in
East London that was scheduled to be demolished as part of a regeneration
process in the area. The work temporarily stood in a park nearby as an
anti-monument, a ghostly presence, and a reminder of gentrification

and its erasure of social memory before it was subject to censorship and
demolition itself (Saltzman, 2006, 80-9). Such reference to House appears
ironic when we consider that the urban regeneration project of Bankside
Area in Southwark, London, in which Tate Modern played a vital part,
garnered wide-spread criticism due to its gentrification effects (Miles,

2000, 61; Dean, 2014, 146-90). With this in mind, it is still open to debate
whether the “public” that is addressed by Tate is inclusive of lower-income
and working classes who had to leave the area due to both the rent rise

in formerly-affordable housing complexes and the evictions preceding
demolitions.

Meanwhile, in museum’s own accounts on the building’s impact on the
Bankside neighborhood, the significant rise in property values in the

area figures as a positive development (Travers, 2005, 23; Hyslop, 2012,
158). This logic parallels the institution’s unquestioning acceptance of
funds from a multinational corporation that values financial profit over
human and non-human life and the environment. To the extent that such
private interests undermine the public character of the museum space,
Tate Modern surrenders to a neoliberal “rationality extending a specific
formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics to every dimension
of human life” (Brown, 2015, 30). Through their arrangement mode, choice
of materials, and approach to the concepts of nature and history, Liberate
Tate’s site-specific performances challenge this hegemonic neoliberal
rhetoric of Tate Modern (12).

One of the seventy texts Liberate Tate members inscribed on the floor of
Turbine Hall for Time Piece was Mouffe’s 2013 book, Agonistics: Thinking the
World Politically. In this book, Mouffe (2013) suggests that the possibility

of public space relies on its accommodation of a plural democracy that
allows for conflict and disagreement. In Mouffe’s agonistic model of public
space, dissensus and antagonism discloses the hegemonic ways in which
the space is structured (2013, 91-4). The contrasts and conflicts Liberate Tate
introduces against the visual discourse of Turbine Hall reveals, in turn, the
dominant political, financial, and social order of the space. Their agonistic
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intervention temporarily transforms the museum into a truly public space
whereby the real dynamics of the space is revealed and contested. It is to
this extent that Liberate Tate’s politically structured aesthetics is powerfully
spatial.
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MEKANA-OZGU PROTESTO: LIBERATE TATE’IN TATE
MODERN'DEKI PERFORMANSLARI

Bu makale, Tate kurumlarinin ¢ok uluslu sirket BP ile sponsorluk
anlasmasini protesto etmek icin Tate’in galeri mekanlarinda protesto
odakli sanat ¢alismalar1 yapan bir sanatci toplulugu olan Liberate Tate’in
mekana-6zgii performanslarini analiz etmektedir. Liberate Tate’in sanat
calismalarmin estetik, mekansal, politik, sosyal ve ekolojik bilesenlerinin
girift bir sekilde i¢ ice gegmekte oldugunu savunan bir ¢ergeve dahilinde,
makale 6ncelikle sanat toplulugunun miidahale ettikleri alanlardan biri
olan Tate Modern’deki Turbine Hall'un ve bu mekanda gerceklesmis olan
performanslarin detayli bir gorsel analizini sunmaktadir. Bu gorsel analize
bagl olarak, makale, sanatg1 kolektifinin fiziksel mekanin sosyo-politik
yapilanmasina kendi politik estetik tarzlar1 igerisinde nasil tepki verdigini
gostermektedir. Grubun mekana-6zgii eserlerinde dikkatli bir sekilde miize
mekanini incelemelerinin ve bu kapsamda kuruma elestirel bir sekilde
kars1 koymalarinin boyutlar: dyle bir seviyeye gelmistir ki, mekan Liberate
Tate’in ana sanat araci haline gelmistir. Yatay diizenleme modelleri,
daginik, kirli ve yapiskan malzeme segimleri ve dogaya, kiiltiire ve tarihe
ayrilmaz kavramlar olarak yaklasimlari sayesinde Liberate Tate’in mekana-
0zgii gosterileri, Tate Modern’in egemen neoliberal sdylemine meydan
okumaktadir. Liberate Tate’in Turbine Hall'un gorsel sdylemine karsilik
ortaya koydugu karsitliklar ve catismalar, mekanin baskin siyasi, finansal
ve sosyal diizenini ortaya ¢ikarmakta ve ayni1 zamanda miizeyi, gegici de
olsa, gercek bir kamusal demokrasi alanina doniistiirmektedir.

SITE-SPECIFIC PROTEST: LIBERATE TATE’S PERFORMANCES AT
TATE MODERN

This paper analyzes the site-specific performances of Liberate Tate, an artist
collective that staged protests at Tate galleries to oppose the institution’s
sponsorship deal with the multinational corporation BP. Arguing that the
aesthetic, spatial, political, social, and ecological components of Liberate
Tate’s works are intricately enmeshed, the paper offers a close visual
analysis of the performances in relation to one of their sites, Turbine Hall
at Tate Modern. Doing so, the paper demonstrates how the artist collective
reacted to the socio-political structuring of the physical space in their own
political mode of aesthetics. The site-specific works of the group attend

to and confront the museum space to such an extent that the intervened
space becomes Liberate Tate’s principal medium. Through their horizontal
arrangement mode, choice of messy, dirty, and viscous materials, and
approach to nature, culture, and history as inseparable concepts, Liberate
Tate’s site-specific performances challenge the hegemonic neoliberal
rhetoric of Tate Modern. The contrasts and conflicts Liberate Tate
introduces against the visual discourse of Turbine Hall not only reveals
the dominant political, financial, and social order of the space but also
transforms the museum albeit temporarily into a truly public space of
democracy.
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