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green algae due to the high residues of phosphates that run-off from the 
nearby agricultural heartland, especially as a result of the intensive  
EU-subsidised meat production of Münsterland. This biological phe­
nomenon, known as eutrophication, is clogging the water with algae and 
destroying the fresh water ecosystem due to excessive levels of the 
chemical nutrients. After sucking in water from the lake, Greenfort’s 
sculpture mixes it with a brown-coloured solution of Iron (III) Chloride 
before spraying it back into to the lake. This toxic substance is already 
added to the lake only in a far more discreet manner in order to chemi­
cally neutralise the algae, though it does not eliminate it. As the artist 
points out, ‘it is a purely cosmetic solution’.

Public Domain: Land
14 July 2007; 58 years ago
In  eight villages and a flour mill disappeared under water when 
another lake was created. In this case, a hydro-electric dam was  
built a huge volume of water inundated the land around the hill of 
Vassivière in central France. Today, Vassivière island hosts the Centre 
international d’art et du paysage de l’île de Vassivière, designed in the late 
s by Aldo Rossi and Xavier Fabre. This seemingly natural and 
peaceful setting, achieved through a great deal of human violence, now 
hosts Homes & Graves & Gardens, an exhibition by Cyprien Gaillard, 
where the history of the site and its very nature are being questioned. 
Part of the façade of the art centre is hidden by a row of trees, cut down 
for the occasion, which not only block the entrance but hide the art 
centre building, merging it with the surrounding forest. The event coin­
cides with today’s French national festivities of Bastille Day, and the 
artist is hosting a free party in the forest with techno music and an indoor 
firework display that culminates with explosions bursting from Rossi’s 
emblematic conical tower. Beyond the do-gooding rules of environ­
mental preservation, the artist’s progressive happening of destruction 

4, 5  Homes & Graves & Gardens, Cyprien Galliard, 2007,  
   Centre International d’Art et du Paysagede L’île de Vassivière.  
   Courtesy of the artist, Cosmic Galerie, Paris and the Centre  
   International d’Art et du Paysage de L’île de Vassiviére
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and mutilation brings back to memory the turbulence of this site’s recent 
past, where the artificial lake drowned the ruins of rural housing. 
Gaillard’s sensitivity towards ruins reactivates memories of Land Art  
and Robert Smithson’s work around entropy, the irreversible condition 
of a system’s tendency toward deterioration and breakdown.

In terms of public space, public domain, and public art, Beck’s anxiety-
generating modernity might best be equated with the adverse effects of 
over-determined planning. Human-induced risk-orientation here  
would encompass the bureaucracy around safety and standardisation, 
the trend towards the broad inclusion of stakeholders and the public  
in decision making, the orchestration of public space in order to exclude 
or discourage the presence of ‘undesirable’ sections of society, and the 
monumental or decorative exploitation of public art works in order to 
enhance prestige and accelerate investment.9 Or simply the direct 
encroachment on so-called public space by the private sphere.

Looking at this seemingly aleatory set of works by Metzger, Greenfort 
and Gaillard and others, it is clear that they each try and find a way out of 
the grip of a risk society’s negative potentials in the public realm, through 
courting both the mistrust and reflexivity that it enacts. As with the 
playground analogy, striving for a zero-risk environment is a practical 
and a creative non-starter. From an ecological and artistic perspective 
too, there is no sense here that apparent ‘accidents’ are systemic failures, 
but instead are public opportunities for both individual and societal 
learning. How these projects encounter the entanglement of responsi­
bility that a risk society enacts might now emerge as another question. 
Yet, in conclusion, in each of the three cases, it is worth pointing out that 
there are very deliberate and apparently contradictory incursions. In 
order to talk about air pollution and the petrol economy, Metzger himself 
creates pollution. Similarly Greenfort’s sculpture, and Gaillard’s gestures 
are not remedies in any usual sense. Metzger has elegantly described  
this situation in terms of homeopathy, describing his action as ‘a homeo­
pathic dose of pollution ... a creation, an attempt to show a visual 
experience that is unavailable except through destruction’.10 Perhaps it is 
in the terms of this symptomology of inoculation that we might best 
navigate a publicness of risk, and an artistic agency of ecological action?

9	 Examples of public art works that have used humour to critique the monument include 
Olav Westphalen’s Extremely Site-Unspecific Sculpture (2000) and Damián Ortega’s 
Obelisco Transportable (2007), both produced by the Public Art Fund, New York.

10	‘Protest and Survive’, Gustav Metzger talks to Mark Godfrey, Frieze, Issue 108,  
June–August 2007, p.196–203


