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Introduction 
This panel explores a range of strategies, poetics and pos-
sibilities of media art in and of urban public space prac-
ticed not in the spotlight but adjacent to and in the shadows
of the spectacle. Each paper envisions a different mode of
illumination, engagement and altered perception of our
urban environs, calling our attention to ways of being in 
and sensing spaces and places that are often unnoticed, 
invisible or taken for granted. From media artists’ inter-
ventions that ask us to reflect upon the politics of disen-
chantment with the media saturated everyday in urban
China, to the ways in which public art can potentially chal-
lenge the conventions of art not as object but as acts or
gestures inscribed in the city itself and embodied in the
memories of its inhabitants, to the design of urban interfac-
es that make visible overlooked cultural histories of peo-
ples and places in Singapore, these papers present an in-
quiry into the ways in which urban media art can contrib-
ute towards a re-imagining and nuanced perception of the
city’s corners, cracks and shadows and our sense of nature,
place, poetics and politics in public space.  

Infrastructures of Illumination: On the Mate-
rial, Poetic, and Political Valences of Screens 

in Urban Space 

Stephanie DeBoer 

This presentation addresses media art practices within a
geographic context of “exposure.” “Exposure” is a state-
commercial context of illumination, one indicating not
only the material illumination – the state-commercial light-
ing of the city – enabled by public screens, but also the
everyday to spectacular politics and poetics that accompa-
ny them. In his discussion of recent developments in late
capitalism, Jonathan Crary describes a “a contemporary
imaginary in which a state of permanent illumination is
inseparable from the nonstop operation of global exchange
and circulation.” [1] For cities such as Shanghai and Hong
Kong, these paradoxes of global capital further impinge on
the (trans/national) state. As Anna Greenspan reminds us,
the “spectacle” of “future Shanghai” is not only material-
ized in its most prominently visible illumination – as with
Hong Kong, Shanghai’s large-scale to street-level light 
billboards and LED screens and lights dominate central
and transit urban spaces – but is also felt in the continued 
struggle between light and shadow that form the politics
and poetics of everyday experience in urban China. [2] In
this state we might enquire into the disenchantment of the
city, in the further phrasing of Crary, “in its eradication of
shadows and obscurity and of alternate temporalities.” [3]
This presentation thus addresses media artists working in
Shanghai and Hong Kong as they recognize the need for
shadow in the illuminated city, and from here for if not
alternative, at least adjacent durations, mobilities, spaces,
and experiences for its inhabitants.
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Art in the Commons 

Elliot Woods 

In 2018, the world of commercial art has a renewed talent 
for making headlines. From its self-shredding 
canvases (Banksy) to record-high prices for works by 
living (Jenny Saville, David Hockney) and non-
human (Obvious) artists alike. Often we accept an idea of 
the ‘art world’ as private collectors and those artworks 
which disappear into their off-shore storage facilities. We 
must aim to re-capture the term ‘art world’ for art which 
exists in the space which we call the world. 

Art which takes place in the world of the public 
commons is without the context of the gallery and largely 
without the consent of the viewer. It must physically cope 
with unexpected weather, issues of public safety and 
negotiate a highly democratic reaction. These works 
participate in the identity and memory of the city, such as 
in Jeremy Deller’s “Procession” which recycles tradition 
into something relevant and powerful for today, and create 
new living monuments such as with Ryoji Ikeda’s 
“Spectra” which creates a tower of light in the city skyline, 
whilst extending eternally into outer space.  

In Korea, Permanent public works in the city are often
commissioned through the 심의 (Shim-eui) judgement
process which is famously troubled with non-artistic 
intentions, perhaps evidenced by a set of problematic
examples of public art in the city today. The confusion
of ‘what is public art?’ in Seoul is highlighted by the 400
million KRW publicly commissioned golden Gangnam 
Style artwork outside the COEX complex, contrasting with
the citizen-rejected Shoes Tree of 2017’s Seoullo opening.
This talk will aim to consolidate these issues and
demonstrate new artistic acts which cannot be collected,
but belong to the space of the city itself

Illuminating Invisible Histories in the 
City of Continual Becoming 

Kristy H.A. Kang 

To create a sense of place in urban life, there is a tension 
between the desire for familiarity and stability in our eve-
ryday environment and the drive towards growth and evo-
lution.  Singapore, like other rapidly developing cities, is in 
a constant state of becoming – a global city that exempli-
fies hyper-plasticity while concerned with cultivating its 
national identity through cultural renewal and develop-
ment, as geographers Lily Kong and others have studied. 
[4] However, because of its rapid urban re-development,
its landscapes of inscribed personal meaning are unevenly
and rarely fixed or stable. Singapore is largely unrecog-
nizable from what it was over five decades ago and its rap-
id renewal creates a certain anxiety and sense of placeless-
ness among its citizens. A recent article in Singapore’s
national newspaper, The Straits Times, critiques unabated
urban development and the endangerment of vernacular
post-independence architectural heritage in Singapore,
challenging the state to preserve a sense of place and be-
longing for its citizens rather than continually serve the
interest of private development. [5] As a city in a state of
continual becoming, Singapore provides a useful case
study for asking how cities in a continual process of urban
renewal are challenged to cultivate and communicate cul-
tural heritage and a sense of place for its diverse inhabit-
ants.

As cities develop, the invisible layers of history embed-
ded in them are often erased or overlooked.  Initiated as a 
collaboration with the Urban Redevelopment Authority of 
Singapore, this presentation will discuss a research project 
that uses new media to uncover overlooked cultural histo-
ries of Singapore’s diverse ethnic communities. In contrast 
to public exhibitions on urban planning that typically serve 
as an interface for visitors to learn about the city’s plans 
for the future, this project creates a way for visitors to hear 
and view stories and histories from Singapore’s disappear-
ing past. Here digital technologies become a tool by which 
narratives of place and past are illuminated within an urban 
landscape that is continually shifting.  This interactive 
mapping project engages new media to create a greater 
awareness of the invisible histories of our built environ-
ment and the diversity of peoples who populate it.  It asks 
what kind of urban interfaces could be designed to com-
municate with the city and its communities, and what over-
looked stories could be uncovered in order to enrich our 
understanding of the urban landscapes we move through.
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