
’Contested Sites/Sights’ Research Conference 
 
 
 

’Contested Sites/Sights’ is the theme of this Student-led research conference sponsored by 
the Research Centre for Transnational Art, Identity, and Nation (TrAIN). 
 
“[If we think of place] as formed out of social interrelations at all scales, then one view 
of a place is as a particular articulation of those relations, a particular moment in those 
networks of social relations and understandings.” 
 

Doreen Massey, ‘Space, Place, Gender’ (1994) 
 
 
Using Massey as a platform for the open call, ‘Contested Sites/Sights’ invited contributions 
from PhD students whose research is concerned by equivocal territories “where consensus 
cannot be reached’. Particularity, subjectivity, as well as embodiment, are viewed as key 
elements of such territories in terms of how these are viewed or interpreted. Hence the choice 
of the binomial Sites/Sights, which can be approached either as two separate working 
categories or as a conceptual interplay which is dependent on both terms. 
 
Through their chosen practice and theory based PhD’s this small, yet significant group of 
Doctoral Candidates at University of the Arts, London and TrAIN, will exchange ideas and 
practices, with a selected number of PhD students from other UK Universities. Contested 
Sites/Sights will bring together research projects, which challenge dominant ways of 
perceiving identities and bodies, spaces and places as well as questioning visual 
representations of these. Presentation modes will vary and will include alongside slide 
presentations also visual and performed dialogues, a market stall and a site-specific sound 
piece – promising a creative exchange of ideas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Contested Sites/Sights 
 

Speakers Abstracts 
 
 
 
Caroline Rabourdin  
Chelsea College of Art & Design, CCW, UAL, Part-time PhD 
 
To be read from left to right, to be heard from right to left: Reversal phenomenon, 
language and disorientation 
 
What can be more similar in every respect and in every part more alike to my hand and to my 
ear, than their images in a mirror? And yet I cannot put such a hand as is seen in the glass in 
the place of its archetype; for if this is a right hand, that in the glass is a left one, and the 
image or reflection of the right ear is a left one which never can serve as a substitute for the 
other. 
                                                            (Kant’s Prolegomena to any future metaphysics, 1783) 
 
In Prolegomena to any future metaphysics, a précis of his earlier and heftier Critique of Pure 
Reason, Kant presents Mathematics and Geometry as intuitions. Some two hundred years 
later, physiologists observe that our senses are organised along Euclidian axis in our very 
bodies (Berthoz, 1997) turning what seemed like an intuition, into an intrinsic natural property. 
Our bodies are oriented, thus making our perception of space an oriented perception. Left, 
Right. What happens when you switch left for right? What happens when the referential is 
reversed? In this presentation I will look at the phenomenon of reversal or mirroring between 
French and English languages, and compare it to that of reversal in spatial perception. 
 
As an Architect and bilingual writer, my research at UAL is concerned with bilingualism as an 
embodied and spatial experience. Using architectural tools and in particular descriptive 
geometry as well as linguistics, I endeavor to describe what I call Bilingual Space. 
 

 
Julie Marsh 
London College of Communication, UAL, Part-time PhD  
 
Towards the Construction of a Moving Theory of Site 
 
In Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in art, Architecture and Film (Verso, 2002), Bruno discusses 
‘this shift away from the long standing focus of film theory on sight, towards the construction 
of a moving theory of site’. As discussed in Martin Jay’s Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of 
Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley and Los Angles, 1994), while Western 
culture privileged sight, touch had often been positioned at the bottom of the hierarchy of the 
senses. Traditional theories of the ‘filmic gaze’ fail to address the affect of spatiality, the act of 
crossing or inhabiting space are not explored or explained. Bruno suggests that we need to 
build a new theoretical map, 
 
‘as mobile as that of motion pictures, one must use a traveling lens and make room for the 
sensory spatiality of film, for our appreciation of space, including filmic space, occurs through 
an engagement with touch and movement.’ (Bruno 2002:16) 
 
This movement from optic to haptic is something that I want to discuss further through an 
interactive presentation of my current practical research work. I aim to explore the relationship 
between spectator and the material properties of the projection screen, combining the 
"elsewhere" of a projected image with the "here" of the lecture theatre; involving the audience 
"physically" within the conference presentation. 

 
 
 
 



Idit Nathan  
Central St Martin’s College of Art and Design, UAL, Part-time PhD 
 
Walk on the Art Side - Seven Walks in a Holy City - Exploring A Contested Landscape 
Through Play 
 
‘After all one’s art is not the chief end of life but an accident in one’s search for reality or 
rather perhaps one’s method of search”  
(W.B.Yeats) 
‘There is no theory to walking, just a consciousness..its a state where you can be both alert to 
all that happens in your peripheral vision and hearing and yet totally lost in your thought 
process.’ 
(Francis Alуs) 
Jerusalem which has recently been called ‘the most contested piece of real estate in the 
world’1 is home to nearly a million people of many cultures and busy all year round with many 
thousands of tourists who visit it mainly for its religious significance. Seven Walks in a Holy 
City is an arts project which through walking, explores the city’s landscapes with its 
embodiment of the irreconcilable juxtaposition of the holy and the contested. By introducing 
game devices such as dice that indicate directions and cards that determine thematic focus 
points the Seven Walks project relies on chance and venturing into the unknown rather than 
following the familiar and well trodden paths. 
 
This paper will discuss the Seven Walks project as ‘critical play’ (Falanagan 2010:6) and 
demonstrate what insights into the contested city the use of ‘play’ and ‘art’ can offer. The 
paper is part of a larger practice led fine art research project titled Art Of Play In Zones Of 
Conflict – The Case of Israel Palestine, which examines Contemporary Art Practice that 
employs physical, ‘playful’ interaction in the context of zones of conflict. 
 

 
Tansy Spinks  
London College of Communication, UAL, Part-time PhD  
 
Silent Zone/Site and Sound 
 
An ongoing live, site-specific sound work in the Silent Zone of the Old Chelsea Library, 
(accessed off the main library in Block C)  
 
I will install a performative sound work in a non-gallery location within the Chelsea College of 
Art buildings, with the aim of ‘interrupting’ the everyday situation with sound. The sounds will 
be performed live, prompted and determined by aspects of the site, its materials, history and 
usage. 
 
Performed by Tansy Spinks, affiliated to the Sound Research group CRiSAP at LCC 
 

 
Ope Lori  
Chelsea College of Art & Design, CCW, UAL, Full-time PhD 
 
The Black Female Body as a Contested Sight 
 
Focusing on the ‘politics of looking’, which has been described by British artist Isaac Julien as 
cutting across the racial dichotomy of the black and white binary and by Laura Mulvey’s key 
seminal text on the pleasures of looking, that women (white) are there to be looked at in 
narrative cinema, the presentation and work, aim to reflect a key essay by Mary Ann Doane, 
called ‘The Dark Continent, Epistemologies of Racial and Sexual Difference in 
Psychoanalysis and Cinema.’ The text gives an analysis over how the black woman is 
relegated to a non-feminine space when in relation to the white female. She is seen as an 
erotic mis-en-scene for the white woman. 
 



The presentation aims to show a visual treat of black female artists who have used their art to 
critique femininity, who have tried to reposition the female black body into the realm of the 
feminine. In doing so, artists, such as Renee Cox, Carrie Mae Weems, Ifétayo Abdus-Salam, 
to name a few, have used their art practices as social activism.  
 
As a video, performance and photographic artist, I plan to show images from a range of 
sources that I have been researching into, that illustrate the precarious position of the black 
female body.  
 

 
Maria Kheirkhah and Elizabeth Manchester 
Chelsea College of Art & Design, UAL, Full-time/Part-time PhD (both respectively) 
 
Hair About The Woman 
 
Covering virtually the whole body for protection, hair is a universal fact of human life. Yet 
depending on the specific area that it covers and the race, culture and gender of the body on 
which it grows, hair evokes very different meanings and arouses conflicting emotions.  
 
While on women body hair may be perceived as repulsive and animal, and is often removed, 
hair growing on the head is a source of visual and sensual beauty, and is usually cherished 
and adorned.  
 
The mythological Greek figure of Medusa the Gorgon – portrayed as a horrifying whose hair 
is a grotesquely writhing mass of hissing snakes – embodies the terror of the feminine gaze 
with her look that kills, literally turning any it falls on to stone. By contrast, the Biblical 
character Mary Magdalene originally combined sexuality and wisdom through her role as 
Christ’s lover, but was turned into an adulteress and a prostitute by the Roman Catholic 
Church. In painted representations, Mary Magdalene’s unbound hair symbolizes her shame 
through both its immodest, luxuriant visibility (unlike the covered hair of other women) and its 
function of concealing her naked body.  
 
Maria Kheirkhah and Elizabeth Manchester’s joint presentation incorporating dialogue and 
performance will examine the parameters of this contested site/sight in art and culture today.  
 
We are both TrAIN members whose research focuses on Transnational feminine 
subjectivity/identity. 
 
Maria Kheirkhah – Thesis title: ‘Scheherazade Emerging: Re-constructing the Oriental 
Female Other in Contemporary Western Visual Culture’  
Elizabeth Manchester – Thesis title: ‘From the Inside Out: Models of Vision/ Language from 
the Vagina’. 
 

 
Nina Vollenbröker  
Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL, Full-time, AHRC Funded PhD 
 
“Experienced Locations” – The Borderlands of the Nineteenth-Century American West 
as Sites of Rootedness and Belonging 
 
There are two contested sites at the centre of this paper. The first is the site of human 
rootedness. Within and outside of the academy, rootedness is still generally understood as 
the long-term attachment to a geographically bounded location: a home-place that speaks 
about stability, fixity, alignment and self. The second contested site is the enormous, un-
surveyed territory of the nineteenth-century American West. This shifting borderland in the 
early stages of its cultural creation challenged all notions of identity and emplacements for the 
migratory people who inhabited it: cowboys, families on the Oregon trails, frontier settlers. 
As part of a conference investigating “experienced locations where agreement is never 
attained,” this paper brings together these two opposing sites. It uses artefactual and textual 
evidence - manuscript diaries, songs, homestead buildings and furniture – as a window into 



Western people’s daily lives and shows how feelings of belonging - supposedly only capable 
of emerging through the static inhabitation of a known home-place – for these men and 
women come forward from the unfamiliar landscape of the American West and from the act of 
continual movement itself. 
 
The paper concludes by reflecting on spatial concepts such as separate spheres, private 
space and single-space allegiance and argues that the multiple boundary crossings we carry 
out on a daily basis locates us beyond these confining constructions. 
 

 
Corinne Silva 
London College of communication, UAL, Full-time, PhD 
 
Imported Landscapes: Using Photography and Installation to Instigate a Visual 
Dialogue Between Southern Europe and Northern Africa 
 
The plate of Africa is moving at a rate of 1cm per year against and underneath the Eurasian 
plate. In 10 – 15 million years, the Mediterranean Sea will no longer exist. 
 
The landscapes of southern Spain and northern Morocco share many geographical features 
including climate, flora and fauna, as well as a history of trade, migration and invasion. In 711, 
Berber tribes straddled the Mediterranean Sea to build a Muslim empire. The Muslims were 
eventually forced out in the 1400s and since then Spain has retained possession of Ceuta 
and Melilla. But connections continue; during the last century Spain further colonized northern 
Morocco. Today many Moroccans provide cheap labour for the agricultural industry in 
southern Spain, and those that are able invest money in property along the rapidly developing 
northern Moroccan coast.  
 
To consider these connected and overlapping Mediterranean landscapes I travelled along the 
northern Moroccan coast from Tangier towards the Algerian border, and made a series of 
landscape photographs. I then created an intervention in the Spanish landscape by installing 
three of these images on 8 by 3 metre billboards in specific locations in the region of Murcia. 
This work has since been exhibited as framed photographs in a gallery context. 
 
The billboards are a reminder that landscapes themselves are palimpsests. Each person’s 
actions directly affect another; these actions and power shifts can be traced in the landscape. 
The act of placing one landscape inside another - the southern hemisphere into the northern - 
creates a space to contemplate not only their shared topography but also the complex web of 
their ongoing connection of trade, mobility and colonisation. 
 
I will discuss the process of making this work, and the understanding I reached as to how it 
functions - firstly, as a site-specific installation which speaks of time, and secondly, as a 
series of photographs that tell of place. 
 

 
Pamela Kember  
Chelsea College of Art & Design, CCW, UAL, Part-time PhD 
 
My title focuses on the need to look again at the history of the diaspora as it relates to those 
artists traveling internationally, yet living and working between places, cultures, identities and 
languages. My interest is in how they explore and engage with the notion of ‘residual space’ 
as a spilling over, or trace of some sort, to play on the word ‘reside’ and’ dual’. Whether in the 
context of a place, or city that has existed and lies between two or more histories- 
colonialism, invasion, and yet also exists on the residuals elements of past cultures and 
customs or materiality- dealing with the detritus, fragmentary, everyday reality of things, 
objects that surround us, yet we rarely pause to contemplate their full potential. 
 
The transnational artist, mobile artist, nomadic, and cosmopolitan artists, in recent years have 
come to be seen as synonymous with the way in which many artists travel and live between 
places, homes, and projects within a growing global economy. Cross cultural encounters 



between artists, arranged through residencies, group projects, “floating arts communities’, 
(RES ARTIS 05, Berlin,) biennales and triennials, offer the opportunity to explore, engage and 
forge new relationships, differences, inside outside encounters, local specificities. This brings 
me to the question; What kind of dialogue could there be that does not merely re-present 
such structures as space for artists to inhabit, but also to examine such issues as the 
'cosmopolitan nomad' in relation to interculturalism, and transnational studies?  
 

 
Madeline Yale 
Chelsea College of Art & Design, CCW, UAL, Full-time PhD 
 
Trafficking Photographs in the UAE – Problematising Perceptions of Identity and 
Belonging 
 
Established in 1981, the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf (GCC) is a 
region of heightened economic and population growth. Within the GCC, the capitalist-driven 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) serves as the region’s leading art market, and contemporary fine 
art photography occupies a large portion of artistic exchange. Little record exists of 
photographic objects within the UAE, though regional histories of photography have recently 
been explored (Nazar, 2007, Issa, R., 2011) and research into comparative cultural zones 
(Amirsadeghi, H.  et al. 2009, Eigner, S. 2010, Boullata, K. ed., 2008) provides some critique 
of art, patronage, presentation and consumption.  
 
Photographs from the UAE not only index a remarkable period of regional development, 
these tangible objects become part of trading systems they reflect, attesting to the 
commodification of diversity. In the last decade, contemporary fine art photography in the 
UAE articulates a fragmented region consisting of heightened individual, geographic and 
cultural negotiations. The 2011 photographic programme Emirati Expressions led by 
American photographer Stephen Shore and Palestinian Kuwaiti-born UAE-based Tarek Al 
Ghoussein describes the country’s fluid perceptions about material and psychosocial 
conditions of heritage, identity and belonging to and within that contested space. Critique of 
this project supports what Spivak described as ‘strategic essentialism’. 
 

 
Kathy O’Brien 
London College of Fashion, UAL, Part-time PhD 
 
The Impact of Government-Led Arts Based Interventions in Southwark 1985-2012 
 
Peckham Square is an invention. Created through regeneration programmes following riots 
(1985) and situated alongside the defunct Surrey Canal, this derelict space was iconised 
through the construction of a large canopy, designed by Troughton McAslen (1994), a 
Healthy Living Centre, LB Southwark Architects (1998) and a library designed by Alsop and 
Stormer (2000). Mosaic sculptures representing the elements and lighting from Ron 
Haseldon’s barometric pressure installation, embellished the site. In 2002, Southwark 
explored the potential for a performance venue. In June 2010, Camberwell School of Art 
opened Peckham Space. Currently farmers’ markets, performances, preaching and events 
animate the location populated by people of all ages, income levels, professions, ethnicity, 
ability and education. In 2011, the Square and High Street was again disrupted by riots, 
looting and burning. Agency and memory is interrogated, Perec asks, ‘The people in the 
streets: where are they coming from? Where are they going to? Who are they?’ (1) We 
wonder, governmental stakeholders question; planning, control and agency are interrogated. 
Parsons’ concept of social values of orientation and Massey’s exploration of identity are 
considered, where internal construction is able to ‘flip it the other way around- because a 
relational construction of identity means that the things that construct your identity lie all 
around you, they lie around the world….’ (2).  
 
Perec, G (1999) “Species of Spaces and Other Pieces” Penguin Classics: London 
www.ica.org.uk/3748/London-in-Six-Easy-Steps/DoreenMassey-London-Inside–Out.html 
(9.9.2005) 



 
Valerie Diggle  
University College Falmouth, Part-time PhD 
 
Riffing with the Angel of History - Sifting Through The Rubble  
 
This presentation will be an imaginative response to two buildings and to two lives, exploring 
the unstable relationship between place and identity. 
 
The first building is a lighthouse in New Zealand and the second is Glasney - a medieval 
college in Cornwall. Both are contested sites in terms of colonial history, maori/pakeha claims 
to the foreshore, and Cornish cultural identity. 
 
The lighthouse was pre- fabricated in a foundry in Derby in the 19thcentury, shipped to NZ 
and hauled up the cliff in over a hundred cast-iron pieces to be re-assembled at the mouth of 
Wellington Harbour. Ie 
 
The light was kept by Mary Jane Hebden Bennett who, as one of the first European settlers, 
became the first lighthouse keeper in NZ. But in spite of this historically significant event, very 
few people, including New Zealanders living in Wellington, have ever heard of her. 
 
Glasney was built from local Cornish granite in the 13thcentury and, when it was finally 
dismantled 300 years later, was raided by local people and incorporated into the vernacular 
architecture of Penryn, fragment by fragment. David Fowler, an eminent American 
medievalist, spent over 35 years painstakingly researching the life of John de Trevisa, 
translator, speculating that he would have been educated at Glasney around the time that the 
Cornish Ordinalia was composed. But no-body I have spoken to in Cornwall seems to be 
aware of this Trevisa/Glasney connection.   
 
Although little now remains on site of the original medieval building, pieces of it can still be 
identified in the fabric of houses and gardens in the town centre. As a Cornish born artist and 
writer, who has recently returned to the UK after living and working in New Zealand, I will 
present work in the form of a micro performance lecture. It will include images and texts of 
readings that took place in the lantern of the lighthouse, relating to the life of Mary Jane 
Hebden Bennett, lighthouse keeper, and images and texts that relate to the site of Glasney 
College and to the life of John de Trevisa, translator. 
 

 
Eray Çayli  
Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL, MPhil/PhD 
 
Performed Narratives and Architectural Memorialization in Contested Sites: The Case 
of the Madımak Hotel and the 18th Annual Commemoration of the Sivas Massacre 
 
This paper investigates the ways in which a past atrocity is narrativized by different political 
actors through or in relation to the site that witnessed it. The investigation in question is 
carried out by means of an inquiry into the ‘Sivas Massacre’, which refers to the events of 
July 2nd, 1993 that resulted in the death of thirty seven civilians. Thirty-three of the killed 
were intellectuals who had congregated in the arsoned Madımak Hotel in Sivas-Turkey for an 
Alevi cultural festival (Alevis constitute an ethno-cultural and religious community in Turkey). 
Identifying with the victims, Alevis have organized commemorations every year on July 2nd in 
front of the Hotel and called for the state and the society at large to come to terms with the 
massacre. The most significant way in which this call has taken shape is the demand that the 
Hotel be turned into a memorial museum. Having long turned a blind eye to this demand, 
Turkish state authorities recently responded by expropriating and transforming the hotel into a 
Science and Culture Center. On the one hand, this non-memorial transformation has been 
fiercely disputed by Alevis for misrepresenting the past. On the other hand, it paradoxically 
incited memorialization by imbuing the massacre’s 18th on-site annual commemoration with 
unexpected performative characteristics, which precipitated an evocation of elements of the 
original event, if not a complete re-enactment. By means of an analysis of these 



characteristics, this paper discusses performed narratives as a way in which architectural 
memorialization takes place. 
 

 
Katy Bienart and Rebecca Beinart 
Bartlett School of Architecture, UCL, Part-time, PhD and Artist 
 
The Darling Salt Pans and Produce Company 
 
The presentation takes the form of a market stall, recreating a month-long artist's residency in 
Brixton Market in May 2011. Drawing from their ongoing project 'Origination', which re-enacts 
and recreates family migrations and artifacts, artists and sisters Katy and Rebecca Beinart 
took up residence on a market stall in Brixton, South London. Their auto-ethnographic 
approach proposed a form of exchange, resurrecting The Darling Salt Pans & Produce 
Company (their great-grandfather's business) and trading 'Memory Preservation Salts' for 
memories of migration and objects of family history from passers-by. 
 
These narratives and objects became part of an 'archive' which was used to generate further 
artworks and dialogues, and formed the first stage of Katy's PhD research into sites of 'Salted 
Earth' (see research outline below).  The research tests strategies of exchange, creating 
networks to propose alternative forms of memorialisation that offer possibilities for healing 
'points of rupture'.  
 
For Contested Sites/Sights, Katy and Rebecca will be inviting conference participants to join 
them at the stall and exchange stories of their research projects, creating a live 
documentation of the conference which draws out shared themes and narratives. There will 
also be artefacts and images of the project in Brixton on display. 
 

 
Eyal Sivan (Keynote) 
 
Documentary film-maker and theoretician. Reader (Associate Professor) in media production 
and co-leading the MA program in film, video and new media at the School of Arts and Digital 
Industries (ADI), at the University of East London 
 

 
 
Professor Toshio Watanabe (TrAIN Director) 
 
Professor Toshio Watanabe is the Director of TrAIN Research Centre. He is an art historian, 
studying mostly the period 1850-1950, and has worked in the field of transnational art 
involving Japan, dealing with most media. 
 
 
Carol Tulloch (TrAIN reader) 
 
Carol Tulloch is a writer and curator on dress and black identities. She is Reader in Visual, 
Material and Diaspora Studies at the CCW Graduate School, a member of the Transnational 
Arts, Identity and Nation Research Centre (TrAIN), at the University of the Arts, London 
and the TrAIN/V&A Fellow at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
 
 
Dr Michael Asbury (TrAIN reader) 
 
Dr Michael Asbury is an art historian, art critic and curator. He is Reader in Art History and 
Theory at CCW and a member of the Transnational Art, Identity and Nation (TrAIN) research 
centre at UAL. 
 
 
 


