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abstract
This paper brings together Paolo Virno’s concept of ‘multitude’ and Jochen 
Gerz’s ‘Public Authorship’ so as to further current debates on the public role 
of art in European cities. From Virno’s seminal text, A Grammar of the Mul-
titude (2004) I extrapolate a conception of ‘public’; and from a seminal art 
project by Jochen Gerz (in the UK city of Coventry from 1999-2004) I ex-
trapolate a conception of participation. Considering them in relation to each 
other, I offer a series of theoretical reflections on the critical power of art to 
affect change in civic space. I use Virno’s theoretical observations on the cur-
rent state of citizenship and the social order in order to open a discussion on 
Gerz’s engagement with the residents (citizens and non-citizens) of the city 
of Coventry. In so doing I consider our current assumptions on the nature 
of civic democracy, with particular reference to Virno’s observations on the 
attenuation of democracy in a post-Fordist global economic order. Finally, I 
draw attention to what I see as the potential of the concept of ‘multitude’ for 
a critical art practice for a local (globalised) public civic realm, and identify 
aspects of Gerz’s project that provokes reflection on the dilemmas of using 
culture as stimulus for civic-democratic participation today. 
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Art and the public sphere, multitude, participation, post-Fordism, democ-
racy, Jochen Gerz
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Introduction 

Each one of us is, and has always been, a virtuoso, a performing artist, at 
times mediocre or awkward, but, in any event, a virtuoso. In fact, the funda-
mental model of virtuosity, the experience which is the base of the concept, 
is the activity of the speaker. This is not the activity of a knowledgeable and 
erudite locutor, but of any locutor. Human verbal language, not being a pure 
tool or a complex of instrumental signals... has its fulfilment in itself and does 
not produce (at least not as a rule, not necessarily) an „object” independent of 
the very act of having been uttered (Virno, 2004, 55).

Virno here underlines the human competency for speech. He does not appeal 
to humanistic ontology of the self, where speech is cast as the principle expres-
sive agent of essential subjectivity; the self in Virno, rather, is a socially-medi-
ated subject and entirely contingent. Yet, the contingent human subject still 
possesses a capacity for self-articulation that, even for the under-privileged 
or socially disempowered, can allow for the exercise of political agency.

In this article I will be using Paolo Virno’s short book, A Grammar of the 
Multitude (2004, translated from the Italian Grammatica della moltitudine) as 
a means of interlocution, as I oscillate between a ‘reading’ of Virno and my 
observations on (and experience of) Jochen Gerz’s public participatory art 
practice. In other words, I resist a linear logic as the purpose of such a paper 
is not to ‘explain’ to generate a privileged access to an art work’s ‘meaning’ 
through an appropriation of theory. Rather, art, theory and experience co-ex-
ist within my writing as a series of critical reflections, where significance and 
the art’s signification emerge in a different form (I avoid passing judgement 
or asserting my own evaluation on what is a highly complex and evolving 
series of intellectual situations). While the main object of Virno’s study is the 
status of labour and State power in Post-Fordist Europe (and the shift of Eu-
ropean political discourse from the public sphere into the realm of economic 
production), I will be attending only to its secondary remarks on the concept 
of ‘public’, aiming for an expanded as well as critical approach to the role of 
art in the public realm. My own object is the social function of contemporary 
art, focussed on a major city-based project of German artist (now based in 
the Republic of Ireland) Jochen Gerz. Though considering the manifold im-
plications of Virno’s assertion on the primacy of the individual voice in direct 
relation to the political concept of ‘multitude’, I will not be drawn into the 
more political matters animating his subsequent book Multitude: between in-
novation and negation (Virno, 2008), or indeed Antonio Negri’s collection of 
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‘letters’ from the 1980s now available as the volume Art and Multitude (Negri, 
2011), or the subsequent and expansive range of historical and political sub-
jects bound up with the intellectual enterprises that ‘multitude’ has generated 
(Hardt and Negri, 2000; 2004; the Multitude Project; and so on). And Virno 
will not be used as provider of a theory of Gerz’s practice or even a means of 
excavating its theoretical dimension. His concept of the multitude, rather, 
allows me to sketch Gerz’s political philosophy of art – which is unsystematic 
and without a single authorial source. In Gerz’s work, art maintains a perfor-
mative function in the civic public realm (the realm of urban cultural politics, 
which will, of course, take a different form in each or every city). 

But, it must remain a matter of debate, whether a ‘political philosophy’ can 
generate an explanatory framework for art in the public realm, or indeed an 
epistemic framework for understanding any art, particularly a diverse and 
complex oeuvre like that of Jochen Gerz. It does, however, allows us a means 
of locating an opening lexicon of terms, from which Gerz’s public partici-
patory practice can inform a general critical commentary on the function 
of art in society more generally. I choose Gerz here, as during the 1990s he 
withdrew from the international gallery circuits of contemporary artists and 
started to concentrate almost wholly on the problem of ‘the public’ and the 
public role of art, particularly in European cities. In doing this, he has since 
allowed his discussants, critics and interlocutors to explore our (now per-
vasive) post-Habermasian assumptions on what a ‘public’ is, in relation to 
our common conceptions of democracy – how a ‘general’, unified, common 
dialogue-based public discourse (within a delimited geo-political space, like 
a nation state or a city) is actually formed, and what does this formation in-
volve in relation to the demands democracy places on representation? I will 
specifically be referring to Gerz’s project in the UK city of Coventry, which 
lasted from 1999-2004, entitled Public Authorship. The connection between 
Virno and Gerz is, in part, experimental (theoretically so – for politically they 
have no direct association), and, in part, motivated by what I will identify as 
their common ascription to the individual human voice, of a potential politi-
cal agency.

Gerz is known for seminal public projects, which include the Harburg Mon-
ument Against Fascism (‘Mahnmalgegen Faschismus’: the Harburg district 
of Hamburg,1986-1993, realised in collaboration with Esther Shalev-Gerz), 
2146 Stones – Monument Against Racism (‘2146 Steine – Mahnmalgegen 
Rassismus’, Saarbrücken, 1993), 63 Years After (‘63 Jahredanach’, Graz and 
Styria, Austria, 2008-2010), 2-3 Streets. An exhibition in cities of the Ruhr (‘2-
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3 Straßen’: in Dortmund, Duisburg and Mülheim/Ruhr, Germany, as part of 
the European Capital of Culture RUHR2010), and the Square of the European 
Promise (‘Platz des europäischen Versprechens’, Bochum, Germany, 2007-
2015), inaugurated on 11th November 2015 (cf. Gerz 1999; Petzinger and 
Rattemeyer 2011). Gerz’s public projects are distinctive in two ways: the first 
concerns the status of the individual, the second is related and concerns the 
artist’s own individuality. First, while Gerz’s projects revolve around broad 
appeals to ‘the public’, the status (rights, position, voice) of the individual 
(with or without ‘proper papers’, statehood, a stable ethnic identity) is none-
theless as much an object of his attention than is the ‘collective’ and the other, 
perhaps predictable ways, in which the ‘public’ is constituted in any public 
iteration of art (of, for example, by way of appealing to common citizenship, 
or social cohesion, and shared values or identity and belonging). The sec-
ond characteristic is Gerz’s own individuality, as artist, where his public art 
‘project’ becomes somewhat detached from what we may call artistic ego (his 
own ‘authorship’) and thus abstracted from the institutionalised discourse of 
contemporary art to the degree that the artist himself becomes a participant. 
Of course, one could never claim that Gerz as artist is able to step outside the 
historical discourse of power that is artistic authorship and the privileged 
subjectivity of the European artist – indeed, he attracts large public commis-
sions from city municipalities and major civic events based on his interna-
tional profile. Yet, as I observe, Gerz attempts to neutralise the mythical au-
thorial power of the artist (as ‘creator’) through his positioning of speaking, 
voice, and dialogue, as a principal media – where even a monument becomes 
a public event of interlocution.

Individual, Individuation and Multitude

For Virno, it is through speech that each human subject possesses the capac-
ity for individuation, and herein lies also the significance of the ‘multitude’. 
To quote:

“For the multitude, the collective is not centripetal or coalescent. It is 
not the locus in which the “general will” is formed and State unity is 
prefigured. Since the collective experience of the multitude radicalises, 
rather than dulling, the process of individuation, the idea that from such 
experience one could extrapolate a homogenous trait is to be excluded 
as a matter of principle; it is also to be excluded that one could “delegate” 
or “transfer” something to the sovereign. The collective of the multitude, 
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seen as ulterior or second degree individuation, establishes the feasibil-
ity of non-representational democracy”. (Virno, 2004, 79).

The concept of non-representational democracy remains open-ended in Vir-
no’s study, and so remains suspended between notions of representative de-
mocracy (facilitated by, and usually for, the administrative and legislative 
apparatuses of states), and more modish (the “beautiful myth” of) direct 
democracy (Pavón 2004: unpaginated). For “democracy”, like “public”, is for 
Virno (as for Gerz) a historically unresolved concept – it is not equivalent 
to the many variants of suffrage (or voting) systems Europe has historically 
generated, and has never been actualised or found the material conditions of 
its actualisation. Since Hobbes, European political thought has agonised over 
the role, function and identity of ‘the people’ vis-à-vis governmental author-
ity – and the problems of representation and participation, social cooperation 
and solidarity have all remained central to our understanding of democracy. 
Because of his profound antipathy to the German mass movements of the 
past, Jochen Gerz avoids any form of organised social gathering, or explicit 
principle of ‘unity’ or processes of homogenisation in his art projects. He 
never commences by ‘enrolling’ members or enlisting willing workers or by 
using current or prefigured ‘models’ of social collaboration. His projects open 
with an invitation, a question, an event of free association, and all beckon the 
individual for an involvement, which for the participant always maintains 
their self-determination (or conducts themselves how they choose) (cf. Gerz, 
1999). Gerz’s problematics is, to some extent, articulated in the latter sections 
of Hardt and Negri’s now famous work, Empire (2000), which attempts (with 
varied success) to set out the condition of a new proletariat – a multitude. 
This new proletariat is a unity without coercive mechanisms of unification, 
that is, without either contractual conditions (and phoney assumptions on 
equality before the law, for example) or formal membership (however mild, 
or pleasurable even) (Hardt and Negri 2000: 393-413; cf. the critique of Lewis, 
2002). For Hardt and Negri, as for Virno, our era is one of ‘political crisis’, and 
is historically unique insofar as it is peaceful and prosperous, yet perilously 
devoid of any meaningful sense of ‘political action’ (Virno 2004: 51). What 
does it mean, today, to effect change? To what extent (particularly for the 
youth of Europe) is our talk of societal ‘transformation’ anachronistic or just 
vacuous rhetoric?

Since 2000, Gerz has used the term ‘Public Authorship’ in relation to his 
way of ‘convening’ (facilitating and directing, without contractual or coer-
cive social measures) a public project, but where (as for Virno) ‘the public’ 



VI
RN

O
, G

ER
Z 

A
N

D
 A

N
 A

RT
  

FO
R 

TH
E 

M
U

LT
IT

U
D

E

24�

is neither self-evident subject nor object or indeed space of communication 
or of a representation of ideas, ideals and interests. Hardt and Negri resisted 
any new association of the term multitude with a res-publica, given its le-
gal-contractual conditions (Hardt and Negri 2000: 408-409). Gerz less so, 
as (perhaps against the theoretical assumptions of Empire), national public 
spheres are still critical and crucial in the regional political entity that is Eu-
rope, albeit often regressively so. The ‘public’ is still a concept worth fighting 
for, particularly as where Europe today the ‘public’ seems to be chronically 
suspended within a triangulation of distinct, if overlapping, spaces: between 
the ‘European Union’ (which has become an all but detached polity), member 
nation states, and what Virno calls the realm (or condition) of ‘publicness 
without a public sphere’. For public formations of gathering, protest, dialogue 
and deliberation, are indeed still common in Europe. And yet the collective 
(if fragmented) discourse of Europe’s citizenry, which has failed to attain to 
any specific condition or orientation of political agency, exemplifies what be-
ing ‘without a public sphere’ means. ‘Public’ and ‘sphere’ are a binary and 
co-dependent in Habermas’s original formulation (Habermas 1989: 30) and 
for Virno, are still so. We will not here have opportunity to (re)visit Virno’s 
observation that ‘The general intellect, or public intellect, if it does not be-
come a republic, a public sphere, a political community, drastically increases 
forms of submission’ (or ‘domination’, as Adorno would commonly phrase it) 
(Ibid, 41). But we must bear in mind Gerz’s enduring suspicion of any form of 
social homogenisation, particularly in relation to art projects that parade the 
term ‘public’, concepts like citizenship, assume that ‘public formations’ have 
(or can have) access to state agency or mechanisms of change, but in doing so, 
only end up using aesthetically pleasurable (or celebrity-based) strategies of 
coercive participation. Art, like nationalist politics, has powers of seduction, 
deception and manipulation.

Jochen Gerz’s Future Monument remains in situ in the UK city of Coventry. 
The commission was (in 1998) initially for two public art works, on the occa-
sion of the grand Millennium celebrations in a newly-created city centre pla-
za – a space for the people of Coventry of which the city had hitherto lacked 
(the traditional city planning of English cities rarely included a large plaza). 
A proposal, in the form of a visual outline of two works – Future Monument 
and The Public Bench – was submitted and accepted as part of a large and 
complex design plan (featuring eight other major public art works). However, 
whatever the commission thought they were authorising was less an order 
for the delivery of two art objects from an artist’s studio than a mandate for 
an artist to address the city of Coventry. Gerz uses official commissions as a 
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strategically useful validation, which can always exceed the initial precon-
ceptions of any authority. And with the title Future Monument, the ‘Public 
Authorship’ project was oxymoronic, against which it was impossible to fix 
a set of political expectations (Coventry University School of Art & Design 
2000; Hunt 2003; 2004). 

In the event, the project lasted four years, and saw Gerz become a common 
figure in the on-going daily life of the city: the duration of the project was sig-
nificant, given the time it takes to comprehend the political logic of a place, its 
historical urban ontology as constructed through its narratives of birth, en-
durance and moral resilience, as well as the operations of the realpolitik fac-
tions that govern civic decision making. Gerz was often vocal, whereat many 
subsequent public event she addressed’ the city’. The city, as he later stated in 
his public lecture and subsequent article statement ‘Creating a Cultural City’ 
(Gerz, 2007): the city is ‘its people’; and it’s animated by a ‘public mind’; and 
further, ’...the priority is public debate on issues and as an issue, on memories 
and as a memory, on and as information – public debate creating intelligence 
and authorship, and a sense of shared responsibility rather than unshared 
privilege’. (Ibid, 462) A German being awarded the central civic commission 
to celebrate Millennium year was not altogether welcome, and for some was 
provocative. Coventry is a city whose civic identity was forged through the 
narrative of the most devastating Luftwaffe bombing in 1940 (and afterwards 
repeated), by its celebrated ‘phoenix’-like rising from the ashes (the symbol 
of the phoenix remains the official civic symbolic fulcrum around which 
narratives of identity revolve)(Campbell, 2004; Rank 2005; Cottrel and Watt 
2006).

The artworks were inaugurated in January 2004: The Future Monument is a 
4.6m high obelisk made of a glass compound, and it is what is says – a monu-
ment (albeit not impressively monumental). The Bench is, literally, a bench, 
which runs along the north rim of the new plaza, made of concrete and wood 
and 45m long. Their relationship is not immediately evident, and the space 
between them awkward, or at least they do not facilitate an obvious thematic 
connection or mark a pedestrian trajectory. Visually they do share one de-
vice – the plaque. As historically significant as it is banal, the commemorative 
plaque is featured on both: on the north side of The Future Monument are 
names of associations or groups of citizens, and on its south side are plaques 
engraved with the names of former ‘enemies’ who are now, or will be, friends 
(‘Britain’ is named as a former enemy, now friend). On The Public Bench 2000 
plaques randomly cover the wall, (expressing no particular visual logic, or 
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indeed even a pleasing visual pattern), and features the names of Coventry 
residents or anyone, imagined, real or anywhere in the world, who remain 
significant in the memory of a Coventry resident. The surface of wall has 
become worn and grey with time; the Monument appears shattered, which 
was intentional. A shattered glass (sealed with a thick compound) was the 
artist’s opening statement to the city’s ubiquitous ‘vandals’; even if they did 
visit the work, they did not respond. (Goulden 2001; Lovell 1998; Lovell and 
MacCormac 2004) 

The multitude or multitudo (Virno quotes Spinoza, who draws on the ancient 
Hebrew term) is significant in how it articulates the ‘One in the Many’ or the 
individual and collective: „a plurality which persists as such in the public scene, 
in collective action, in the handling of communal affairs, without converging 
into a One, without evaporating within a centripetal form of motion”. (Virno 
2004, 21). For Spinoza in his Tractatus Politicus (1677) „the multitudo is the 
architrave of civil liberties...” (Ibid, 21). Virno uses Spinoza, of course, as a foil 
to Hobbes, and Hobbes’s seminal political notion that a society only maintains 
cohesion if the fragmented rabble of the multitudo invest their autonomy in the 
‘general will’ (such as a State), which in turn, assumes a monopoly on political 
decision making and a formation of a realm of executive power. The concep-
tual dyad Spinoza-Hobbes becomes a veritable metaphor in Virno’s account for 
the dilemma of democracy in Post-Fordist Europe. For, while Post-Fordism 
does indeed provoke a rise in the executive power of the State, Post-Fordist 
society is characterised by the concomitant rise of ‘the Many’, even for Hobbes, 
the ‘Many’ had many faces; the Many could be a ‘people’, could be ‘citizens’, 
or could (unfortunately for Hobbes) be a multitudo, which negated both. For 
Virno the subsequent rise of the European nation State was facilitated by a mo-
noculture of uniform values, which is now visibly falling apart. The conceptual 
figure of the multitudo, however, persists as an ‘echo’ in a putative ‘public’ and 
a public sphere, however tenuous as a categorical binary ‘public-private’ has 
become. “In today’s forms of life...it is difficult to say where collective expe-
rience ends and individual experience begins... to separate public experience 
from so-called private experience”. (Ibid., 24). It is difficult to say, after reading 
Virno’s Grammar whether a substantive ‘public’ any longer exists. For Hardt 
and Negri, public has dissolved along with its source in the economy of private 
property. We await new institutions, new organisational formations for a still 
inchoate multitude without models of political praxis: for “Only the multitude 
through its practical experimentation will offer the models and will determine 
when and how the possible becomes real”. (Hardt and Negri 2004: 411). We are 
currently suspended. 
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The memorial plaques that were arranged around the Monument and Bench 
wall, featured names of civic associations, countries and individuals, which 
seemed to convey some sense of order or logic, but with no defining line 
between public and private (not least, where, as rumour or newspaper re-
port, various personal and social motivations emerged in the signing of the 
few thousand individuals on the Bench wall: one such related to are recently 
deceased child, another to a now-absent family member who had failed an 
immigration residency visa test). Given the number of non-British names, 
citizenship played no role in the semantic content of these works, and the 
only coherent means of their unification was the work itself – this act of non-
representational representation. The use of plaques, which at the start seemed 
a reasonable visual solution to the registering of names (like some kind of 
petition or signing of a public agreement), reached a pitch of irony as the 
repetitive uniformity and ‘permanency’ of the plaque as signifier threw into 
relief the disconnected and potentially transient condition of the individuals 
so-inscribed. Once viewers had resigned themselves to the utterly banal and 
everyday distribution of the plaques, could they begin to see the names qua 
names.

The Coventry city in which Gerz first arrived in 1998 was suspended in the 
common ‘Post-Fordist’ trap of a recent twenty-year process of de-industriali-
sation (and concomitant mass unemployment) with only a partial and belated 
re-industrialisation (through the ‘new’ economy of services and creative in-
dustries). Where an artist began calling on ‘the public’ to ‘author’ works of art 
was surprisingly attractive – to ‘Coventrians’ (its historic English residents) 
but also to its huge and complex immigrant communities. The social com-
plexion of Coventry’s ‘public’ soon became problematic as the city authorities 
‘Millennium project continued in its use of art and culture as signifiers of 
civic unity and belonging, the substance of which was the official narrative of 
the ‘City as phoenix’ fleshed out with a historical trajectory starting in me-
dieval times followed by notable Christian, English national mono-cultural 
‘achievements’. Eight commissioned public artworks decorated this historical 
trajectory, which swiftly jumped from the industrial revolution to a future of 
political harmony in the form of an International Garden of Friendship (to 
the north of the plaza). ‘Culture’(public art, new public spaces, architectural 
innovations, street furniture, a new archway) provided the lexicon of this new 
vision of the city – where even if one could not celebrate Christian, English 
national mono-cultural achievement, could at least look forward to a future 
of international friendship.
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Gerz later remarked: 

“Culture is the broad new reality of democracy. I do not need to say that 
democracy has not been here forever, and perhaps it has never even 
truly existed... People need to understand and feel their own presence in 
public life”. (Gerz, 2007: p. 458). 

Gerz has often referred to the ubiquitous emergence of the “culture city” with 
its “awareness industries”, where globally cultural policy is now appropriated 
by political fiat as an instrument of economic reproduction. Virno, like Gerz, 
makes routine references to the sociological clichés now so popular with ur-
ban policy makers (‘knowledge economy’, ‘network society’ or ‘creative city’, 
and so on), but cliché aside, Virno and Gerz identify in this ‘new economy’ 
(call it ‘Post-Fordist’) a set of critical new conditions for political agency.

Virno observes how ‘the Many’ today can experience a unity apart from the 
State (and not simply through being against the State), where this unity is 
now comprised of “language, intellect, the communal faculties of the human 
race” (Virno 2004:25). The significance of the ‘human intellect’ for contem-
porary the socio-economic reproduction is not the result of some Hegelian 
dialectical resolution, but signifies the loss of other, more concrete, condi-
tions – in political institutions, the economic structuring of social class, or 
the agency of the political labourer, and in a stable national social order and 
domestic economy. We now only have “human communication” as a means 
of articulation and differentiation, which (think of Manuel Castells) has be-
come “the reigning productive force, something that goes beyond the domain 
of its own sphere” (Ibid, 60). And because of this,“human thought has become 
the primary source of the production of wealth” (Ibid, 64). Exemplified in 
what was denigrated as the ‘culture industry’ by Adorno and Horkheimer in 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) (common, everyday or popular forms of 
human communication were made over into spectacle, which in turn is made 
over into a non-instrumental or aesthetic form of commercial exchange), has 
become paradigmatic for economic production per se in this, our post-Ford-
ist era. Or in Virno’s starker terms, the culture industry itself has become the 
“industry of the means of production” (Ibid, 61).

And human communication was Gerz’s artistic media, which seems as ob-
vious as it is banal, but actual participation (working with him on one of 
his projects) is, in fact, the only means of seeing just how complex a task it 
is, to strip art of its expressive articulation of power, authorial ego or iconic 
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manifestation, its stylistic affectation or visual elitism. It can take years of 
working in a particular place to gather a mass of interlocutors that, towards 
the project’s terminus, see nothing but a hollow, shallow, frighteningly contin-
gent, set of propositions (as ‘the art’) – where their undefined participation 
was the only means of creating a sense of social reason (or reaffirm a precari-
ous sense of unreason – and in so doing (through participation) comprehend 
the political reality of the city as an incoherent social compromise, incapa-
ble of forming a public, where the most logical cause of this state of affairs 
was the recent arrival of a mass of non-English or immigrants. The artist’s 
original (and widely publicised) drawings and plans for the Monument and 
Bench were only line drawings (non-descript and without embellishment), 
and while as a civic artistic commission he was unavoidably subject to the 
usual media publicity about an international artist creating new works of art 
for the new city plaza, his project began with only two questions – directed 
at every individual and civic association: “Who are the enemies of the past?” 
And, “Who are your modern friends?”

After September 11th, 2001, these questions became problematic, at least in 
terms of gathering a relatively cooperative, harmonious participatory public. 
Gerz refused to detract attention from the questions as the central media of 
this project of Public Authorship. The potential for agency within the work 
could only arise as a response to these questions: and most of those all too 
able to give an immediate straight and honest answer were those from other 
countries. 

Agency, society and social formations

The question of agency is critical in Virno – for the appearance of the multi-
tude at once denote two social conditions for the individual: the first, as we 
have noted, is that the new forms of capitalist production (in the age of global 
de-territorialisation) demands a new kind of labour: of “language, intellect...
a ‘speaking-thinking subject’” (Ibid., 41), or as he defines it in ‘Thesis 7’ of his 
Ten Theses on the Multitude and post-Fordist Capitalism, “the linguistic it-
eration of living labour” and the “intellectuality of the masses” (Ibid., 106-7). 
Secondly, this ‘speaking-thinking subject must allow for the instrumentalisa-
tion of the attributes of their subjectivity(that accompany language and intel-
lect – feeling and emotion, image and experience, aesthetic sensibility and 
style, and so on).These two conditions, of course, cohere with the now com-
mon iterations of Foucault’s concepts of biopower and biopolitical (Foucault, 
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1977), which Hardt and Negri appropriate in their explanation of the social 
agency of the new global subjectivity of multitude (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 
22-30). And yet, where current configurations of capitalist production now 
facilitate the maximisation, efficiency and productivity of “language, intel-
lect...”, and so on, this entails a social ‘surplus’ that itself generates the possi-
bility of vulnerability for that very process and system. Globalised capitalism 
has become vulnerable to the surplus non-instrumental or non-cooperative 
forms of social experience and meaning that the human subject (in ‘multi-
tude’ formation) can and is forced to generate. And the so-accumulating sub-
jective resources of individuals, together, exceed any direct articulation of any 
one agency of power, and can be used for potential gatherings of dissent from 
the social routines demanded by production; for social subjects might locate, 
within themselves, a propensity to generate resources that activate, in turn, 
new articulations of cooperation and ‘public’ action (at least, many radical 
art projects in Europe today can be understood to operate on this premise). 
And this was Gerz’s venture (and risk) that intellect or questions alone (and 
the processes of discursive actualisation of thought in a collective space of 
possibility) could be the social material through which a ‘public’ could be 
convened and motivated to participate in ‘creating’ art works (the artworks 
would not exist for another four years at least – and given how municipal 
budgets are managed in British cities, there was no guarantee at the time that 
they ever would). 

Gerz’s Public Authorship was predicated on an individual identification with 
the two questions, which, in relation to the above, demanded a ‘speaking-
thinking subject’ who then could activate their sense of experience and so 
mobilise a sense of ‘surplus’ social agency – given how, in the breadth of the 
city-wide project, every individual interlocutor was always only ever surplus 
to requirements. The questions were, therefore, emotive, not strictly factual, 
whatever ‘historical’ or factual content an interlocutor may involve. Given 
the ethnic cultural composition of the city’s demographic, where the official 
narrative of the city’s identity and emergence concerned Britain and Germa-
ny (exclusively), in the event, the on-going dialogue and range of responses 
evoked more emphatic references to colonialism – where Britain itself was a 
central protagonist. And this dialogue operated simultaneously in a number 
of different spheres – within on-going deliberations between the City plan-
ners and their appointed ‘Design Team’ on the site, shape and materials for 
the two art works in the yet-to-be-built new Plaza; and within public meet-
ings and press and media coverage; where constant dialogue with the city 
councillors and political or community representatives on the progress of the 
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project continued; and within the management of a research group that the 
artist himself managed. Gerz spent four years talking and discussing, lectur-
ing and deliberating – in a process not unlike (though far from the same) the 
artist Christo Javacheff, where a simple plan for visual art becomes increas-
ingly politicised and culminates in an infernally complex series of negotia-
tions on legal boundaries, rights, property and access, and a consequent un-
welcome impingement on the accepted order of things. The first two years of 
Public Authorship similarly began with innocuous line drawings, two ques-
tions and no suggested answers, extrapolated from which public discussions 
emerged on the public function of art, and mostly among people who had 
never thought about art much before. 

For Virno, the ‘public’ is a social formation where, drawing on a general intel-
lect of commonly available meanings, a progressive determination of singular 
positions or a ‘process of individuation’ can take place (Ibid, 76). (and while 
‘individuation’ is a term normally associated with a psychology or psycho-
analytical provenance, here Virno wrests it back for social theory: individua-
tion is self-reflexive awareness generating a differentiation of someone from 
another, in both social identity and interests). Public Authorship assumed, 
however, that no such general intellect existed but, rather, it was the task of 
art to provide the conditions to activate such, where the form of individuality 
required was primarily social not personal, and was a process not a product. If 
this is possible to imagine, the theoretical corollary of this process is that the 
individual gains a new critical role – its individuation is crucial in the forma-
tion of a public sphere of the multitude, as without the structuring device of 
the State apparatus (from institutions to policy strictures on procedure or de-
liberation) the multitude might just become (or remain amorphous and open 
to political manipulation as) demotic mob. Gerz positioned the art project 
at this nexus: where (for Virno) the pre-individual general intellect provides 
the (inarticulate, or unstated) conditions for the emergence of individuality. 
Indeed, radical art projects across Europe appealing to ‘direct democracy’ 
struggle with this very relationship, between individual social consciousness 
and the accessible knowledge and linguistic tools that construct the social 
reality of that consciousness, which of course is related to the classical prob-
lem of popular will, which on a large scale emerges in political theory by 
way of J. S. Mill’s famous ‘tyranny of the majority’ problem: tyranny, for Mill, 
is endemic to democratic social formations of liberty itself). For Gerz, this 
is also critical – and so this problematic relation between the ‘One and the 
Many’ is maintained in a specific (place-based) situation. The place-based 
context of Public Authorship assures that the conditions of social conscious-
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ness never become (as Left-political mobilisation so often does) sub-cultural 
party interests detached from the local, individual experience of everyday 
life, but appeal to the political conditions of common interests in civic order 
in a particular city. This civic order, as articulated through a general intellect, 
can only but be understood as a tense interrelation of the city’s identity (its 
official narratives of historical resilience) and the presence of its populace 
(whose relation to this narrative is assumed, but revealed by Public Author-
ship to be an open question). 

Public Authorship did not enrol members or entail a mass collaboration on 
the making of art – like some community mural project. The ‘authorship’ 
dimension was a means of sustaining a provisional or contingent identity for 
anyone in the city who so wanted, to obtain a visible role within an execu-
tive-led urban development project. Authorship did indeed denote an act of 
writing, if paradoxical, for an act of writing is necessarily singular and soli-
tary. Almost all of Gerz’s work at some level involves the literary, writing and 
literacy, and the self-representation and self-disclosure that can only come 
from the act of writing – or as Alexander Nehamas says of Nietzsche, a ‘life as 
literature’ (Nehamas, 1985). We can co-compose a ‘body’ of writing or series 
of texts, but the point of contact between individual and the text being written 
or in a process of composition is irreducibly singular. Yet language itself, as 
Wittgenstein pointed out, is never private: and individuality without ‘the pri-
vate’ was a characteristic aim of Public Authorship. And so individuals (even 
‘communities’ or associations were approached through specific individuals) 
were beckoned by Gerz, over four years, to put their names to the art works 
– literally, undersign the works of art for the city. Each individual would be 
publicly named, but to arrive at that point they needed to respond to the two 
questions – questions about enemies and friends that were not irreducibly 
singular (at least, in their public reiteration), for they activated the individual’s 
sense of group (ethnic, religious, political, national) identity. Gerz required 
an entire research team (of students) to locate, contact, inform, negotiate and 
obtain signatures for the artworks, and in so doing, negotiate with each indi-
vidual on the potential implications for this public ‘naming’ (which for some 
ethnic and religious groups was not without implications). By the autumn of 
2003, the project had (to greater or lesser degrees) involved 69 communities 
or civic associations and over 6000 people. The means of gathering a ‘public’ 
that involved no group identity or conformity or assumptions on values and 
motivations, was, in fact, less significant than the meaning of ‘public’ in the 
city of Coventry articulated through the plaques. 
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The identity (and so social function) of ‘the artist’(tradesman? professional? 
entertainer?) remains ambiguous in the economies of the West. Since the 
late 1950s, many alternative social roles and artistic identities have been pro-
posed, imagined, or performed – artist as social or environmental activist, 
as resistance fighter, as urban interventionist (we think of George Maciunas, 
Guy Debord, Josef Beuys, Michelangelo Pistoletto, and so on). However, even 
‘alternatives’ have tended to revolve around the individual, uncompromising, 
creative ego, with priority given to the singularity and uniqueness of a selec-
tion of their exemplary works of art (usually evaluated within the context of 
an ‘oeuvre’). While in Coventry, Gerz remained peripatetic and sometimes 
elusive; while he maintained an office at the city’s university, his routine fea-
tured a constant and sometimes random series of visits and social meetings 
with every type of city dweller. He did not become a resident, become ‘em-
bedded’ or part of a recognised community, and he did not take, or accept, 
a role as spokesman or citizen leader. His contacts with communities or as-
sociations were often initially made by his research team, composed largely 
of students (and some professional artists) along with a professional project 
manager, and his public communications centrally featured the project, not 
the artist. Consequently, his use of cultural institutions or the spaces of the 
contemporary art world were minimal, and while it was impossible for him to 
avoid the identity of ‘international contemporary artist’ (indeed this offered 
protection) this, to many of his immigrant interlocutors (from Africa or the 
Indian Subcontinent) carried little weight; he was often referred to as the art-
ist ‘from the City Council’ asking questions about history and past enemies. 
The simple (almost simplistic) line drawings of an obelisk (monument) and 
a bench, which by Autumn 2001 were widely circulating though a range of 
media (leaflets, posters, newspaper advertisements) beckoned people in a 
way that solicited little interest in the contemporary art world or its internal 
debates.

The ‘work of art’ – as an historically privileged medium of meaning and cul-
tural value – is nonetheless contingent on the ‘transcendental signifier’ (Der-
rida’s term) of the agency of the artist. Like Hobbes’s sovereign, the artist is the 
locus of all meaning and in whom is invested with the trust of the people. It is 
this that Gerz rejects, and how his work has consistently directed the public’s 
scepticism towards the mythical efficacy of art – questioning art, using art as 
a question about something else, or asking the public for a new or different 
understanding of art, or different potential social role for art. An early work (of 
1968) involved a rectangular paper sticker on Michelangelo’s David in the Pal-
azzo della Signoria in Florence, proclaiming ‘Attenzionel’ arte corrompe’ [‘Cau-
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tion! Art Corrupts’]. Public Authorship displaces the artist as sovereign locus of 
meaning, along with the work of art as a medium of meaning, and proffers the 
‘question’ (think of Plato, or Heidegger) as ‘the work’ of the art project. 

Virno, as is common to many European thinkers (Heidegger, chiefly), un-
derstands the condition of the contemporary social subject as one of a dis-
placement and a “not feeling at home” generated by the destruction of social 
rationalisation and industrialisation of communal place-based identity and 
experience. In fact. “not being at home” for Virno remains, with regard to the 
many, “an experience at the centre of their own social and political praxis” 
(Ibid., 35), in part as it activates fundamental fears and anxieties of vulner-
ability and exposure. This sense of loss is replaced by what Aristotle called 
the topoi koinoi, or “common place” of shared or common language, which 
are further inflected by a topio idio or “special place” of particular (if multi-
ple, mobile, or provisional) meaning or intellectual activity around a specific 
activity or social space. The “special place” for Virno is what has given us 
our discrete and particular knowledge forms of life (from trades, professional 
life or science) and each coalesce around “sectorial ethical-communicative 
codes”. And yet – with the decline of the One as binding agent of the Many 
in our Post-Fordist economy – the “common places” (reminding us of Witt-
genstein’s concept of ‘forms of life’) are “moving to the forefront” (Ibid.,36). 
Virno continues: “the connection between more or less, the opposition of 
opposites, the relationship of reciprocity, etc. These “common places”, and 
these alone, are what exists in terms of offering us a standard of orientation, 
and thus, some sort of refuge from the direction in which the world is going.” 
(Ibid, 37). 

Public Authorship created, in rejecting any kind of “special place” of artistic 
rhetoric (verbal, textual or visual), a “common place”. With a huge range of 
interlocutors from non-Western countries, with no knowledge of (or inter-
est in art or art discourse), the dialogue or content of the many conversa-
tions throughout the project tended towards issues of past history and the 
subject’s life story, places of origin, immigration and the reality of living in 
another culture – the experience of place, the city, and the quality of social life 
that was possible. “Common places”, for Virno, have become the core of the 
“life of the mind” – “the apotropaic resource of the contemporary multitude” 
– the ‘intellectuality’ of the masses, where the authority of any one specialised 
knowledge is being eclipsed by a more generalised social discourse. This, as 
we have noted, becomes the basis of economically mediated human produc-
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tivity, of capitalist production, but is also a new impetus for public life – for a 
“public intellect” (Ibid, 37). 

The Actuality and Possibility of Public

Our last task, by way of conclusion, is to return to the beginning and at-
tempt to define how Public Authorship defined a space referred to as Virno 
as a “non-governmental public sphere”, which mobilises a multitude in such 
a way as to prefigure at least some of the characteristics or conditions of a 
non-representational democracy, that is, avoiding the condition of “publicness 
without a public sphere” (a formal or empty rhetorical public, where quasi-
public gatherings have no political agency). 

For Gerz, as Virno, “Being a stranger”, that is to say, “not-feeling-at-home”, 
is today a condition intrinsic to life in the European city, as articulated by 
some ‘Coventrians’, where mass immigration has generated a profound feel-
ing of social disorientation. The huge population shifts that are internal to 
economic globalisation raise a question over the city – whose city? In Eu-
rope, the phenomenon of mass immigration is usually articulated (contained 
within) discourses of human rights or social welfare, and not broader social, 
cultural and urban policy discourses. Public Authorship – never with politi-
cal speeches or preaching social ethics, but visibly through the longue durée 
of the project – generated a sense (and perhaps sensibility) to the need, and 
potential, of a local participation of global dimensions. So then, those who do 
not feel at home, in order to get a sense of orientation and to protect them-
selves, must turn to “common places” or to the most general categories of the 
linguistic intellect; in this sense, remarks Virno (echoing Aristotle’s Propreti-
cus), “strangers are always thinkers”. (Ibid.,38) Public Authorship also flagged 
up, all too visibly, the complete lack of dialogic space for those outside official 
institutions and indigenous civil society associations – and conversely, the 
cultural intelligence and valuable social insights conveyed by those whose 
experience was of the margins, boundaries and spaces of abjection outside a 
system that purported to be all inclusive. What the political Right regarded 
as the signs of social fragmentation and lack of a coherent ‘public’ – a diverse 
populace, with diverse narratives of origin, enemies and friends – became the 
material for the constitution of a revised public, whose unity was interlocu-
tion alone. 
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The Monument was a generic obelisk form – what the British used to call ‘ori-
ental’ – which evaded any specific artistic origin in anyone’s culture (whether 
Eastern or Western). The Bench may seem like an improvisation after the 
common English park bench, but was similarly visually non-descript and not 
visibly inflected with a distinctive semiotics of style. Symbolically, if anything, 
it could be seen to signify a legal connotation (as the seat for judges in an 
English court).People of the city could (randomly) sit on the bench, or if sit-
ting alone they still remain contiguous with each other as there is only one 
bench, and as they sit in front of the names inscribed, they face the centre of 
the city – the historic church spires, beyond which are the buildings of the 
City authorities. People visiting the plaza today often walk around the Monu-
ment, and then walk over and sit on the Bench.

The need for Virno, is for virtuosity, which may seem unlikely, but with refer-
ence to the opening quote, the “thinker-speaker” of today’s everyday labourer 
is rarely experienced – it is an act of self-disclosure that manifests itself in 
an activity (including a speech-act) that ’...finds its own fulfilment (that is, its 
own purpose) in itself, without objectifying itself into an end product...[and]...
which requires the presence of others...’ (Ibid, 52) Virtuosity requires no more 
skill than the linguistic and cognitive facility latent in language-speaking 
itself, but it does require an open, honest, clear articulation within a space 
populated by others and marked for public interaction of this kind. It requires 
a non-productive production of self-disclosure that cannot (through any sur-
plus value or other kind of value) become objectified (for example, in profit). 
A public space, animated by a multitude of speakers articulating their own 
virtuosity as speakers, is a situation where the multitude becomes a competi-
tor to the State, without defining itself in opposition to the State. The State’s 
very legitimacy is challenged where its dominant organs of representation 
are made redundant in the face of another, emergent, sphere that does the 
work of political representation. But the critical aspect of the virtuosity of the 
multitude, is that it cannot be replicated by the State – and as the multitude 
grows larger, the State becomes more and more an indifferent administra-
tive apparatus. Similarly, the multitude is not a replication of the State’s own 
procedures of deliberation or political communication – a schematisation of 
general intellect through the productive work of political institutions. 

While informal talk, irony, ‘idle talk’ and curiosity (the stuff of everyday par-
lance) gains a new significance and social function for Virno (as un-struc-
tured, energetic, discursive content of the multitude) (Virno, 2008), the ques-
tioning of Public Authorship generated something quite different. It activated 
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the random populace and situated them as ‘speakers’ in a public forum, where 
issues central to the transnational politics of Europe could be articulated in 
terms of their own common experience – their origins, their journey, their 
social situation, and the memory or mnemonic framework of their utterances 
continued to provide a hermeneutic through which they value and evalu-
ate these dimensions of their life. And as a city commissioned project in an 
urban development replete with the historical narrative of civic identity and 
resilience, this process gained an ‘official’ (if reluctant) recognition. Public 
Authorship did not attempt to activate a generalised or shared experience of 
current social realities so much as activate a personal interest in, and motiva-
tion for, a future set of conditions – a civic public, a public for the city, a public 
capable of ‘authoring’, perhaps authoring the city of the future, and because 
of its engagement with the current reigning discourse of civic democracy, it 
avoided the futile condition of ‘publicness without a public sphere’. The Fu-
ture Monument was a monument to a future, where there was nothing pres-
ently to monumentalise, and no civic ritual yet available by which citizens 
of the city could come together and find a common purpose. Yet, this lack 
of political possibility itself became a form of political agency – the public 
dialogue it generated, and reported in local media, could not be avoided. The 
fixed plaques of names covering the monument and bench wall, even today, 
signify the fate of the disembodied citizen – the city’s populace still do not 
form a body politic. 

The Future Monument was no new fulcrum of a ritual innovation provided 
by a celebrity artist; and moreover, as a monument, it was offset by The Public 
Bench, preventing it (qua object) from being a focal point of the new plaza. 
Public Authorship generated questions – and did not articulate answers or 
solutions in return: it configured a space for a multitude, who could draw 
on a general intellect, and learn to speak, in public space that was alien but 
in principle meant for them, as common place and refuge. The city over four 
years gradually manifest the contradictory relation between the rhetoric of 
national moral resilience and triumph of democracy over Nazism, and the 
reality of a lack of social conditions of democratic public life, at least for those 
from ‘outside’. Public Authorship so required the outsiders to devise a sense 
of individuality and construct for themselves a sense of their location – for 
participation and transparency remains a condition of the public. As an art 
project, it offered the city a means of imagining what it could not see by virtue 
of the political discourse currently available, what a public for the city – with-
out shared origins, friends or enemies, or even values – could be. This ‘means’ 
of imagination – of developing a political imaginary for the city – could evi-
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dently not come from the mechanism of state or executive government, but 
only the multitude, as it was only in the multitude that the self-knowledge of 
the city’s people resided. Gerz’s gambit, was that having created the discur-
sive conditions for such civic knowledge, the moral will to comprise a pub-
lic could only emerge if individuals as speaking subjects would refine their 
virtuosity, expressed in ways of continuing together on the basis of further 
questions. After four years, what transpired was the widespread understand-
ing that, in fact, there was no ‘public’, at least by the terms official discourses 
offered, but also that this was a precarious state of affairs (in a European city, 
who civic constitution presupposed such), and further, that given the pace of 
demographic shifts and the transmigrations that are increasingly provoked 
by Post-Fordist global economy, a public would only ever emerge on the ba-
sis of questions, and a shared social experience of difference that emerges in 
response to questions. 
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VIRNO, GERC I UMETNOST ZA MNOŠTVO
apstrakt
Ovaj esej dovodi u vezu pojam „mnoštva” Paola Virna i Johen Gercovo „javno 
autorstvo” kako bi produbio tekuće diskusije o javnoj ulozi umetnosti u evrop-
skim gradovima. Iz Virnoovog seminalnog teksta Gramatika mnoštva (2004) 
preuzimam koncepciju „javnog”, a iz seminalnog umetničkog projekta Johe-
na Gerca (u britanskom gradu Koventriju u periodu 1999-2004) preuzimam 
koncepciju participacije. Dovodeći ova dva pojma u vezu, nudim niz teorij-
skih razmišljanja o kritičkoj moći umetnosti da proizvede promene u sferi gra-
đanskog društva. Koristim Virnoove teorijske opservacije o trenutnom stanju 
državljanstva i društvenom poretku u cilju otvaranja diskusije o Gercovom 
angažovanju sa stanovnicima (kako sa državljanima, tako i sa ne-državljani-
ma) grada Koventrija. Na taj način, preispitujem naše postojeće pretpostavke 
o prirodi demokratskog građanskog društva sa posebnim upućivanjem na Vir-
noove opservacije o slabljenju demokratije u postfordističkom globalnom eko-
nomskom poretku. Na kraju, skrećem pažnju na ono što vidim kao potencijale 
pojma „mnoštva” u kritičkim umetničkim praksama namenjenim lokalnoj 
(globalnoj) javnoj sferi građanskog društva i identifikujem aspekte Gercovog 
projekta koje navode na razmišljanje o dilemama korišćenja kulture, kao sti-
mulišućeg faktora za građansko-demokratsku participaciju danas.

Ključne reči
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