
248. Shibboleth 

Doris Salcedo. 2007-2007 C.E. Installation 

 Video At Khan Academy 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 Context: Since 2000, the Tate Modern has commissioned installations (the Unilever series) for the museum’s 

enormous Turbine Hall, including Olafur Eliasson's The Weather Project (2003) and Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower 

Seeds (2010). In the eighth iteration, the Colombian artist Doris Salcedo produced Shibboleth, a deep meandering 

crack in the floor. Despite the unassuming nature of this work, it defies neat description and exists in a limbo 

between sculpture and installation; and the provocative title complicates the work instead of decoding it. 

o Shibboleth definition: a custom, principle, or belief distinguishing a particular class or group 
of people, especially a long-standing one regarded as outmoded or no longer important. 

 It would be completely different if it were simply untitled; indeed, the analysis of the work would 

then settle exclusively on its formal qualities. But Salcedo has bestowed a curious and specific 

name: “Shibboleth,” a codeword that distinguishes people who belong from those who do not. 

 

 Salcedo has offered few explanations beyond stating how the fissure represents the immigrant experience in 

Europe. Though this theme is apparent in the work, it is by no means the only issue raised. As photographs of the 

installation demonstrate, visitors contorted their bodies in infinite ways as they tried to see below the crack. In 

Shibboleth, Salcedo elaborates a complex socio-political topic in a work with a tremendous formal presence 

 Content: The rupture measures 548 feet in length but its width and depth vary (changing from a slight opening to 

one several inches wide and up to two feet in depth) 

 To go from viewing this installation as a fissure in concrete to an artwork about the disenfranchised may seem 

like a big step. It is helpful to think of Shibboleth as a work of conceptual art since the ideas that frame the 

physical crack in the floor are of equal, if not greater importance than the material work itself 
o From an institutional perspective, this scar is remarkable for other reasons: it is usually unimaginable for 

museum officials to permit an artist to permanently alter the exhibition space 

 In the late 1940s Lucio Fontana developed “Spazialismo,” an approach to art-making that converted the two-

dimensional canvas into a three-dimensional space. Fontana slashed his monochrome canvases, and revealed a 

new space underneath the gashes. The artist’s bold move to disrupt the canvas’s nearly sacred surface was 

revolutionary and influenced later artists. 
o Throughout the 1970s Gordon Matta-Clark sawed into the walls, floors, and ceilings of buildings, often 

leaving cracks like the line of light in Splitting (1974). For centuries, a canvas was a flat plane, the 

support for an image rather than an object in its own right. A building by definition sought to be 

structurally sound; any structural damage makes it unstable and dangerous. To highlight their subversion, 

these artists flaunt the negative space made by their incisions: Matta-Clark’s cuts in Splitting are 

illuminated by blinding light, while Fontana’s slashes and Shibboleth each reveal a startlingly dark 

void previously unseen 
o Matta-Clark, Fontana, and Salcedo create art that is difficult to classify. Is this painting? sculpture? 

architecture? installation? intervention? Salcedo’s strength as an artist is her ability to balance the formal 

impact of Shibboleth with its message, while preventing one from overshadowing the other. Salcedo’s 

reticence to discuss her process and meaning at length is our opportunity to develop infinite 

interpretations 



 



 


