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Overture

Tara McDowell

Following the special fourth issue on La Critique, the fifth issue of  The Exhibitionist marks a 
return to our standard format, with one exception. Previously in the Assessments section 
of  the journal, we invited four curators to review a single exhibition. The first issue exam-
ined What, How and for Whom’s 11th International Istanbul Biennial. In the second issue, 
four writers assayed The Pictures Generation, 1974–1984, curated by Douglas Eklund at the 
Metropolitan Museum of  Art, New York. The focus in the third issue was on Massimiliano 
Gioni’s 8th Gwangju Biennale in South Korea, 10000 Lives. Now, for this issue, we asked our 
four writers to review four different group exhibitions included in Pacific Standard Time, the 
Getty-funded juggernaut of  some 70 exhibitions at cultural institutions throughout Southern 
California that began in fall 2011. Walead Beshty reviews Under the Big Black Sun: California 
Art 1974–1981 at the Museum of  Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; Anne Ellegood appraises 
State of  Mind: New California Art Circa 1970 at the Orange County Museum of  Art in Newport 
Beach; Mark Godfrey considers Phenomenal: California Light, Space, Surface at the Museum of  
Contemporary Art San Diego; and Rita Gonzalez takes stock of  Now Dig This! Art and Black 
Los Angeles 1960–1980 at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles. 
 There are a multitude of  exhibitions being presented at institutions around the globe 
at any given time, so the selection of  just one for the multifaceted examination undertaken 
in these pages is ab initio a highly circumscribed editorial decision. How do we choose? We 
look for a current exhibition—one that will still be on readers’ minds as they peruse these 
pages, and whose stakes are legible to them. We look for exhibitions with strong curatorial 
positions that can be nuanced and taken to task. We also look for exhibitions that attempt to 
change art history and might have a chance at succeeding. Often such revision is through the  
recuperation of  an individual forgotten artist into the canon, but it can be a gambit to rewrite 
larger episodes, as The Pictures Generation sought to do by broadening a now-canonical but nar-
rowly conceived art historical moment to include swaths of  other artists. The Pictures Generation  
remains of  special interest because its topic was, at its core, another exhibition. 
 This rewriting of  art history is the beating heart of  Pacific Standard Time, and it is one of  
the reasons the project fascinates us. The temporality of  the endeavor operates in both past 
and present: It asserts the strength and breadth of  art institutions and practices currently—it 
wouldn’t be possible if  these qualities did not exist—and it makes a case for its own history, 
specifically from 1940 to 1980. (The future is just around the corner, with next summer’s 
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This essay is a recollection of an exhibition I saw 
at the Werkbundarchiv in 1987, some 25 years 
ago. At the time, the Archiv was housed on the 
top floor of the Martin-Gropius-Bau (Gropius 
Building), which hugged the west side of the Ber-
lin Wall.1 The gallery was not so large—certainly 
not as large as the exhibition galleries on the first 
two floors. It was not obvious or easy to find, but 
rather like an attic where, fittingly, domestic ob-
jects had been stored and forgotten. So, the Muse-
um of Things, which housed the Werkbundarchiv 
and was the repository of the German early-20th- 
century effort to improve daily life through the 

reformation of the design of everyday objects, 
was itself located in an “unconscious” part of 
the Gropius Building. And the Gropius Building, 
restored as an elegant testament to late-19th-
century German modernism, stared across the 
Berlin Wall at the “other” of the West.
 I remember how startled I was by the exhi-
bition I found there. Packeis und Pressglas (Pack 
Ice and Pressed Glass), curated by Angelika 
Thiekötter and Eckhard Siepmann, was more 
like a theater set or a department store window 
than a museum exhibition. A huge black-and-
white reproduction of Caspar David Friedrich’s 

Curators’ Favorites

The Exhibitionist

Packeis und Pressglas (Pack Ice and Pressed 
Glass) installation view, Werkbundarchiv, 
Martin-Gropius-Bau, Berlin, 1987

FrOzen MeMOry

Scott Watson

launch of  the Los Angeles Biennial.) Such bald boosterism, at such a scale and with such deep 
pockets, may only ever have been matched by the International Program exhibitions orga-
nized by the Museum of  Modern Art, New York, throughout the 1950s. Exhibitions such as 
The New American Painting (1958–59) toured Europe, heralding the individualism of  Abstract 
Expressionism and cementing the changing of  the guard from the Old World to the New. 
But whereas the International Program shows brought the art (and the ideological argument) 
to the viewer, very few of  the Pacific Standard Time shows will travel. Viewers must go to Los  
Angeles, marking a shift that is both economic and cultural, as exhibitions are now destina-
tion events.
 An engagement with, and even a responsibility toward, a specific place is an underly-
ing theme of  this issue. In Rear Mirror, Suzanne Cotter and José Roca both address the 
complexities of  place when reflecting on the biennials they recently curated in Sharjah and  
Mercosul, respectively. Cotter describes how the 10th Sharjah Biennial became inflected by 
local and regional events beyond her control, most notably the Arab Spring. Roca, writing 
about the 8 Mercosul bienal, makes his point clear regarding the dynamics of  curating a bien-
nial on the periphery: “We have to break with a colonized way of  thinking that is conditioned 
by external expectations. A biennial (especially a biennial on the periphery) must be done for 
the public of  the place where it is held.” 
 The display of  an institution’s permanent collection, which is the topic of  this issue’s 
Typologies, may seem far removed from the machinations of  the temporary biennial, 
but these shows are also bound to place, and they are also for their publics. And while the 
permanent collection show may not be widely perceived as at the vanguard of  artistic and 
cultural debates, essays on this topic by three extremely knowledgeable practitioners of  the 
genre—Frances Morris, Christine Macel, and Mari Carmen Ramírez—prove otherwise. In  
Attitude, Ydessa Hendeles charts her own exhibition history, looking back on three decades 
of  exhibition making and the methodology that has informed her curatorial practice.
 All of  the exhibitions surveyed in the first two sections of  this issue, Curators’ Favorites  
and Back in the Day, occurred in Europe in the 1980s, indicating a need for further re-
trieval of  this moment in exhibition history. Scott Watson recollects Packeis und Pressglas (Pack 
Ice and Pressed Glass) in 1987 at the Werkbundarchiv in Berlin. Bisi Silva recalls first encoun-
tering the work of  Afro-Asian artists practicing in Britain in Rasheed Araeen’s exhibition The 
Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain at the Hayward Gallery in London in 1989—the 
same year, she reminds us, as Magiciens de la Terre. While Hans Ulrich Obrist did not see Les 
Immatériaux, shown in 1985 at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, he channels the show 
through the catalogue and interlocutors who did experience Jean-François Lyotard’s foray 
into exhibition making. In Back in the Day, Tirdad Zolghadr examines the first-ever exhibi-
tion by graduates of  a curatorial education program: 19&&, held at Le Magasin in Grenoble, 
France, in 1988.
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cheaply and distributed to mass society. The 
molds imitated crystal, or provided stamps for 
organic classical ornament. This ersatz character 
was dialectical. The pressed glass was the result 
of technological progress, but its ornamentation 
evoked the dream of something frozen and un-
able to come into being. Pressed glass allowed 
the wide distribution of glass objects, but the 
forms it took also distributed a dream. In the gal-
lery, the violence of Friedrich’s painting inverted 
the process of pressed glass manufacture. In the 
painting, the ice—emblematic of the glass—
crushes the boat—emblematic of the mold—
suggesting in turn the kind of social violence that 
accompanied early industrialization.
 The cover of the catalogue was a montage 
of the Friedrich painting and the facade of the 
Gropiusbau. The Gropiusbau is an exhibition 
hall with a glass-roofed atrium. If not exactly a 
crystal palace, it is a landmark modern build-
ing because its social content was transparent in 
pressed glass; it augured the crystal palaces of 
the 19th century and the glass architecture of the 
20th. Pressed glass represented technological 
progress. But the expanses of polar ice also rep-
resented the frozen contradictions of bourgeois 
society.
 At the time I was consumed with all things 
Walter Benjamin, so I was happy to find a Benja-
minian museum practice at work here. For Ben-
jamin, of course, the dialectical image is, first 
of all, a text.2 But here was an array of images 
and objects. Benjamin took care to say that his 
dialectical image occurs when “what has been 
comes together in a flash with the now to form 
a constellation. It is dialectics at a standstill.”3 
How strange it is to imagine something that both 
comes together in a flash and results in a stand-
still. A photographic flash, perhaps, freezes a mo-
ment on film in a way that is both sudden and at 
a standstill. Benjamin thought of his dialectical 
image as a moment of awakening, or, because it 
is sudden and brief, an intimation of awakening. 
Packeis und Pressglas was a kind of surrealist his-
toriography of the dialectical image.
 It was the first time I realized how impor-
tant “things next to other things” are in an exhi-
bition, and that objects could speak and dream. 
An exhibition such as this, I believe, belongs in 
the genealogy of exhibitions that introduce the 
archive into the art exhibition, where “things” 
and documents are called upon to testify in  

exhibitions otherwise about art. It should also 
be in the genealogy of the institutional critique 
undertaken by artists such as Fred Wilson and 
Andrea Fraser, where the distance between text 
and object is used to expose a contradiction.
 Boris Groys reminds us that while artists 
possess the magical power to turn any object 
into art, curators do not.4 Packeis und Pressglas 
was, however, a kind of curatorial alchemical 
operation in which “high art” was used to give 
historical pathos to ordinary things and in which 
also the forces of production were revealed in 
high art.
 In conversation I have long referred to the 
importance of this exhibition in the formation of 
my views as a curator. I remember being trans-
fixed by it; it was a kind of entrance into an ac-
tivated dialectical image whose two sides are 
alternated packed ice and pressed glass, or 
packed ice and glass architecture. But even to 
write this little about it, I needed photographs 
and the catalogue. And while my memory was 
not entirely accurate about what I had seen, it 
was still true to what I experienced. And surely 
that experience was inextricably associated 
with where and when the exhibition occurred. 
The Museum of Things is no longer in a liminal 
space in a liminal historical moment, but more of 
an institution, exemplary of what a museum can 
do to undercut the ordinary narratives of objects 
and show their social and political nature. Today, 
as the polar ice caps recede under the duress of 
technological progress, they are less stable as 
emblems of irrepressible nature, or of the per-
manently frozen.

notes
1. The Werkbundarchiv space was not called the Museum 
der Dinge (Museum of Things) when it was housed at the 
Martin-Gropius-Bau, but rather the Museum der Alltagskul-
tur des 20. Jahrhunderts.

2. “Only dialectectical images are genuine images (that is 
not archaic); and the place where one encounters them 
is language.” Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. 
Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge and 
London: Harvard University Press, 1999): 462. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Boris Groys, “The Curator as Iconoclast” in Cautionary 
Tales: Critical Curating, eds. Steven Rand and Heather Kouris 
(New York: apexart, 2007).

Curators’ Favorites

Packeis und Pressglas (Pack Ice and Pressed Glass) installation views, 
Werkbundarchiv, Martin-Gropius-Bau, Berlin, 1987

The Wreck of the Hope (1823–24) dominated the 
gallery. The music of Richard Wagner created a 
dreamlike atmosphere that was both seductive 
and full of torpor. The endless melody was punc-
tuated by the slicing rhythms of slide projectors. 
Spectral images of ice grottoes and the crystal 
palaces of 19th-century expositions shone on the 
walls. Vitrines full of “everyday objects,” from 
puppets to pressed-glass bowls, divided the 
room. Miniature theaters hanging in space added 
to the sense of things suspended between wak-
ing and dreaming, where nothing made sense. 
Ladders suspended from the ceiling went no-
where. A banner draped over the entrance read 
“The Dream, the Dreamer.”
 The idea seemed to be that the Friedrich 

painting, which depicts a wooden schooner be-
ing crushed in the Arctic ice pack, was a dream 
image of mass-manufactured fake crystal glass-
ware. Pressed glass, or glass vessels manufac-
tured by pouring liquid glass into molds, was 
developed around 1820. Friedrich’s painting and 
the invention of pressed glass were, therefore, 
contemporaneous. The reflection and refrac-
tion of an image of the forces of nature versus 
the products of industry was thus quite literal. 
Just as the compacting ice crushes the ship, the 
compressing mold shapes the glass. The mass of 
broken ice is in oneiric correspondence with the 
facets of cut crystal, except that it takes a violent, 
natural form. The technology of pressing glass in 
a mold allowed glass vessels to be manufactured 
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The OTher STOry: Between a rOck 
and a Hard Place

Bisi Silva

The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists  
in Post-War Britain installation view,  
Hayward Gallery, London, 1989,  
showing work by David Medella

Token spaces were and are always availa-
ble, but the history of 20th century art shows  
that tokenism represents marginality.

 —Rasheed Araeen1

1989 was a year of tumultuous and momentous 
events—politically, socially, and culturally—that 
resonated in all corners of the world. Among the 
headline grabbers were the fall of the Commu-
nist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, the 
brutally repressed Tiananmen Square protest, 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the death of Ayatollah  
Khomeini, the end of the dictatorial regime of 
Moussa Traoré in Mali, the withdrawal of Cuban  
troops from Angola, the beginning of the end 
of the apartheid system, the decision by the  
Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington DC  
not to show Robert Mapplethorpe’s exhibition 
The Perfect Moment, and the presentations of 
Magiciens de la Terre at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in Paris and The Other Story at the 
Hayward Gallery in London.

 It was the year I returned to England after 
my language studies in France. Initially interest-
ed in a diplomatic career, my focus had shifted to 
art. Having taken several courses in the history 
of art—mainly modern art from 1850 through 
1950—I was fascinated by the ways in which early 
20th-century European modern artists appropri-
ated into their work the stylistic forms of classical 
African art. My initial research inevitably led me 
to the seminal exhibition and publication “Primi-
tivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal 
and the Modern, curated by Kirk Varnedoe in 
1984 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 
This discovery led in turn to key critical writings 
on the postcolonial and the postmodern as well 
as new thoughts, knowledge, and questions re-
garding history, identity, place, and belonging.
 Leaving Dijon and traveling through Paris 
without stopping, I arrived in London anxious 
to engage further with my new discoveries. I 
had unknowingly whizzed past one of the most 
important and controversial exhibitions of the  
decade, the infamous Magiciens de la Terre, curat-

ed by Jean-Hubert Martin at the Centre Georges  
Pompidou. The exhibition was considered a ri-
poste to MoMA’s “Primitivism” in 20th Century 
Art, in which the “tribal” served principally to il-
lustrate the (European) modern. Martin, for his 
part, attempted to place works by artists outside 
the Western hemisphere on equal footing with 
their Western counterparts. On the one hand this 
curatorial strategy disrupted the seemingly un-
assailable sanctity and hegemony of Western art; 
on the other it contradicted its own purported 
egalitarian objectives by presenting the contem-
porary art of non-Western artists as folkloric and 
exotic. The debates around the exhibition high-
lighted this problem while also acknowledging 
the project as one of the first truly global art ex-
hibitions in a mainstream museum. Its alternative 
curatorial model influenced many of the mega 
exhibitions and biennales that have taken place 
in the last two decades around the world.

This is a unique story. It is a story that has 
never been told. Not because there was no-
body to tell the story, but because it only 
existed in fragments, each fragment assert-
ing its own autonomous existence, removed 
from the context of a collective history.

—Rasheed Araeen, The Other Story exhibi-
tion catalogue, 1989

Also in 1989 another important exhibition was 
taking place in London, at the Hayward Gallery. 
Rasheed Araeen, the artist, writer, and founder 
of the seminal journal Third Text, devised, se-
lected, curated, and wrote the catalogue for the  
exhibition The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in 
Post-War Britain. As a historical survey, The Other 
Story did not seek to present a definitive analysis 
but to highlight, contextualize, and provide an op-
portunity to evaluate work that had been system-
atically excluded from other surveys of postwar 
art in Britain. It included the work of more than 
24 artists, ranging from the generation of Ronald  
Moody and Donald Locke, who were born in  
Jamaica and settled in England in the 1920s and 
1930s, to members of a younger generation who 
were born in Britain and began their careers in 
the early 1980s such as Eddie Chambers, Keith 
Piper, and Sonia Boyce. The exhibition demon-
strated that Afro-Asian artists had been practic-
ing for decades in Britain, and it also attracted 

more than 25,000 visitors, including a large black 
audience, most of whom, like myself, were visit-
ing the Hayward and encountering this work for 
the first time.
 The Other Story began with the Jamaican 
artist Ronald Moody, who came to England in 
1923. In 1929, the Egyptian art that he saw while 
visiting the British Museum offered the first  
inspiration toward what would become a life-
long career as a sculptor. His monumental 
wood figures and carved heads, such as Midonz,  
Johannan, and Wohin (all 1937), are among his 
most outstanding works. His imposing, Buddha-
like wood sculpture Johannan (1936) possesses 
the serenity, the spirituality, and the “tremendous 
inner force” that Moody says he constantly tried 
to capture. Although he worked in a Western art 
tradition, he was greatly influenced by Eastern 
philosophical thought and what he considered 
“the magical way it was expressed in Eastern art, 
particularly sculpture.”2

 Aubrey Williams from Guyana, who falls 
into the second generation represented in The 
Other Story, came to England in the 1950s and 
studied at Saint Martin’s School of Art. His paint-
ings were greatly influenced by pre-Colombian 
art; also inspirational was the work of American 
Abstract Expressionists such as Jackson Pollock, 
Willem de Kooning, and Franz Kline, and Arshile 
Gorky’s treatment of his subject matter in paint-
ing. Williams’s predominantly abstract early 
paintings were a synthesis of Western styles 
and non-Western iconography; his Olmec Maya  

The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain installation view, 
Hayward Gallery, London, 1989, showing work by Aubrey Williams
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series of the 1980s, for instance, incorporates 
symbols and icons inspired by the ancient Maya, 
Inca, Olmec, and Aztec civilizations. While the  
extent of Williams’s participation in the contem-
porary British cultural scene—not to mention  
that of his peers such as Donald Locke, Uzo  
Egonu, and Avinash Chandra—is inadequately 
documented, what little information is available 
provides insight into the extent of their activi-
ties and the prejudices they confronted, some 
of which were insurmountable. In spite of their  
active careers, there was a lack of critical en-
gagement with their work; it was described as 
derivative of European art as opposed to a syn-
thesis of Western Art and art of other cultures. 
The artists were omitted from exhibitions and  
essentially rendered invisible.

 The situation had not changed much by the 
1960s, as we see in the case of Frank Bowling, 
who was also in The Other Story. Bowling came to 
England from Guyana in the 1950s. A graduate of 
the Royal College of Art in 1962, his contempo-
raries were R. B. Kitaj, Derek Boshier, and David 
Hockney. His early influences included Francisco 
de Goya, Rembrandt, and Vincent van Gogh, but 
it was Francis Bacon who was most important to 
his artistic development. His earlier works such 
as Mirror (1964–65) have been described as 
“violent Bacon-flavoured figurative painting with 
social, sexual, and autobiographic themes.”3 In 

spite of favorable reviews in the early 1960s, he 
was the only one of his close group of friends and 
contemporaries to be omitted from the important 
1964 New Generation show at the Whitechapel 
Gallery in London. He took this as a severe blow, 
believing that the only reason for his omission 
“was that England was not ready for an artist of 
color.”4

 The Other Story was controversial for many 
reasons. Not only was the entire “story” told prin-
cipally by one person, Rasheed Araeen, but the 
title emphasized otherness, marginalizing the 
initiative and reinforcing separate categoriza-
tions that already compartmentalized African 
and Asian artists as immigrant, ethnic, black. 
These factors contributed to the varied critical 
responses in the press, which ranged from sup-
portive to analytical to virulently condemning 
the entire premise. The opportunity to engage 
in meaningful debate, to review or reevaluate 
the work within a critical framework, degener-
ated around issues that were extraneous to the  
exhibition.
 The judgments of most mainstream art  
critics were based on fallacious notions of  
“quality.” But who has the right to decide what 
“quality” means? Is a Eurocentric critical frame-
work appropriate for the evaluation of an exhibi-
tion such as The Other Story? In fact, most of the 
critics seemed to conclude that only the section 
“In the Citadel of Modernism,” which focused 
on the works of the earlier generation of artists, 
deserved a modicum of attention. In his write-up 
of the exhibition published in the Independent 
newspaper, Andrew Graham-Dixon summed up 
what most critics had been saying: “The criticism 
leveled against such work is that it represents 
the immigrant artist’s inability to assimilate the  
Western modernist tradition, which he copies 
uncomprehendingly.”5 This patronizing opinion 
was reiterated by Peter Fuller, who, also after 
exonerating “In the Citadel of Modernism,” con-
cluded that “much of the work Araeen has rein-
stated is quite simply of little, if any, aesthetic or 
artistic value.”6 Evening Standard art critic Brian 
Sewell recognized that “In the visual arts, racial 
prejudice is unchallenged, and even apartheid 
would be a welcome improvement on the pres-
ent invisibility of the black artists.” This seeming 
attempt to engage with the issue of black and 
Asian artists’ invisibility was, however, later fore-
closed by a tirade that concluded:

The dilemma for the Afro-Asian artist is 
whether to cling to a native tradition that is 
either imaginary, long moribund, or from 
which he is parted by generations and ge-
ography, or to throw in his lot with an ancient 
tradition of white Western art, from which he 
borrows but with which he has scant intel-
lectual or emotional sympathy. Whichever 
he chooses, he must not require praise, nor 
demand a prime place in the history of art. 
For the moment, the work of Afro-Asian art-
ists in the West is no more than a curiosity, 
not worth even a footnote in any history of 
20th-century Western art.7

 The work of the younger generation repre-
sented in The Other Story contrasted significant-
ly with the work of the older artists. The young-
er artists responded to the political and social  
realities of their time. Their subject matter was 
derived from the history of empire, colonial-
ism, their African heritage, and their diasporic  
identity. Keith Piper, in response to the riots 
throughout England in the early 1980s, succinct-
ly stated that he could not be painting flowers. 
Eddie Chambers’s work contains direct political 
messages, while Sonia Boyce’s paintings high-
light more subtle political messages, reflecting 
her personal preoccupations with her identity  
as a black woman, especially “The idea about 
being English, black and English, and about 
the whole way in which Englishness is thought 
about.”8

 While the failings of The Other Story are 
typical of large survey exhibitions—for instance 
Magiciens de la Terre from 1989, or even The 
Decade Show in 1990—the press response was 
problematic. The cultural climate of the 1980s 
was greatly influenced by postmodern writing, 
which proclaimed the end of what Jean-François 
Lyotard called the “grand narrative.” Within this 
context, a discourse tolerant of different voices 
ought to have been significant, especially for 
historically “silenced” groups. But the criticism 
leveled at this project demonstrated a reluc-
tance, even an inability, to evaluate it beyond the 
framework of existing Eurocentric parameters. 
This sort of situation is articulated well by the 
cultural critic bell hooks, who once stated that 
“Contemporary discourse, which talks the most 
about heterogeneity, the decentered subject, de-
claring breakthroughs that allow recognition of 

Otherness, still directs its critical voice primar-
ily to specialized audiences that share a common 
language rooted in the very master narratives it 
claims to challenge.”9

 The Other Story signaled—inadvertently—
the end of more than a decade of struggle for 
Araeen to bring this exhibition to light as well 
as for many of the policies in England that at-
tempted to highlight the work of African, African  
Caribbean, and Asian artists who had hitherto 
been ignored. It should have provided the im-
petus for an explosion of alternative discourses, 
the first steps toward a new era of collaboration 
and interaction. But, paradoxically, it heralded 
the beginning of a slow progression toward com-
placency among public galleries and funding 
bodies, and the end of a prolific decade of black 
arts activity in England. The Other Story was a 
landmark exhibition not because it was the first 
example of what would become a new curatorial 
model, and not because it marked a significant 
step forward in the true diversification of culture 
in England, but because it provided, however 
briefly, a compelling platform to engage with 
the recent history of diversity in artistic practices  
in Britain.

notes
1. Rasheed Araeen, “The Emergence of Black Consciousness 
in Contemporary Art in Britain” in The Essential Black Art 
(London: Kala Press, 1988): 10.

2. Cynthia Moody, “Ronald Moody: A Man True to His Vision” 
Third Text, special issue no. 8/9 (autumn/winter 1989): 5–24.

3. Martin Gaylord, writing in the Sunday Telegraph, August 
18, 1991.

4. Rasheed Araeen, “In the Citadel of Modernism” in The 
Other Story (London: Hayward Art Gallery, 1989): 40.

5. Andrew Graham-Dixon, writing in the Independent,  
December 5, 1989.

6. Peter Fuller, “Black Artists: Don’t Forget Europe,” Sunday 
Telegragh, December 10, 1989.

7. Brian Sewell, “Pride and Prejudice,” Sunday Times,  
November 26, 1989, 8.

8. Sonia Boyce, “Something Else,” Spare Rib (December 
1991–January 1992): 32.

9. bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics 
(London: Turnaround Press, 1991): 25.

The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain 
installation view, Hayward Gallery, London, 1989, showing 
work by Gavin Jantjes
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answers, a ‘doctrine,’ why all this trouble? We 
would have raised our creed.”1 For each of the 
different sites, Lyotard combined in various dis-
plays artworks, everyday objects, technologi-
cal devices, and instruments of science. In this 
respect Les Immatériaux, though I know it pri-
marily from the catalogue and accounts of those 
who saw the exhibition, has influenced my own 
projects related to the relationship between art 
and science. Both, for Lyotard, generate a sense 
of astonishment—and more generally modeled 
for me the possibilities of a strongly interdisci-
plinary focus.
 The catalogue of Les Immatériaux is a rich 
toolbox. It is a gray slip-box roughly the size of 
a magazine that contains 72 loose sheets of pa-
per. Each site and topic in the exhibition is rep-
resented by one sheet. There are some additional 
explanatory sheets, including the exhibition plan 
and texts by Lyotard. Just as the exhibition did not 
have a fixed parcours, and each visitor could ex-
plore his or her own path, the sequence of these 
loose sheets can likewise be rearranged. It is not 
a didactic, linear catalogue. Its nonlinear slip-box 
format inspired my catalogue for Cloaca Maxima, 
an exhibition I curated at the Institute for Urban 
Drainage in Zürich in 1994, just as its display 
strategy was influenced by Les Immatériaux.
 Another philosopher who has ventured 
from philosophy to curating is Daniel Birnbaum. 
For Birnbaum, philosophy—and nearly every 
discipline, really—must look beyond itself for 
renewed inspiration and forge ahead, which is 
precisely what Lyotard attempted with Les Imma-
tériaux. Moreover, beginning with Les Immatéri-
aux, exhibitions were seen for the first time as 
a forum for philosophical thinking. Here I quote 
Birnbaum at length in order to capture the argu-
ment in full:

Philosophy, it seems, regularly goes into 
exile. It needs another discursive field to 
develop its concepts and to make them 
productive. Lyotard talks about this in terms 
of a diaspora of thought wandering through 
other domains. In the 1960s, this external 
sphere was no doubt primarily society it-
self, and much of philosophy took place 
in proximity to sociology. In the 1970s new 
ideas about the text and textuality became 
so fashionable that philosophy seemed 

to merge with a novel kind of high-strung 
literary criticism. In the 1980s, ideas about 
the simulacra of the media turned the dia-
logue with art and the world of images into 
the liveliest point of departure for philo-
sophical exploration. What happened then? 
Through what new domains did philosophy 
wander since? Technology, the city, archi-
tecture, forms of globalization. Yes, no doubt 
all of these things, and perhaps through the 
exhibition as a medium for thought and ex-
perimentation. This curatorial turn of radi-
cal thought . . . materialized for the first time 
in Lyotard’s Les Immatériaux, which in 1985 
anticipated two decades of frantic exhibi-
tion production across the globe. It was a 
large experiment about virtual reality and 
about the exhibition as a kind of artwork. 
This, Lyotard was more than aware of, was 
a provocation to some. He wanted the show 
itself to be a work of art.2

 Les Immatériaux preceded several other 
exhibitions curated by philosophers and scien-
tists: Jacques Derrida’s Memoirs of the Blind: The 
Self-Portrait and Other Ruins (1990–91) and Julia 
Kristeva’s Visions Capitales (1998), both held 
at the Louvre in Paris, or, more recently, Bruno 
Latour’s ICONOCLASH: Beyond the Image Wars 
in Science, Religion, and Art (2002) and Making 
Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy (2005) 
at ZKM, Karlsruhe, Germany. As Claude Lévi-
Strauss once told me, curating an exhibition is 
like multidimensional writing, which may explain 
its appeal as a process for philosophers.
 Les Immatériaux changed the landscape not 
only for curators, philosophers, and scientists, but 
for artists as well. Here is Dominique Gonzalez-
Foerster’s recollection of experiencing the show:

 
Les Immatériaux was a truly memorable  
exhibition. Strangely enough, my mos 
memorable experiences have been in envi-
ronments, complete environments . . . rather 
than exhibitions per se. . . . What I think was 
really beautiful in Les Immatériaux was the 
exploration of all the dimensions of light 
and sound by means of infrared and text. 
The viewer’s movement was taken fully into 
consideration. For all those reasons, it was 
actually a very important exhibition.3

It is difficult to write about an exhibition that one 
has not seen or experienced in person, and usu-
ally I would try to avoid it. But I need to make 
an exception for Les Immatériaux, organized by 
the French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard  
with Thierry Chaput, director of the Centre de 
Création Industrielle in Paris, because it is nec-
essary to underline its importance in the history 
of curating, and indeed of art making. It has in 
many respects also been a catalyst for artists with 
whom I have had close working relationships over 
the years, such as Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, 
Pierre Huyghe, and Philippe Parreno, all of whom 
saw the exhibition when they were art students 
and continue to discuss it to this day.
 Les Immatériaux was shown from March 28  
through July 15, 1985, on the fifth floor of the  
Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. It was one of 
the first exhibitions to image our digital future 
avant la lettre. At its core, it aimed to investigate 
the consequences of the shift from material ob-
jects to immaterial information technologies, or, 
perhaps in a sense, the shift from modernism 
to postmodernism. Indeed, the exhibition’s title 
may be translated as “The Immaterials” or “The 

Non-Materials,” reflecting for Lyotard not just a 
shift in the materials we use, but also in the very 
meaning of the term “material.” For the exhibition 
design, Lyotard conceived an open, labyrinthine 
parcours with one entrance and one exit but mul-
tiple possible pathways through the space. Walls 
were not solid structures but rather gray webs 
that stretched from floor to ceiling. Visitors wore 
headphones and listened to radio transmissions 
that faded in and out as they moved through the 
exhibition.
 Such fluid nonlinearity exemplified the 
very conditions of immateriality central to the 
exhibition’s argument. The multiple pathways 
led to approximately 60 “sites,” as Lyotard called 
them, dedicated to different subjects and ques-
tions, from painting to astrophysics. As Lyotard 
explained in the exhibition catalogue: “We 
wanted to awaken a sensibility, certainly not to 
indoctrinate minds. The exhibition is a postmod-
ern dramaturgy. No heroes, no myths. A labyrinth 
of situations organized by questions: our sites.  
. . . The visitor, in his solitude, is summoned 
to choose his way at the crossings of the webs 
that hold him and voices that call him. If we had  

aFter tHe MOderns, tHe IMMaterIals

Hans Ulrich Obrist

Les Immatériaux installation 
view, Centre Georges  
Pompidou, Paris, 1985
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 Phillipe Parreno once told me, “If you 
haven‘t seen Les Immatériaux, it’s hard for me to 
describe it. If I tell you how it was, it will sound 
like a dream.”4 Also from Parreno, in another dis-
cussion: “The show itself was surprising in the  
curatorial choices, in the manner in which objects 
and experiences were arranged. It was superb.  
. . . Les Immatériaux was an exhibition producing 
ideas through the display of objects in a space. 
It was very different from writing a book or de-
veloping a philosophical concept. And that’s  
precisely what I loved in that exhibition.”5

 Gonzalez-Foerster and Parreno studied at 
the visionary Institut des hautes études en arts 
plastiques in Paris, which was founded by Pontus  
Hultén, Daniel Buren, Serge Fauchereau, and  
Sarkis in 1985. Hultén invited Lyotard to the  
institute after Les Immatériaux. During this dis-
cussion, Lyotard spoke about his concept for  
a second exhibition, this time on the topic of 
resistance. This exhibition was not realized, but 
Parreno, who was present at that discussion, nev-
er forgot it: “Lyotard wanted to do another exhi-
bition. Resistance. Which isn’t a good title. You 
immediately think about a series of moral issues. 
But when I met him, I understood that he meant 
in fact resistance in another way. In school when 
you study physics you are told that frictional forc-
es are not important—the forces of two surfaces 
in contact let certain axioms become uncertain. 
I think that’s what Resistance was supposed to be 
about.”6 It was a very different subject than Les 
Immatériaux. Whereas the former was an early 
reflection of the Internet age, Resistance would 
be about the opposite: that in our age of many 
connections, resistance is also necessary.
 Today, Parreno, Birnbaum, and I are think-
ing about realizing Lyotard’s second exhibition. 
It would document Lyotard’s notes for his unreal-
ized project, but it would also be a contemporary 
interpretation of what “resistance” means for  
us in the 21st century. The art historian Erwin 
Panofsky once said, “The future is often invented 
out of the fragments of the past.” Thus, our actual 
interest in Les Immatériaux is not only historical, 
but part of a toolbox to invent the future.

notes
1. Alain Arnaud and Jean-François Lyotard, “Le partage des 
consequences” in Les Immatériaux. Album (Paris: Centre 
Georges Pompidou, 1985): 5.

2. Daniel Birnbaum and Sven-Olov Wallenstein, “Thinking 
Philosophy, Spatially” in Thinking Worlds. The Moscow Con-
ference on Philosophy, Politics, and Art, ed. Joseph Backstein 
(Berlin: Lukas & Sternberg, 2008): 144.

3. Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster and Hans Ulrich Obrist, The 
Conversation Series 12 (Cologne: Walter König, 2008): 35ff.

4. Our interview took place in Frankfurt, Germany, in 2002.

5. Philippe Parreno and Hans Ulrich Obrist, The Conversation 
Series 14 (Cologne: Walter König, 2008): 17.

6. Ibid.
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Whether you consider it the beginning of  the end, or merely the end of  a 
beginning, the first curatorial student exhibition put on by the very first cu-
ratorial program is a milestone in the profession’s history by any standards, 
surely. The exhibition in question was held well before I’d ever even heard of  
curating, at an institution I still only know through its eminent status among 
the pedagogical avant-garde, yet it’s easy to see how this particular show holds 
more historical clout than many “professional” endeavors. The École du  
Magasin in Grenoble, France, is where institutionalized curatorial educa-
tion first began, and its first graduation show, 19&&, held from February 27 
through April 10, 1988, included 11 artists and was organized by six curato-
rial students working closely with Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, a student 
from the École supérieure d’art de Grenoble who had decided to spend a year 
at the newly founded curatorial program as a kind of  exchange. As it hap-
pens, the project kick-started conversations that would influence the course 
of  the field, in the realms of  art production and institutionalized curatorial 
education, for generations to come. By creating a tight network of  curators 
and artists that would prove to have remarkable longevity, it ironically also 
has confirmed people’s deepest paranoias regarding curatorial programs and 
the networks they generate. To name only the more notable examples, many 
subsequent collaborations unfolded among 19&& artists Philippe Parreno, 
Pierre Joseph, and Bernard Joisten, and also between Gonzalez-Foerster and 
Magasin student Esther Schipper.1 A lanky young intern by the name of   
Nicolas Bourriaud dropped by at the opening.
 Schipper, incidentally, was an essential interlocutor for this essay. To begin 
with, when I naively enquired whether Harald Szeemann—having reached 
heroic posthumous magnitude at most schools—was already so important 
to her classmates back in the day, she wryly reminded me of  Szeemann’s 
rather sketchy track record over the 1980s, and painted a pretty compelling 
picture of  what the later years of  that decade looked like from the perspec-
tive of  a curatorial student. In retrospect, the stroppy impatience of  the 

19&& installation view, Le Magasin, Grenoble, France, 
1988, showing Siberia (1988) by Bernard Joisten, Pierre 
Joseph, and Philippe Parreno

BaCk in the Day

GettInG started

Tirdad Zolghadr

1. Many thanks to Esther  
Schipper and to Lore Gablier  
of l’Ecole du Magasin for their 
kind support.
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show’s title—&&, etc. etc., do get on with it—is picture-perfect in zeitgeistian  
accuracy. 1988 marked the last moments of  both the Cold War and the pre-
digital era, and was characterized by a growing hunger for new “vehicles,” 
new terms and networks in particular. Powerful ideas reconsidering the exhi-
bition as a medium were in the air, and Collins & Milazzo—two independent 
curators working mainly in New York—were the freelancing sensation, set-
ting a radically new tone of  breathless connectivity, one that was only later 
to become the caricature of  curatorial ADD. The international art market 
was booming as never before, still buoyed by historical innocence, bereft of  
the uncomfortable boom and bust experiences that were soon to follow. In 
France, the provinces were quickly becoming more attractive as the “centre 
d’art” (or Kunsthalle) model was gaining ground across the countryside. In 
nearby Frankfurt, too, a new Kunsthalle by the name of  Portikus was now at 
the disposal of  the Städelschule, and considered a promising harbinger of  
things to come.
 As they still do today, albeit for an even smaller group of  four students, 
studies at Magasin involved two semesters. The inaugural year of  1987–88 
was marked by an open-ended spirit of  experimentation. The curriculum 
was dominated not by seminars or workshops but by peer teaching, shared 
research, and a plump Rolodex at the students’ disposal. Interestingly, though 
the school has since embraced the term curateur—making it, to my knowledge, 
an institutional exception in France—the first generation of  students did not 
consider themselves as such, nor even as the now-common commissaires, but 
referred to themselves officially as médiateurs. Students were predominantly 
French citizens; the government recognized the École du Magasin as profes-
sional training, and offered students a stipend based on a percentage of  their 
previous income.
 If  generations of  curatorial students across Europe and America were 
soon to grapple obsessively with the thematic group show as the supposed 
curatorial master’s degree medium par excellence, the 19&& team did not at-
tempt to define any overarching topical premise at any point in their process. 
The checklist was assembled and negotiated based on individual proposals 
over the course of  the academic year, with the curators regularly introducing 
artists they’d recently encountered, and also sharing extensive documentation, 
interviews, and correspondence. (When differences did arise within the group, 
this reportedly wasn’t due to divergences in artistic taste, but to curatorial cri-
teria and personal friendships sporadically merging, to the sporadic misgivings 
of  some other colleague.) Appropriately, the printed matter accompanying 
the show did not even offer a collective statement, and in a supplement to the  
municipality’s cultural bulletin, La Lettre Grenoble culture, the school, for its 
part, affirmed that 19&& “does not offer a unilateral vision of  the artistic  
production of  the year” but merely a “range of  tendencies” allowing for  
“certain overlaps.”2 So the “&&” in 19&& indicates a sequence not only in 
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2. All translations are the author’s. chronological terms but in spatial ones as well: marking no more and no less 
than an accumulation of  correlated individual priorities in a shared institu-
tional setting. A move that seems all the more fitting when the symbolic weight 
of  the École du Magasin setting was already so unusual and ponderous.
 It’s probably safe to say that, in this case, the curatorial premise of  open-
ended accumulation is the kind that seems both pointed enough to be distinc-
tive, and fluffy enough to travel fairly well over time. Concrete enough to be 
novel, but vague enough to avoid the look of  anachronism. It was Dominique 
Gonzalez-Foerster who proposed the show’s title, along with its logo, which, 
though not considered an artwork, did serve as the basis for a collaboration 
with Esther Schipper in Paris shortly thereafter. Gonzalez-Foerster also par-
ticipated in the selection process of  the 19&& artists, all of  which sheds fresh 
light on her later projects such as Moment Ginza, which she produced at the 
Magasin eight years later, and which blurred the lines between artistic and 
curatorial prerogatives with comparable gusto.
 In sum, it’s hardly surprising that one is hard pressed to find sturdy com-
mon ground among the participating artists, apart from their belonging to 
one and the same generation (all of  them were born in 1960, give or take). To 
name but a few examples, the range of  the exhibition was broad enough to 
embrace the meta-deadpan neo-conceptualism of  an early Thomas Locher, 
the meditative undulations of  a Marie José Burki video, the fantastical and 
boyish bounce of  a Patrick van Caeckenbergh, and the gregarious minimal-
ism of  a Grenville Davey (Davey was soon to win the Turner Prize). The 

contribution of  the collective Cercle Ramo Nash looks particularly enigmatic 
and (perhaps therefore) particularly intriguing in the handout, but the hand-
out does not offer descriptions of  the art, and in some cases omits even titles. 
The aforementioned supplement to La Lettre Grenoble culture only filled some 
of  these gaps, though it did supply the artists’ headshots (or, in some cases, 
“headshots”) along with artist quotations of  wildly varying tenor and content. 
The Cercle Ramo Nash hails the Situationist International with dramatic 
pessimism and Anthony Wilson evokes the “fragmentation” of  society and 
the resulting “challenges to representing totality,” while Parreno, Joseph, and 
Joisten invoke the figure of  Big Brother looming on the horizon. Two de-
cades on, paraphernalia of  this kind gains enormously in value. One is of  

19&& installation view, Le Magasin,  
Grenoble, France, 1988, showing work by  
Marie José Burki



    2120                                                          
        

Back in the Day

course tempted to consider the haircuts and the tropes old-fashioned (“oh the 
1980s”), but at second glance the latter are perfectly in line with the rhetoric 
of  today’s artists and curators, still celebrating the Situationist fathers, the 
anti-metanarrative-evergreens, and the frissons of  mutual surveillance. At the 
very least, such documents serve as reminders of  the historical baggage that 
comes with the snippets we endlessly recycle, but with a swagger that suggests 
we’d just invented the wheel.
 As for the finances, the search for sponsorship was (and, as far as I know, 
still is) considered an integral part of  the exercise in Grenoble, and 19&& 
relied on a handsome list of  supporters, from Pro Helvetia to Saatchi to the 
prominent collector-commissioner duo Yoon Ja and Paul Devautour. Though 
only few of  the works were newly commissioned, several—for example  
Eugenio Cano’s sculpture Big Red (1987)—were adapted for the site, and  
Siberia, arguably the most ambitious contribution in some ways, was made 
from scratch. A joint venture on behalf  of  “three young artists from Grenoble”  
(as Parreno, Joseph, and Joisten are described in the brochure), Siberia was 
installed inside a freight container adjacent to the exhibition hall, just outside 
the main entrance. The three artists labeled the piece—which is documented 
in Parreno’s 2009 monography, itself  the most widely circulated reference to 
19&&—a “container of  images” and made it out of  a variety of  media, from 
digital animation to acrylic paint on PVC to backlit photos on Plexiglas, to 
represent a timely iconography of  fashion, technology, and consumer goods. 
The literally standoffish air of  the project, along with the artists’ insistence 
on “challenging group exhibition models,” still seem characteristic of  certain 
discussions today, particularly though not exclusively in the context of  curato-
rial student shows. 
 Other “Magasins,” in Stockholm and Bremen for example, are marked 
by their own historical referents (such as Tatlin’s 1916 Futurist Moscow ex-
hibition of  the same name), but in Grenoble, the term, meaning “shop” or 
“warehouse” in French, is tightly linked to the peculiar history of  the build-
ing that houses it. For their graduation shows today, students at the École du 
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Magasin still have at their disposal the Centre National d’Art Contemporain 
de Grenoble, also known as Le Magasin tout court. Twenty-three years af-
ter 19&&, the roomy, postindustrial spleen of  the warehouse has become 
the emblematic, staple aesthetic of  the Kunsthalle flair, and there are many 
reasons for this. Not only do such warehouses woefully remind us of  the lofts 
we cannot afford, they also offer ample legroom (with 3,000 square meters, 
19&& could easily devote a generous amount of  space to each work) and 
often serve as compelling mnemonic echo chambers for the exhibitions they 
house. The “manufacturing-plant-as-Kunsthalle” model monumentalizes the 
replacement of  manual work by immaterial labor exemplified by the cultural 
industries. In Grenoble, the narrative bears an additional twist. The venue 
was erected in the late 19th century, but in Paris, not in Grenoble, under the 
auspices of  the famous Gustave Eiffel, who was preparing his contribution to 
the 1900 World’s Fair. Following the Parisian Grande Exposition, the ware-
house was purchased in its entirety by the hydroelectric enterprise Bouchayer-
Viallet Ltd., pulled apart, and reconstructed in Grenoble.
 Although schools are widely assumed to be the perfect cradles of  col-
lective memory, they are, in point of  fact, perfectly amnesiac in nature. Even 
flash mobs look like the Roman Curia in comparison. Alumni are wont to 
maintain their murky connections, as they did in Grenoble in 1988, but they 
do so at far remove from the institutions themselves, and so the latter remain 
largely bereft of  any memory whatsoever. Faculties and directorships change, 
and the idea of  actively safeguarding the memoria of  an ever-growing body 
of  student shows is rarely taken seriously. It’s striking that such a slipshod, 
happy-go-lucky inquiry of  mine can unearth such a rare degree of  historical 
significance and density. At the École du Magasin, the socialization that even-
tually led to matters such as Relational Aesthetics exemplifies what a curato-
rial school can offer at its very best: a catalyst for a form of  knowledge pro-
duction that is deeply social in character, where the material and the theory, 
the practice and the ideological overlay, can potentially play roles that are less 
cookie-cutter, less humdrum, and less boring than usual.
 But to most of  us, student shows are a minor genre, and a history of  
curatorial student shows is simply twice the pain. And although I do under-
stand (I really do), whether you like it or not, over the last two decades, an 
underexamined heritage has emerged that undeniably defines and directs the 
field. Curatorial training has moved from an annoying idea to a potential 
alternative to the reigning criteria in the field, still dictated by male bonding, 
copy-paste academia, and the art market, even if  it will always run the risk of  
embodying all three things combined. In a recent interview, Maria Lind con-
tinued her pushback against curatorial training by likening it to the car indus-
try: poised for oblivion unless it redefines itself  from the bottom up. Looking 
back at curatorial education since 1988, it seems that systematic reinvention 
has been the standard fare, and will hopefully remain so for a while to come.

19&& installation view, Le Magasin, 
Grenoble, France, 1988, showing Patrick von 
Caeckenbergh’s La Fusée (1987)
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Under The Big 
Black SUn: 

califOrnia arT 
1974–1981

Walead Beshty

The Geffen Contemporary, the mas-
sive Little Tokyo satellite of  MoCA Los 
Angeles, presents an a priori challenge 
to standard exhibition cadences: Chro-
nologies dissolve in its labyrinthine floor 
plan, and everything from subtle juxta-
positions to monumental sculpture runs 
the risk of  being lost in an ocean of  
space. The architectural idiosyncrasies 
of  the building are numerous. In addi-
tion to an entryway that plants visitors in 
a long, dim concrete trench, faced with 
a hike up a half-flight of  stairs before the 
main hall is revealed, it features a mez-
zanine level that prematurely dumps 
viewers back at the entrance, multiple 
hallways that dead end with little warn-
ing, and a cavernous adjoining space 
accessible only through two sets of  un-
assuming double doors adjacent to the 
restrooms and bookstore, respectively. 
The blandly delirious building lends a 
general tone of  disorienting anomie to 
its exhibitions, their particularities often 
as difficult to single out in memory as 
they were to find one’s way through. 
It is as if  the structure were a distilla-
tion of  its surroundings, as spatially 
perverse as L.A.’s downtown, an urban 
milieu befitting an exhibition space that 
eschews the contemplative aura of  the 
museum for the ambivalent monotony 
of  a convention center.
 The most successful exhibitions at 
the Geffen have marshaled its sprawl-
ing open plan in service of  the con-
tested nature of  a particular theme or 
theoretical object—providing an archi-
tectural analogue for the fragmentary, 
sprawling, and unruly—and its oddities 

have fostered some of  the most ambi-
tious, and idiosyncratically “Los An-
geles–style,” exhibitions to date, with 
chief  curator Paul Schimmel acting as 
one of  its most consistently adept inter-
locutors. From the epic display of  the 
multimedia haute-couture pop empire 
of  Murakami© (2007) to the postwar 
genre bending of  Out of  Actions: Between 
Performance and the Object, 1949–1979 
(1998), the vaguely druggy spectacle of  
Ecstasy: In and About Altered States (2005), 
the deceptively flat-footed Public Offer-
ings (2001), and the generation-defining 
Helter Skelter: L.A. Art in the 1990s (1992), 
the Geffen has proven to be uniquely 
suited to Schimmel’s attraction to prac-
tices whose contours seem ill-suited to 
more staid contexts, highlighting his 
facility for deploying the sprawling and 
immersive to compelling ends.
 Into this lineage enters Schimmel’s 
Pacific Standard Time contribution, Under 
the Big Black Sun: California Art 1974–
1981, an expansive, loosely woven, yet 
narrowly bookended exhibition that 
strings together a tumult of  work pro-
duced in the Golden State between the 
resignation of  Richard Nixon and the 
inauguration of  Ronald Reagan (two of  
California’s presidential sons). Under the  
Big Black Sun delivers a distinctly region-
al and discordant response to the tidy 
genealogies of  contemporary art that 
prop up the torrents of  biennials, invita-
tionals, and the like. Received lineages 
and aesthetic affinities are upended, 
drawing together works that, if  they 
were seen at all in their time, certainly 
would not have been seen together. Of  
the many uncomfortably productive 
groupings are the serial photographic 
works by Allan Sekula, Mike Mandel 
and Larry Sultan, and Lewis Baltz, the 
disparate meditations on the aesthetics 
of  power deployed by Chris Williams, 
Llyn Foulkes, and Robert Heinecken, 
or the admixture of  rock n’ roll flyers, 
presidential documents, and political 
posters, all of  which resonate despite 
the lack of  well-established affinities or 

shared purpose.
 Schimmel offers few, if  any, crowd-
pleasing spectacles to anchor the show. 
Stephen Kaltenbach’s massive black-
and-white portrait of  his father under 
a pattern of  hazily rendered pastel 
arabesques, Jack Goldstein’s MGM 
lion, Richard Jackson’s Big Ideas—1,000  
Pictures (1980–2011), and Chris Burden’s  
The Reason for the Neutron Bomb (1979) 
come closest to being big tent events, yet 
all are decidedly downbeat and restless, 
and their ability to draw you in coexists 
with forlorn discomfort. While most of  
the works on view are fragmentary and 
diminutive in scale, all are simply made, 
and of  modest means, sharing an air of  
hermetic obsession. To this end, Under 
the Big Black Sun presents a narrow por-
trait of  what was then little more than 
a constellation of  artistic outposts in a 
country mired in a post-Vietnam hang-
over, casting its artists as listless and 
searching, toiling in isolation, almost 
wholly detached from the dominant 
discourses of  the time. If  most exhibi-
tions of  this scale are predicated on tri-
umphal assertions of  canonical import 
(either as curatorial acts of  recovery or 
repetition), this one is marked by frag-
ile speculation, trading in precarious 
objects, loose analogies, and practices 
from a region that seems to pride itself  
on the rapid dispossession of  its history 
and culture.
 It is to Schimmel’s credit that he 
chose not to aggrandize or fetishize the 
works on view, resisting both the impulse 
to lend them a false aura of  monumen-
tality and the convenience of  foisting 
an overdetermined narrative or theme 
upon them. While freeing up the pa-
rameters of  the exhibition by avoiding 
familiar categorizations—terms such as 
Light and Space, Conceptualism, and 
Minimalism are all but absent—proves 
both unsettling and productive, curi-
ously Schimmel foregoes any substan-
tial exploration of  the social topogra-
phies from which the work arose.
 This weakness proves debilitating  
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to the exhibition’s ability to provide any-
thing more complex than a more or less 
uniformly depressive pall. Compound-
ed by a largely monotonous curatorial 
cadence—many artists are represented 
by only one or two works, with few hav-
ing a space of  their own, or returning 
at multiple points—the exhibition feels 
like an accumulation of  disjointed ency-
clopedia entries, the curatorial equiva-
lent of  a run-on sentence. Deprived of  
contextualization, the initial surprise 
of  certain juxtapositions, say that of  
Rupert Garcia, Kim Jones, Greg Mac 
Gregor, and the Dead Kennedys, or 
Suzanne Lacy and Chris Burden, slide 
apart as easily as they coalesce, creating 
provisional associations rather than in-
sights. While this refusal to clean things 
up or pare things down for the sake of  
historical clarity avoids the pitfalls a cu-
rator might encounter when handling 
works that arose from a scene that was 
more diverse than cohesive and less 
than compatible with a museological 
gaze, one is left with the impression that 
these artists, in total, were all but oblivi-
ous to their contemporaries’ activities. 
Certainly, a more pronounced effort to 
coax out the conflicting motives and 
the variety of  personal and professional 
affiliations could have reanimated the 
moment for contemporary viewers. 
 What is more, this melancholia un-
dercuts the latent polemics of  Under the 
Big Black Sun, for one could argue that 
the diversity of  the regional systems 
that provide the foundation for the work 
on view is exactly what is missing from 
the consolidated and highly mediated 
international model of  validation in 
place now, a timely argument the exhi-
bition was uniquely positioned to make. 
Schimmel’s consistent sensitivity to 
these concerns, specifically his commit-
ment to a curatorial practice that takes 
a long view of  the regional milieu it ex-
ists within, and his ability to uncover the 
complexity and import of  local scenes 
for broad audiences without reducing 
them to a singular affect, has been the 

unique strength of  his projects. Lamen-
tably, it is the latter that this exhibition 
falls short of.
 That is not to say the exhibition 
is unambitious or unthoughtful, but it 
regrettably issues a note of  resignation 
in the face of  what have been substan-
tive problems arising in the face of  an 
ever-more-uniformly global contempo-
rary art world—an art world that would 
benefit from a regionalism that was not 
provincial, polemical without defaulting 
to historical revisionism, and political 
without veering into melancholia. This 
exhibition proves that this continues to 
be a puzzle for curators and institutions 
as much as it is for artists. In this sense, 
Under the Big Black Sun stands out amid 
its company in Pacific Standard Time for 
forcing these questions to the surface, 
even if  it fails to bring them into sharp, 
or wholly satisfying, focus.

nOw dig ThiS! 
arT and Black 

lOS angeleS 
1960–1980

Rita Gonzalez 

The poet and musician Jayne Cortez 
once described how the diverse produc-
tions of  the Watts Repertory Theater 
Company gave audiences “an array of  
art possibilities, a variety of  forms, dif-
ferent images, political ideas, an exposi-
tion of  dreams, a juxtaposition of  atti-
tudes, familiar and unfamiliar behavior 
patterns and references.”1 The same 
words could be said of  the range of  ob-
jects and materials presented in Now Dig 
This! Art and Black Los Angeles 1960–1980, 
an exhibition currently being presented 
at the Hammer Museum in Los Ange-
les as part of  Pacific Standard Time. From 
this “array of  art possibilities”—which 
includes work by the established figures 

Melvin Edwards, David Hammons, 
John Outterbridge, and Betye Saar  
as well as the lesser-known Marie 
Johnson Calloway, Dale Brockman  
Davis, Alonso Davis, Ulysses Jenkins, 
and John T. Riddle Jr.—emerges a por-
trait of  a dynamic period. It was a time 
fueled by what the historian and cultur-
al theorist George Lipsitz calls “willing-
ness”: the willingness of  African Ameri-
can (and other underrepresented) artists 
and activists to create their own institu-
tions and to create their own modernist 
(and, later, postmodern) forms, which 
they transfigured through a present-
tense addressing of  politics and history.2

 The exhibition begins with two 
strong works, Charles White’s Birming-
ham Totem (1964) and Melvin Edwards’s 
The Lifted X (1965), immediately estab-
lishing how African American artists 
engaged with crisis while simultane-
ously being driven by formal and aes-
thetic experimentation. The Lifted X, 
completed after the assassination of  
Malcolm X, is a welded, tangled, cru-
ciform steel sculpture. Birmingham Totem, 
made a year after the 16th Street Baptist 
Church bombing in Birmingham, Ala-
bama, represents a more figurative im-
pulse but one full of  allegorical distur-
bance. In this ink and charcoal drawing, 
White perches a central figure, a young 
African American man, on a towering 
pile of  wooden debris, presumably the 
remains of  a structure. The man dan-
gles a plumb line, a construction and 
surveying tool used to determine the 
vertical axis. Many other works in the 
exhibition echo this call to persist and 
create anew after destruction.
 Now Dig This, curated by the  
Columbia University professor and in-
dependent curator Kellie Jones, coin-
cides interestingly with the publication 
of  an anthology of  Jones’s critical writ-
ing titled EyeMinded: Living and Writing 
Contemporary Art. The book is notewor-
thy not only for how it presents her dual 
lives as a professor of  art history and a 
curator, but also for its inclusion of  writ-

ings by her familial network (a notewor-
thy one that includes the poets Hettie 
Jones and Amiri Baraka, the writer Lisa 
Jones, and the music historian Guthrie P.  
Ramsey Jr.). It also provides context 
for the methods and strategies that 
Jones used in curating Now Dig This. As  
Jones writes in the introduction to Eye-
Minded, “What I want to think about 
here is how art objects, and the activi-
ties around their making and display—
in exhibitions, homes, studios—as well 
as their materiality and life, are integral 
to forming relationships, connections, 
and kinship among sometimes diverse 
constituencies.”
 The subtitle of  the exhibition, “Art 
and Black Los Angeles,” is a complex 
rendering of  such intersectional critical  
thinking, with its emphasis on contin-
gent relationships rather than categories  
(for example, “art by African Ameri-
cans”). Thus the exhibition is organized 
through considerations of  African 
American artists’ evolutions of  form 
and theoretical approaches, such as en-
gagements with Light and Space, Mini-
malism, and Conceptual art, and also 
through groupings of  “frontrunners” 
and key figures in the establishment of  
galleries, arts organizations, and art his-
torical scholarship. Personal and public 
connections are the subtexts for bring-
ing together a seemingly disparate array 
of  artworks, from the political graphics 
of  the Catholic nun and activist Sister 
Karen Boccalero to the monochro-
matic paintings of  Virginia Jaramillo. 
While walking through the exhibition 
it is sometimes difficult to apprehend 
these “real life” connections and friend-
ships through the selection of  objects, 
but we do get glimpses. It is perhaps 
easiest to register the interconnections 
of  domestic and institutional spaces 
and the importance of  parallel “net-
works of  support” in the early videos of   
Ulysses Jenkins. In the Spirit of  Charles 
White (1970) documents gatherings of  
artist communities at a Charles White 
retrospective, and Remnants of  the Watts 

Festival (1972–73) captures the yearly 
arts festival organized by the Watts 
Towers Art Center.
 Artists connected by a shared inter-
est in assemblage are grouped togeth-
er under the title “Assembling,” thus 
bringing attention to shared formal ap-
proaches but also suggesting the neces-
sity of  artists of  color to come together 
against institutionalized racism and eco-
nomic oppression. Noah Purifoy’s Watts 
Uprising Remains (1965–66), a sculptural 
souvenir of  the collective outrage of  a 
public and its material aftermath, gives 
entirely new meaning to “assembling.” 
Assembling is driven by multiple ten-
dencies, from Purifoy’s objectification 
of  “Watts as a discursive force” to a 
more Cornellian impulse represented in 
works by Betye Saar and Daniel LaRue 
Johnson. An inadvertent assemblage 
included in the gallery of  friends and 
“networked” artists is Charles White’s 
suitcase, carried by his student Dan 
Concholar to New York. This found 
object containing White’s art supplies, 
slides, and an accumulation of  art and 
mass publications of  the day is a por-
table archive providing material signs 
of  black Los Angeles coming into, and 
making contact with, the New York 
scene(s).
 The exhibition ends with what 
feels like an improvisational tri- 
alogue between and among Senga 
Nengudi, Maren Hassinger, and David  
Hammons. The works in this last room 
all enact the interplay of  bodies and ma-
terials, with Nengudi and Hassinger’s 
works emerging from choreographic 
concerns and Hammons’s body prints 
from direct corporeal contact. The best 
groupings within Now Dig This evoke 
improvisational ensembles, coalescing 
Cortez’s “variety of  forms, different 
images, political ideas.” In its strategic 
invocation of  a variety of  institutional 
histories and interpersonal connections, 
the exhibition engages with and enacts 
the (to crib from one of  the catalogue es-
say titles) “the art of  creative survival.”

notes
1. Jayne Cortez in Watts: Art and Social 
Change in Los Angeles, 1965–2002 
(Milwaukee: Haggerty Museum of Art, 
Marquette University, 2003): 34 (accessed 
via http://epublications.marquette.edu).

2. George Lipsitz took part in a number 
of roundtable discussions with artists, 
dealers, activists, and scholars in the 
days leading up to the opening of the 
exhibition. I participated in one of those 
meetings to discuss the Pacific Standard 
Time show that I co-curated, Asco: Elite of 
the Obscure, A Retrospective, 1972–1987 at 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art.

PhenOmenal: 
califOrnia 

lighT, SPace, 
SUrface

Mark Godfrey

 

California Light and Space art has a lot 
to answer for, if  you ask some people. 
In her 1990 essay “Overcoming the 
Limits of  Matter: On Revising Mini-
malism,” Rosalind Krauss describes a 
clear divide between New York Mini-
malism and 1960s California art with 
its “abhorrence of  the physicality sig-
nalled by surface,” its pursuit of  dizzy-
ing phenomena, and its quest for the 
sublime.1 Krauss worried that James 
Turrell had beguiled collectors such as 
Count Panza di Biumo so much that 
now the achievements of  the New York 
artists were at risk: Panza installed his 
Dan Flavins in such a way as to play 
up the “clouds of  colored light” and 
ignore the neon tubes. For Krauss, 
and also for Hal Foster, a downward 
spiral starting with California in the 
1960s sinks to the more environmental  
Turrell works of  the 1980s, and swirls 
toward Bill Viola’s video installations, 
Olafur Eliasson’s Weather Project, and 
the shiny blobs of  Anish Kapoor. All 
of  this is to say that the work displayed  
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in Phenomenal is sometimes held respon-
sible for everything that is problematic 
with art today: the triumph of  spectacle, 
and the replacement of  criticality with  
“experience.” 
 The curators of  Phenomenal: California  
Light, Space, Surface, Hugh M. Davies 
and Robin Clark, do not seem to have 
wanted to confront this set of  debates 
head-on, but they must be aware of  
how Californian 1960s art has been 
caricatured in the past. They did not 
set up their show at the Museum of  
Contemporary Art San Diego (part of  
the larger Pacific Standard Time group 
of  exhibitions) as a riposte to these cri-
tiques, but instead chose to install the 
works as beautifully and as sensitively 
as possible, and without any wall texts 
setting out a terrain of  contemporary 
debate around the art on show. They 
knew that if  their installations did jus-
tice to the work, the complexities would 
become evident, and viewers would be 
better able to reevaluate it. The exhibi-
tion includes work by 13 artists, many 
very well known, but others not so feted 
today. Most artists were given a single 
space; there are just a couple of  oc-
casions where a room includes work 
by different figures. This enables each 
artist’s work to be seen very clearly, al-
though it is a shame that there were not 
more opportunities to place the artists 
in dialogue within a space.
 In terms of  curatorial intervention, 
another major success of  the exhibi-
tion is the plinths. I say this because I 
have basically forgotten them, whereas 
I can remember quite well some of  the 
ugly bases underneath works by the 
same artists at the Getty in the Pacific 
Standard Time shows I visited the day be-
fore. Unlike the New York Minimalists, 
most of  the artists in Phenomenal were 
not really interested in the plinth, or, 
more widely speaking, in the point of  
contact between their work and the ev-
eryday architecture of  the space where 
it happens to be shown. Helen Pashgian 
would rather that you (as viewer) did not 

pay attention to the base supporting her 
spherical sculpture, but it is very tricky 
to put a sphere on a flat base without 
it rolling off. A lot of  invisible work 
was done to enable us to concentrate 
on the sphere and not the means of  its  
support.
 One of  the stereotypes around the 
work in Phenomenal is that the artists 
were obsessed with surface in a way 
that was somehow debased—that is 
what I understand in the phrase “finish 
fetish.” It has also been noted how these 
artists were responding to their Califor-
nian environment, getting interested in 
the color of  shop signs, or in hot rods. 
In this way their work related to Ed  
Ruscha’s fascination with road signs or 
texts seen in advertisements. The show 
reveals that surface and color were al-
ways important sculptural concerns for 
these artists, and that they treated color 
in very different ways. Peter Alexander,  
for instance, realized that when using 
colored acrylics, questions about volume 
and shape were also questions about col-
or. His 1970 Orange Wedge is made from 
acrylic that ascends from a four-inch-
square base to an extremely thin edge. 
The orange intensifies at the base and 
almost disappears at the top, as if  the 
object had melted into the air. A quick 
glance leaves you uncertain just where 
the object ends. DeWain Valentine’s  
1978 Diamond Column creates tension 
between the external shape of  a sculp-
ture and a shape suspended within it 
that is comprised only of  a different-
colored resin. The interplay makes it 
hard to properly fathom either shape. 
Helen Pashgian’s spheres contain waves 
of  color whose thickness changes from 
one angle to another. One is never sure 
whether there are differently colored 
resins within the spheres, nor whether 
the visible colors are a trick of  the ex-
ternal lights or somehow existing within 
the balls. These artists work with color 
very precisely, but in order to create ex-
periences of  doubt. In a very different 
way, John McCracken did this too. His 

meticulously applied layers of  lacquer 
and resin offer no way of  knowing what 
the base material of  the sculpture is; 
it seems as if  the object is made from 
color, not that color has been applied  
to it.
 Another cliché around this work 
concerns its treatment of  light. Artists 
enamored of  desert sunsets and sun-
drenched beaches are supposed to have 
evolved an art form that could live up 
to the mysterious beauties of  their sur-
roundings, so that their work became 
less and less concerned with object mak-
ing and more and more atmospheric. 
This might be true of  the work some 
of  the artists went on to make later, but 
the early works in this show treat light as 
precisely as they do color. Take Douglas  
Wheeler’s Untitled work of  1965, for in-
stance, where an exactly defined white 
glow surrounds a canvas support; the 
light is coming from daylight neons 
concealed behind the beveled stretcher. 
Work such as this does not overpower 
you with an unknowable visual expe-
rience, but tests out your visual facul-
ties and provokes you to think about 
the attractiveness of  a basic and tem-
porary illusion. It has little to do with 
Californian “nature” and much more 
with Hollywood special effects. The 
only work in the show that is genuinely 
perplexing, in terms of  its treatment of  
light, is also extremely meticulous in 
terms of  its material makeup. This is 
a 1969 painting by Mary Corse, made 
on a large square canvas. Corse cre-
ated grid structures on the canvas and 
then painted tiny glass microbeads over 
them, using brushstrokes that do not 
follow the grid. When one moves back 
and forth and laterally in front of  the 
canvas, light is reflected and refracted 
by and within the beads in utterly un-
predictable ways, so that the authority 
of  the grid is destroyed.
 One curatorial ambition of  this ex-
hibition was to point to directions away 
from “light and space.” It is a great 
shame that Michael Asher felt unable 

to take up the invitation by the curators 
to restage his installations of  the 1960s, 
as it would have been an opportunity 
to think about his trajectory from these 
early works apparently concerned with 
light and space to his interventions of  
the 1970s, in which he revealed eco-
nomic, architectural, and institutional 
factors determining the conditions of  
art’s display. Bruce Nauman’s Green Light 
Corridor, a definite highlight of  the exhi-
bition, is simply a confined passage lit 
with green light, but its concerns go way 
beyond the optical. The uncomfortable 
physical experience is not exactly claus-
trophobic, but the encounter certainly 
makes you think about incarceration. 
This piece was conceived in 1970 for 
the very space in which it has been re-
installed in Phenomenal, and, with this in 
mind, Nauman’s radicality becomes all 
the more clear. One emerges from the 
corridor into a room with a vista over 
the ocean, but the green light has left an 
afterimage, and everything looks pink. 
You might feel released from the con-
fines of  Nauman’s space, but the work 
continues to trouble you, screwing up 
your enjoyment of  the ultimate Califor-
nia view.

notes
1. Rosalind Krauss, “Overcoming the 
Limits of Matter: On Revising Minimalism” 
in American Art of the 1960s: Studies in 
Modern Art 1 (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 1990): 129.

STaTe Of mind: 
new califOrnia 
arT circa 1970

Anne Ellegood

One of  the many exhibitions included 
in the sweeping Pacific Standard Time 
initiative, State of  Mind: New California 
Art Circa 1970 at the Orange County  

Museum of  Art in Newport Beach maps 
out the burgeoning of  Conceptual art 
throughout California in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. The vast number of  
works presented—by 60 artists and 
collectives, bracketed by the short four-
year period of  1969 to 1973—reveals 
that it was nothing less than a revolu-
tionary moment in the history of  art. 
Artists’ shared desire to redefine what 
an artwork could be resulted in a strik- 
ing breadth and diversity of  works,  
encompassing objects, images, time-
based videos and performances, and 
interventions of  various sorts. 
 Although the eclectic range of  ap-
proaches on view hardly constitutes 
a “movement” in the conventional 
sense—the curators note that the show 
covers Conceptual art and also what 
they dub “new genres” and “post-
studio practice” (terms first coined in 
art schools)—it is clear that this was 
one of  the most important moments 
in California during the 20th century, 
and certainly the most influential on 
generations of  younger artists. The 
scholarship put forth in State of  Mind is 
essential to a true understanding of  the 
history of  art in this region and its im-
pact on today’s international art scene. 
The in-depth research of  the curators, 
Constance Lewallen and Karen Moss, 
has resulted in what their institutions—
the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific 
Film Archive and the Orange County 
Museum of  Art, respectively—laud as 
the most comprehensive exhibition to 
date on the subject of  Conceptual art in 
California. While their efforts deserve 
high praise, this very comprehensive-
ness is the Achilles heel of  the endeavor. 
State of  Mind is the type of  exhibition 
that works beautifully on the page—the 
catalogue, with thorough and engaging 
texts by the curators and art historians 
Julia Bryan-Wilson and Anne Rorimer, 
should reside in the library of  anyone 
the least bit interested in contemporary 
art—but struggles in the galleries.
 The installation is far too crowded, 

with works inhabiting every niche and 
hung tightly together to cover nearly 
every square inch of  wall space. One 
might argue that the accelerated pro-
duction and sense of  exuberance of  
the period is somehow mirrored by this 
dense hanging, but the nature of  the 
work—which favors small-scale pho-
tography and prints, video, and art-
ist’s books—demands intimacy, so that 
viewers can get close and really look, 
or sit and take time to watch a video, 
which is impossible when so many 
works are vying for attention. One vital 
distinction that gets muddled is between 
documentation and actual works of  art. 
Performances and actions in indoor set-
tings (from galleries to hotels) and on 
the streets were essential to the proposi-
tion that art could operate outside the 
system of  commodification, and they 
constitute a significant part of  the exhi-
bition. Bonnie Sherk’s fantastic perfor-
mances in locales around San Francisco 
are noteworthy for their inventiveness 
and certainly deserve wider recognition. 
Barbara T. Smith’s Feed Me, performed 
as part of  the All Night Sculptures show 
curated by Tom Marioni at his Muse-
um of  Conceptual Art in San Francisco 
in 1973, is a seminal work in the history 
of  body art. Both are presented through 
documentation in the form of  photo-
graphs and video, since they were never 
intended to be object-based. But these 
same mediums are utilized by other 
artists in the show who did conceive of  
the outcomes of  their actions in precise 
formal terms—as artworks intended to 
be shown in a gallery. Take Douglas  
Huebler, whose Location and Duration 
works of  the late 1960s (an example 
of  each is included in the show) re-
quire private actions in the world that 
are then revealed through texts, pho-
tographs, and maps that comprise the 
actual work of  art. This discrepancy is 
fundamental, and while both types of  
work certainly belong in State of  Mind, 
devising a solution for how to differen-
tiate them within the exhibition design 
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would have meaningfully underscored 
their differences.
 Also included are artists such as  
Michael Asher, Stephen Kaltenbach, 
and Bruce Nauman, who upended 
viewers’ expectations and understand-
ings of  space through substantial, and 
sometimes rather aggressive, interven-
tions into galleries. While these modes 
of  institutional critique were some of  
the era’s most challenging works in 
terms of  what they demanded of  the 
museum, they somehow fall flat here. 
Nauman’s creepily jaundiced Yellow 
Room (Triangular) (1973) is perhaps the 
most genuinely compelling of  the phe-
nomenological sculptures in the show, 
but the re-creations of  Kaltenbach’s 
clever Raised Floor (first built in 1967), in 
which the floor of  the gallery has been 
elevated to eye level, and Barbara T. 
Smith’s interactive field of  fiberglass res-
in blades from 1968–72 are surprisingly 
inert. Smith’s work was intended to be 
experienced in the nude, as evidenced 
by the black-and-white photo of  its 
initial presentation in 1968, an under-
standably tricky thing to duplicate in the 
public arena of  the museum. These are 
singular works that cry out for autono-
mous spaces, and although they provide 
some welcome shift in the flow and 
rhythm of  the overall exhibition, they 
feel strangely out of  place in a group-
show format. Of  course, these works 
deliberately forged alternative modes 
of  production and presentation and 
thereby resisted being easily co-opted  
by institutions of  art, which inflates and 
perpetuates the discomfort of  seeing 
them in the context of  the museum. 
But this is a productive discomfort that 
arises from the tension between histori-
cal significance and original intent. It 
is a curatorial conundrum worthy of  
much deliberation and debate, and 
the challenge of  finding a methodol-
ogy that can somehow remain true to 
the integrity of  the work is crucial and, 
frankly, very difficult. It is undoubtedly 
something that curators will continue to 

grapple with far into the future.
 Despite being created for specific 
sites, other works translate remark-
ably well into the museum setting, for 
instance various elements of  Allen  
Ruppersberg’s delightful Al’s Grand Hotel 
(1971) and Suzanne Lacy’s visceral 
and disturbing re-creation of  her Lamb  
Construction (1973). The exhibition of-
fers an opportunity to see early works 
by artists who gradually gained promi-
nence and are today near-legends—
John Baldessari, Paul McCarthy, Bruce 
Nauman, Ed Ruscha—alongside those 
who have remained underrecognized or 
nearly forgotten, such as Gary Beydler,  
Howard Fried, Fred Lonidier, Tom  
Marioni, Nancy Buchanan, and Barbara 
T. Smith (who is experiencing her own 
personal renaissance this fall with her 
work included in seven Pacific Standard 
Time exhibitions). The curators must be 
commended for having unearthed some 
little-known and even never-before-
seen works, including Chris Burden’s 
Being Photographed: Looking Out, Looking In 
(1971), which demanded a precarious 
level of  interaction on the part of  the 
viewer when it was first enacted. After 
being photographed as they entered 
the gallery, participants would climb 
an unstable ladder about 12 feet up to 
a platform hanging from the ceiling by 
a chain, where they were asked to lie on 
their backs. Once in place, they could 
view the sky through a hole cut into the 
roof  by the artist.
 This endeavor to set the record 
straight and provide a more inclusive 
and thorough history is a great contri-
bution to the field. The histories repre-
sented in the exhibition—and in more 
detail in the catalogue—situate the 
works under discussion within a number 
of  significant contexts, from the protests 
against the Vietnam War to the Watts 
Riots, from the Free Speech move-
ment at UC Berkeley to the expansion 
and innovation of  art schools in Los  
Angeles. This sheer energy and ideal-
ism, coupled with the sense of  urgency 

and willingness to take a strong posi-
tion, are evident throughout the exhibi-
tion and are genuinely inspirational, but 
they are actually more meaningful than 
this, and might even be understood as 
a call to action. In our current era of  
social upheaval, which bears many dis-
turbing correlations to circa 1970, State 
of  Mind makes a strong case for how art-
ists can bring attention to the pressing 
issues of  the day and insist that alterna-
tives to the conventional and the main-
stream do exist. Most of  the artists fea-
tured here continue to make work and 
are still hugely influential. It is hearten-
ing to think that the paradigm shift we 
witness in State of  Mind is far from over, 
and that we must look for and support 
the ways in which it reverberates in our 
own time.
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Sun: California Art 
1974–1981  
installation views,  
Geffen Contemporary 
at MOCA,  
Los Angeles, 2011
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Now Dig This! Art 
and Black Los Angeles, 
1960–1980  
installation views, 
Hammer Museum, 
Los Angeles, 2011
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Doug Wheeler 
DW 68 VEN MCASD 11, 
1968/2011, Phenomenal: 
California Light, Space, Surface 
installation view
White UV neon light
Dimensions variable
Collection of  the artist
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Helen Pashgian 
Untitled, 1968–69, 
Phenomenal: California 
Light, Space, Surface 
installation view
Cast polyester resin
Each 8 x 8 x 8 in. 
(20.3 x 20.3 x  
20.3 cm)
Museum of  Contem-
porary Art San Diego, 
museum purchase, 
International and 
Contemporary  
Collectors Funds; 
Pomona College 
Museum of  Art, 
Claremont,  
California; Norton 
Simon Museum, 
Pasadena,  
California, gift  
of  the artist

Bruce Nauman 
Yellow Room  
(Triangular), 1973, 
State of  Mind: New 
California Art Circa 
1970 installation view
Painted wallboard, 
plywood, and  
fluorescent light 
fixtures with  
yellow lamps
Dimensions variable
Solomon R.  
Guggenheim  
Museum, New York, 
Panza Collection, 
1991
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Mary Corse
Untitled (Space + Electric 
Light), 1968, Phenomenal: 
California Light, Space, 
Surface installation view
Plexiglas, neon, high-
frequency energy
45 ¼ x 45 ¼ x 4 ¾ in.  
(114.9 x 114.9 x 12.1 cm)
Museum of   
Contemporary Art 
San Diego, museum 
purchase with funds 
from the Annenberg 
Foundation
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One of the three works of art purchased for Tate 
through the Outset Frieze Fund at this year’s 
Frieze Art Fair was an unlikely object of atten-
tion: a lumpish mass of semitranslucent polyure-
thane, about the size of a small head, encasing 
within it a scrunched-up portrait photograph 
in which just one eye was visible. Its title was  
Tumour, its date 1969. It would not have been, 
perhaps, the object most appealing to the swaths 
of VIP collectors who descended on London’s 
Hyde Park that morning, but to us making the 
selection—three Tate curators and two “external 
advisors”—its attractions were obvious. It was a 
rare late work by the (until recently) overlooked 
Polish artist Alina Szapocznikow, who died tragi-
cally young from cancer in 1973. This particular 
piece seemed interesting both in and of itself, 
and also for the multiple and varied impacts it 
might have, over time, on display as part of Tate’s 
permanent collection.
 Situated on a historical trajectory linking 
Surrealism with post-Minimalist experimenta-
tion, Tumour could contribute to Tate’s ongoing 
strategy to extend its international collection 
around its already strong holdings of histori-
cally defined avant-gardes (Cubism, Surrealism,  
Abstract Expressionism, Minimalism, and so 
forth) and their legacies. It could also help in 
the strategic pursuit of a more geographically 
balanced account of modernism in Europe (the 
work would join recent acquisitions of Eastern 

and Central European art from the 1960s and 
1970s) while at the same time helping to redress  
the collection’s historical gender imbalance. 
Szapocznikow could join the ranks of the dis-
tinctive female voices, including Magdalena  
Abakanowicz, Marisa Merz, Louise Bourgeois, 
Ana Mendieta, Charlotte Posenenske, and Joan 
Jonas, among others, whose increasing visibility, 
long overdue, is beginning to challenge the con-
ventional male-centered narrative of the postwar 
decades and whose work we have, for this rea-
son, privileged in recent years.
 Underlying the decision to acquire Szapoc-
znikow’s Tumour—in addition to such strategic 
concerns—was a subconscious speculation 
about the work’s potential for gallery display, 
which comes from long experience working 
with a permanent collection. We were not short 
of ideas: a thematic display around the part- 
object with Robert Gober, Louise Bourgeois,  
and Marcel Duchamp; an alternative broad  
grouping around issues of erasure and identity  
that might include Medardo Rosso, Jean Fautrier, 
and Germaine Richier; or a historical display 
examining the contemporaneous exploration of 
new-to-art process-oriented materials in differ-
ent parts of the world during the 1960s involving 
Eva Hesse, Lynda Benglis, and Keith Sonnier.
 Thinking about collection displays and ac-
quisitions is, at first glance, very different from 
thinking around exhibition making, for obvious 
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State of  Mind: New  
California Art Circa 
1970 installation  
view, Orange County  
Museum of  Art, 
Newport Beach,  
California, 2011, 
showing Ed Ruscha’s 
Every Building  
on the Sunset Strip  
(1966) in the  
foreground

State of  Mind: New  
California Art Circa 
1970 installation view, 
Orange County  
Museum of  Art, 
Newport Beach, 
California, 2011, 
showing Barbara T. 
Smith’s Field Piece 
(1968–72/2007) in  
the foreground
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 The result, derided and celebrated in equal 
measure at Tate Modern’s opening, is a perma-
nent collection hang configured around histori-
cal themes rather than a chronological narrative. 
It has been, as intended, continuously renewed 
over time, providing curators with a laboratory 
for experimentation and providing the public 
with new things to see, or things to see anew. 
Each of Tate Modern’s four main collection 
suites of galleries revolves around a central hub, 
and the displays conform broadly to a handful 
of distinct typologies that are reconfigured at  
intervals: rooms devoted to a single artist or 
installation; displays of two works of art in dia-
logue; in-focus displays around the history of 
an iconic work; and subject-based displays ex-
ploring a particular theme over time or at a par-
ticular moment. Each of these distinct display 
formats refers, in essence, to an exhibition type 
(from the monographic show to the art historical 
survey), and the conceiving and planning of dis-
plays has become an integral part of curatorial 
practice, the subject of weekly discussions, and a 
closely guarded component of curators’ portfo-
lios. Displays are where curators can get close to 
the objects in their charge, where research can 
become actual, and vital. At a time when André  
Malraux’s vision of the “virtual museum” is almost 
a reality via the Internet, the business of working 
in real time and space with real objects is ever 
more valued. Liberated from the demands of the 
box office (collection displays at Tate Modern 

are free) curators working with the collection 
can address audiences as individuals. They can, 
and do, experiment. They take risks in looking 
at the overlooked and reexamining the familiar, 
they write and rewrite history, they nurture and  
provoke, and they encourage debate. And they 
do this as individuals within the institutional 
frame.
 Taking risks is not always a guarantee 
of success. We discovered early on that even 
though juxtaposing works of art for the first time, 
or bringing together selections of works within 
a thematic framework, can generate interesting 
new perspectives for many visitors, you can lose 
your audience if you take a work of art too far out 
of familiar territory and associations. One exam-
ple is the way in which Claude Monet’s late water 
lily painting “worked” alongside Mark Rothko, 
Jackson Pollock, and Joan Mitchell, while it didn’t 
work in tandem with Richard Long. We have only 
anecdotal comments to go by, but its seems that, 
before our audiences became accustomed to 
such juxtapositions, the greater historical dis-
tance between Long and Monet as well as the 
conjunction of very different aesthetic languag-
es (sculpture versus painting) prevented some 
of our visitors from inferring the historical, the-
matic connection between the expansive land-
scape painting of Monet and the environmental 
installations of Long that we had hoped to sug-
gest. Subsequent audiences felt more comfort-
able with the relationship, through abstraction 

  Typologies

Material Gestures installation view, Tate Modern, London, 2006–2011, 
showing Mark Rothko’s Untitled (ca. 1950–52) and Claude Monet’s 
Water-Lilies (after 1916)

reasons. Consider the temporality of exhibitions, 
the opportunities afforded by the possibilities of 
borrowing works—anything from anywhere—
versus the absolute focus directed toward a 
theme or artist (and curator), singled out and 
spotlit for the duration. Set against the thrilling 
singularity of the temporary exhibition (works 
rarely seen, shown together for the first time,  
or newly interpreted) it is sometimes diffi-
cult for permanent collections—straitjacketed  
within customary narratives by years of con-
vention and public expectation, hidebound by 
unwritten codes of commitments to donors and 
directors, public and private—to think outside 
the box and make new, adventurous, speculative 
propositions.
 When, in 1998, we began to consider how to 
display Tate’s international collection in its new 
building on Bankside—Tate Modern, as it was 
to become—a key aspect of our ambition was 
to break with the usual distinction between the  
more experimental and speculative vehicle of 
the temporary exhibition and the permanently 
installed, institutionally authored “canonical”  
narratives of the collection that were then the  
norm throughout Europe and America. We 
wanted to respond to the ways in which the 
“new” art history, and a new generation of ex-
hibition curators and artists, had been reshap-
ing the narratives around art and its histories  
since the 1980s. Committed to public owner-
ship and the idea of the national collection, 

we also wanted to provide accessible and 
thought-provoking displays to wide-ranging  
audiences. We hoped to offer memorable en-
counters with unfamiliar works and to encourage 
new understandings of familiar icons. We aimed 
to generate, around familiar collection works, 
the kind of excitement, surprise, and debate  
more common to scholarly or spectacular loan 
exhibitions.

Alina Szapocznikow
Tumour, 1969
Polyester, resin, gauze, and photograph
5 1⁄8 x 8 5⁄8 x 7 1⁄8 in. (13 x 22 x 18 cm)
Tate Modern, London

Landscape/Matter/Environment installation view, Tate Modern, 
London, 2000, showing Richard Long’s Red Slate Circle (1988) 
and Claude Monet’s Water-Lilies (after 1916)
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Big Bang installation view, Musée 
national d’art moderne, Paris, 2005

becomes an ever-more-important part of the 
Pompidou’s programming and correspondingly 
a greater draw for ticket buyers.
 In recent years, the traditional model in 
which works are organized chronologically and 
by medium—which originated at MoMA in the 
1930s—has been increasingly called into ques-
tion. By the time the Centre Pompidou opened in 
1977, the keyword was flexibility and the building 
featured movable walls as well as an integration 
of artwork displays with spaces for the reading 
of supporting documents—a setup described as 
an “African village” by founding director Pontus 
Hultén. Photographs of the museum at the end 
of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s re-
veal a space that is nothing like the white cube 
of museums today. These dreams of flexibility, of 
a balance between experiencing a work and ac-
quiring knowledge linked to its context, forged 
my understanding of what a contemporary art 
museum should be. My first experience of this 
was precisely at the opening of the Centre Pom-
pidou. I was eight years old, and I remember the 
hanging of the Pop / Nouveau Realisme room as 
if it was yesterday: Arman’s Waterloo, John de  
Andrea’s nudes, Bernar Venet’s pile of coal. It is a 
shock to revisit in pictures that sense of freedom 
and destruction, as such a radical aesthetic is so 
rare today.
 During my student years, I witnessed the 
emergence of a re-reading of this period of con-
temporary art with Manifeste 1 and Manifeste 2 
(1992–93), organized by Germain Viatte at the 
Pompidou. These exhibitions privileged a con-

temporary focus within the collections, specifi-
cally on the years between 1960 and 1990, with 
the aim of positioning the museum within con-
temporary actuality. When the Centre Pompidou 
reopened with Werner Spies’s hanging in 2000 
after its renovation, it was more about the ques-
tioning of the traditional chronological layout, 
but it left me, and others, with a confused impres-
sion, as the issue had not been thought through 
in sufficient depth. Several “traditional” and 
chronological hangings under the guiding eye 
of museum director Alfred Pacquement put more 
emphasis on the architecture and design collec-
tions. Three recent exhibitions have enabled a 
development toward another kind of curatorial 
practice, in response perhaps to the Tate Mod-
ern’s rejection of the all-powerful chronological 
principle.
 When the Tate Modern opened in 2000 with 
its thematic hanging, which some said skillfully 
camouflaged the gaps in the collection—and 
was also criticized by Okwui Enwezor for having 
excluded postcolonial considerations—MNAM 
and MoMA had occasion to question their ap-
proaches to hanging their permanent collec-
tions.1 Such undertakings, it was clear, could 
no longer be a succession of more or less the-
matic, chronologically ordered rooms organized 
around specific media, as if the galleries were a 
cake and each curator was entitled to an equal 
piece. I must say that I perceived the hanging 
of the 2005 exhibition Big Bang at the Pompidou  
as a welcome renewal, as it was articulated 
with thematic rooms (despite the fact that some 

What does curatorial practice mean in the con-
text of a museum and its collection? What are 
the different types of hanging that have been 
explored recently and are notable as new and 
inventive critical approaches to showing a per-
manent collection? In the context of the Musée 
national d’art moderne (MNAM) Centre Pompi-
dou in Paris, where I have been working since 
2000 and am in charge of the collection called 
Contemporary and Prospective Creation (con-
cerning artists born after 1960), the question first 
requires a discussion of the various constraints at 
hand before one can begin to consider the pos-
sible modes of renewal of our practice.
 MNAM receives five thousand visitors every 
day. It is a mixed audience, a substantial propor-
tion of whom are tourists, and thus security pre-
cautions will always outweigh more theoretical 
considerations when it comes to the installation 
of artworks. The necessity of physical barriers, 
the need for signage with text translated into 
two languages, the complexities of displaying 
a huge number of works with a limited staff and 
crew—all of these elements must be taken into 
account by the curators. The museum must also 
always have on display representative works 
from its various collections, which cover mod-
ern art, contemporary art, architecture, design, 
the graphic arts, film, and photography. These 
departments are structured in a similar fashion 
to those at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, 

but in recent years the display strategies have 
moved away from simply dedicating one gallery 
to one medium, as MoMA tends to.
 Another important basic consideration 
is the considerable budget needed to finance 
a hanging of the collection. It is equivalent to 
what a temporary exhibition costs, despite the 
fact that the works are stored close by. And then 
there are the specific costs associated with com-
plex works. Some are too heavy or complicated 
to move, or have specific installation instructions 
(Yaacov Agam, Joseph Beuys, and Jean-Pierre 
Raynaud, for example). Recent gifts and dona-
tions need to be shown, and of course the recent 
acquisitions. There are also the fixed walls, in 
place since Jean-Francois Bodin’s new museum 
layout was unveiled in 2000.
 There are 60,000 works in the MNAM collec-
tion, a far greater number than could ever be ex-
hibited. There is the requirement of elaborating 
via the permanent collection displays a theme 
that covers more than a century, not to mention 
the necessity of recounting a history of art (if this 
notion can even be said to apply to contempo-
rary art) that avoids the pitfalls of the traditional 
Western focus and takes into account different 
cultures, different eras, and today’s global art 
scene. All of this results in a far more constrained 
scenario than what a temporary exhibition faces. 
And these restrictions and requirements have 
increased over recent years, as the collection 

rOOMs FOr tHOuGHt

Christine Macel

and gesture, of the Monet with postwar American 
painting.
 Alongside the freedom to experiment that 
having a collection “on tap” confers, ambitions 
are inevitably and continuously dented by the 
constraints of working with a finite body of work 
and within a large public institution. There are 
many things we cannot do because we lack x, 
y, or z, and equally many things we have to do 
because we hold a, b, and c. And yet, working 
through limitations and struggling with imposi-
tions can often induce a stronger sense of how 

and why to move the collection forward through 
acquisitions. The current strategy to extend, with-
out limitation, the geographical remit of the col-
lection and to embrace the histories of film, pho-
tography, and performance—without which our 
choices at Frieze this year could not have been 
made—is in part a reflection of a broader change 
in practice and perceptions, in which collection 
displays have become a place for experience 
and speculation: with art’s histories as well as its 
future course.
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elles@centrepompidou installation view, 
Musée national d’art moderne, Paris, 2009 

project can never be completely achieved, but 
it must be part of any contemporary museum’s 
mandate. Finally, if approaches to hanging and 
display have indeed progressed over the last 10 
years, the actual methods of display have devel-
oped very little: We still have white walls, black 
boxes for films, detailed descriptions, archival 
glass cases. Perhaps it is here, in the most radical 
and least ecumenical experiments, that the re-
newal of the spectator’s gaze can be achieved.

notes
1. Please refer to the debate between Lars Nittve,  
Werner Spies, and Kirk Varnedoe at the day-long conference 
“MoMA, Tate Gallery, Musée national d’art moderne:  
Nouveaux espaces” at the Louvre, Paris, June 7, 2000:  
http://www.chronicart.com/webmag/article.php?id=431.

Translated from the French by Anna Hiddleston

Over the last 20 years, the repercussions of cul-
tural and political trends such as postmodern-
ism, globalization, and multiculturalism have 
significantly altered how art museums go about 
conceiving and organizing temporary exhi-
bitions. The need to engage socially relevant  
issues, the increasingly interactive and interdis-
ciplinary gist of contemporary artistic produc-
tion, the obsolescence of aesthetic canons, and 
the representation of issues of race, ethnicity, and 

gender have all stimulated a shift toward inno-
vative exhibition formats and displays. Moving 
away from the synchronicity of the survey or the 
monographic show, temporary exhibitions em-
braced comparative, diachronic, and thematic 
frameworks for the presentation of artists and 
works. 
 This sharply contrasts, however, with the 
way art museums display their permanent col-
lections. Regardless of whether the institutions 

tHe dIleMMa OF “actIvatInG” 
tHe PerManent cOllectIOn, Or, 
HOw tO tHaw tHe FrOzen assets

Mari Carmen Ramírez

Le mouvement des images installation view, 
Musée national d’art moderne, Paris, 2006

rooms were perhaps less successful, with slightly 
imprecise and hastily defined concepts). But it 
was only really with Le mouvement des images in 
2006 where, thanks to film curator Philippe-Alain 
Michaud’s vision, we witnessed the creation of 
an approach that brought together experience 
and interpretation, or rather an understanding 
of the very nature and process of art—which is 
sometimes just as important, if not more impor-
tant, than its context. The notions of movement, 
montage, projection, et cetera, borrowed from 
cinema, allowed for a rethinking of the works 
in terms of their genesis and provided us with a 
completely new way of looking at pieces we had 
seen a hundred times over. The 2009 exhibition  
elles@centrepompidou, based on the principle 
of only showing women artists, was an oppor-
tunity to display many works that had never 
been shown before, and to see another history 
of art dictated by facts rather than theory, which 
will hopefully incite future hangings of women  
artists.
 Today, in my view, the central concerns 
for curators such as myself are linked first and 
foremost to the question of available gallery 
space, which is considerably insufficient for 
showing all the collection, despite the opening 
of the new Centre Pompidou museum in Metz. 
Of the thousand works in the Contemporary 
and Prospective Creation collection, only five 
or so can be shown at any one time. (The MNAM 
has considerably expanded its collection of  

contemporary art over the past 10 years, thanks 
to Alfred Pacquement.) The second concern is a 
question that preoccupies a number of Western 
museums today: How to remain “international,” 
meaning, how to buy and show with a global out-
look. And how to avoid falling into outdated ap-
proaches related to national identity: the French 
gallery, the Latin American gallery, the Eastern 
European gallery. And also how to avoid the in-
sidious re-Westernization of global art. How is it 
possible, in short, to preserve the experience of 
a work of art while revealing the processes and 
context underlying it?
 The stakes are high, and in the end every-
thing depends upon the museum’s capacity to  
reposition its approach by going beyond the 
question of national borders, which is not always 
easy in a politicized context with limited re-
sources. There is an increasing need to find more 
funds, due to the climbing prices of artworks, 
and also a more urgent mandate to represent art-
ists from different cultural eras. Not to mention 
the financing of much-needed critical research. 
Today, it seems vital to me not only to buy global 
art but to connect with curators or commissioners 
linked to particular cultural eras in order to draw 
upon their knowledge to better understand and 
avoid the pitfalls mentioned above. We must do 
the necessary networking with those who have 
already begun this work of familiarization with 
the modern and contemporary aspects of their 
own cultures. It goes without saying that this huge 
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immediate artistic past. Current display prac-
tices are based on preconceived notions of how 
art objects functioned in the past; indeed, they 
assume that they are somehow frozen in time and 
can only be apprehended through a preestab-
lished, “sanctioned” art-historical account. Pre-
sumably, the museum experience then becomes 
a neutral ground upon which this encounter with 
an impersonal and remote past is performed.
 This approach misses out on several fronts. 
First, it denies the power of exhibition displays 
to present compelling arguments through the 
sheer juxtaposition of objects. As we know, the 
way we place works in the gallery has the capac-
ity to activate visual, aesthetic, or intertextual 
relations among them, thus leading to new ways 
of seeing and interpreting them. These relation-
ships can be augmented and exploited through 
such strategies as combining in the same room, 
or case, works from different periods, genres, or 
cultures. These types of arrangements stimulate 
a form of material or physical knowledge that is 
as compelling as written art historical discourse. 
They can thus serve to displace, revise, or gen-
erate new accounts. Secondly—as Homi Bhabha 
has recently argued—the traditional approach to 
permanent collection displays negates the ques-
tion of temporality that is necessarily embedded 
at the core of the museum experience. The muse-
um, he observes, can only reconfigure the expe-
rience of the past through its awareness regard-
ing the present; that is, by recognizing that the 

value of objects is not absolute but rather hinges 
on their relevance to, and relational position to, 
our present time. Such a delicate task demands 
an active mediation involving the intricate refig-
uring of the past into the present, even “as the 
present is refiguring itself.”1

 What if, instead of taking for granted the 
intrinsic immobility of permanent collection 
displays, we were to approach them as an ongo-
ing series of temporary exhibitions? What hap-
pens if, as in temporary displays, objects from 
different media, time periods, and cultural or 
geographic regions are placed in a bountiful 
dialogue? These are some of the questions guid-
ing ongoing discussions at the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Houston. In light of plans for a third building 
dedicated to modern and contemporary art—
from Europe, the United States, and Latin Ameri-
ca (but also incorporating artistic manifestations 
from Africa and Asia)—our interdisciplinary and 
cross-cultural team of curators has been debat-
ing core issues and possible formats. What is at 
stake entails the installation—in an overarching 
dialogue—of what is currently the museum’s 
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Color Into Light installation view, Museum of  Fine Arts,  
Houston, 2008, showing works by Carlos Cruz-Diez and  
Hans Hofmann

Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America  
installation view, Museum of  Fine Arts, Houston, 2004, 
showing a partial view of  the “Touch and Gaze”  
gallery with works by Hélio Oiticica, Julio le Parc,  
Lygia Clark, and Cildo Meireles

involved are encyclopedic in scope or more nar-
rowly focused on modern and contemporary art, 
the attitude toward the presentation of the collec-
tion hinges on one point: the status quo. Indeed, 
as the museum’s extremely valuable core assets, 
these works are considered immune from topical 
debates. Such a static approach is grounded in 
the collection’s presumed function: to illustrate a 
sanctioned, canonical Art History. That premise 
imposes a sharp—albeit false—divide between 
collection displays and the types of narratives 
associated with temporary exhibitions. In this 
line of reasoning, the latter can serve as the test-
ing ground in which stories are told because they 
are merely short-lived installations of borrowed 
objects. And yet, one could argue, considering 
that both kinds of exhibitions deal with how art 
objects produce and convey meanings, their 
functions are similar. So what, if any, is the differ-
ence at stake?
 The degree to which collection displays 
have resisted radical transformations in the last 
two decades is evident from the sheer scarcity of 
models available. Until now, most collection in-
stallations followed the quintessential linear for-
mat of movements, periods, and cultures—from 
antiquity to contemporary art—inherited from 
the Enlightenment. Chronologically arranged 
galleries separate media, following the tradition-
al hierarchical breakdown of artistic categories: 
painting and sculpture (including installations 
or assemblage); prints and drawings; decorative 

arts and design; photographs; new media; and so 
on. In encyclopedic museums, this format is com-
plemented by suites of galleries showcasing cul-
tural or geographic categories: Western Europe, 
Arts of Asia, Arts of Islam, Arts of Africa, Oceania, 
and the Americas. In modern and contemporary 
museums, the prevailing scheme involves more 
flexible displays of periods or movements, thus 
updated to respond to the instability of present-
day parameters. Variations on this model involve 
displays with a special focus, such as a concen-
tration of works by a specific artist, dialogues 
between works by different artists, a specially 
commissioned work, or a site-specific project. 
 I would argue, however, that the static and 
pigeonholed nature of most collection displays 
is at odds with audiences’ experience of contem-
porary culture. In our increasingly globalized 
society, knowledge is enticed by operations that 
involve “simultaneity,” “juxtaposition,” “the near-
and-the far,” “the side-by-side.” In other words, 
how we experience the world today is less about 
compartmentalized knowledge seamlessly un-
folding through time and more about a vivid net-
work, connecting and intersecting with its own 
skein. Hence the compelling necessity to find 
new ways to conceptualize the “moving coordi-
nates” of a collection.
 At the core of what I call the dilemma of 
activating the collection lies the key issue of 
how museums use space to tell stories for audi-
ences by re-charting both the ancient and the  
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curatOrIal 
cOMPOsItIOns

 Ydessa Hendeles  

Over the past three decades I have made more than 100 exhibitions, con-
ceived and planned from my home base in Toronto but mounted both here 
and elsewhere. Since I see what I do as closely allied with a nonverbal process 
of  artistic creation, writing about my curatorial practice is difficult for me. 
Nor do I provide essays to interpret the shows for viewers. Instead, because 
they may include elements that extend outside the arena of  contemporary 
art, I put together Notes containing all that is required for a thoughtful viewer 
to experience each show without having to be a connoisseur in the various 
disciplines of  the pieces on display. They can then move to a level of  meta-
phor and meaning more easily without being told how to think. The following 
text is an attempt to articulate my methodology, which has evolved over time 
according to priorities that don’t necessarily fit comfortably into the param-
eters of  current theoretical discourse about curatorial practice.
 A core principle of  my practice is that the exhibition space is fundamen-
tal to the development of  each exhibition. This is true of  my Foundation, 
too: I encountered the building and thought I could do something with it. I 
always start from the context for an exhibition, which is analogous to an artist 
making a site-specific work. I consider the physical, geographical, and histori-
cal locale of  each show very carefully, looking for ways to let the space speak 
through the art and vice versa. The space is a three-dimensional platform to 
stage the art, the resulting exhibition being a self-contained entity comparable 
in impact, unity, and complexity to a single work of  art. My goal is to mediate 
between the exhibition space and viewers to reveal multiple layers of  mean-
ing in the works, and something significant about the locale.
  My 2003 exhibition Partners, created at the request of  Chris Dercon and 
Thomas Weski as their inaugural show for Haus der Kunst in Munich, is 
a clear instance. Haus der Kunst, originally known as Haus der Deutschen 
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largest and fastest-growing collection.
 In fact, our previous lack of permanent 
display galleries for 20th-century art led the 
museum early on to adopt a flexible, thematic 
approach based on periodic rotations. It is pre-
cisely the mobility of this approach that is serv-
ing as the focus of the curatorial strategy facing 
a brand-new reading of “what is permanent” for 
implementation in the new building. It was first 
essayed in a series of experimental exhibitions 
and installations. Following and expanding upon 
this practice, recent installations such as Color 
Into Light (2009) brought together artists from 
Europe, Latin America, and the United States in 
formal and conceptual juxtapositions that chal-
lenged established histories of Abstract Expres-
sionism, Color Field, and Kinetic art, among 
others. In the Latin American area, the “constel-
lation model” introduced by the 2004 exhibition 
Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin Amer-
ica inspired the display evolution of two subse-
quent exhibitions, Brought to Light (2006) and 
North Looks South: Building the Latin American  
Art Collection (2009). This curatorial model con-
denses, rather than illustrates, themes or historic 
sensibilities by means of “luminous points”—that 
is, key developments or singular visions that ex-
pose the relationships, links, or nexuses among 
artists, their works, and the specific context of art 
production. The malleability of this relational/
relative model provokes simultaneous readings 
of the selected works, namely from comparative 

perspectives capable of grasping, in one single 
glance, historical, cultural, or formal traits, with 
no artistic biases or hierarchies involved. 
 Finally, I would state that despite being 
stuck in 18th-century models, art museums 
today—whether encyclopedic or specialized—
have no choice but to respond to the challenging 
realities of the 21st century. As the core elements 
justifying the museum’s own existence, works 
in the collection deserve to be approached as 
“active” assets with the same degree of innova-
tion and experimentation given to temporary 
installations. As demonstrated in the case of the  
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, whether following 
a thematic or a constellation approach, the pivot-
al point lies in taking advantage of the collection 
works not as canonical illustrations of previously 
elaborated art historical frameworks—frozen 
assets—but as worthy material tools to produce, 
through critical questioning, thawed-out frame-
works of interpretation.

notes
1. Homi Bhabha, “The Shape of Memory: the Museum and Its 
Collections,” a paper presented at the CIMAM 2008 Annual 
Conference at the Asia Society Museum and the Museum of 
Modern Art, New York.

North Looks South: Building the Latin American Art Collection 
installation view, Museum of  Fine Arts, Houston, 2009, 
showing works by Bestabeé Romero, Teresa Margolles, 
Oscar Muñoz, and Antonio Berni 
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ate a visual, experiential journey, each element should be connected to the 
others and each should enhance the experience of  the others. Each work 
in a show frames the next, contextualizes it and also others, and acts as a 
counterpoint to elements elsewhere. Meaning and significance mutate and 
modulate, ultimately growing, as if  organically, with alternate and additional 
layers of  meaning accrued. The passages offered opportunities for works to 
be recontextualized and nudged into new realms of  interpretation as a viewer 
progressed, and then revisited and recalibrated what he or she had already 
experienced.
 Each passage in Partners functioned both as a self-contained composi-
tion and as a component in an unfolding narrative of  disparate objects and 
works. There were no rules, no set sequence in which the exhibition had to 
be viewed. Each passage began with an object that could serve as the start 
for any journey, and continued with works chosen to add meaning and com-
plexity. Material unfolds in my shows in a way that I hope will slow down the 
viewing process to engage viewers without controlling their experience with 
labyrinthine passages. Partners created an open-ended, modular journey for 
viewers to examine 20th-century culture through a multidisciplinary group 
of  artworks, artifacts, and images from popular culture, including live per-
formances of  pop songs by a Berlin-based Elvis Presley impersonator. I have 
long striven to unmoor works from the realm of  art history and allow them to 
come to life in association with popular culture or icons of  history.
 Reading works through the frame of  several contexts alters the discourse 
between the artist and the curator, making the partnership more intense while 
taking it to a new metaphorical plane. This dialogue is of  the greatest im-
portance to me, since I think of  the artists who make the works I include as 
my primary audience. Again, it is a dialogue in objects rather than words. 
I intend to reflect back to the artists an empathetic reading of  their works 
as well as additional interpretations and insights that emerge from the way 
the works are presented. This enriches the possible conversations about the 
interpretation of  works and changes the relationship between the works and  
the viewer.
 Both in terms of  the particular artworks assembled and their considered 
and contextualized layout, Partners addressed 20th-century icons and belief  
systems that inspired or precipitated connections, by choice or by circum-
stance, thereby defining the participants in history. The show was designed 
to offer viewers the opportunity, through contemporary art and cultural ar-
tifacts, for an embodied experience that addressed human nature and art in 
relation to world history and world memory. The curatorial practice I have 
developed is a direct and physical manifestation of  my own exploration of  
this relationship. While all viewers are “partners” in the exploration, my exhi-
bition encouraged an individual engagement by each. 
 My most recent exhibition was The Wedding (The Walker Evans Polaroid 

Kunst, had an important role in Nazi propaganda and German art histo-
ry in the 1930s. In response to the challenge of  working with this space, I 
made a curatorial composition—this is my preferred term for my practice—
with both art and artifacts that addressed the past as a way to shed light on 
the present. Knowing the building’s history was essential to the experience 
of  Partners because it echoed around the exhibited objects, and Paul Lud-
wig Troost’s architecture created a specific context for viewing and under-
standing them. The most straightforward example was Him (2001), Maurizio  
Cattelan’s child-size sculpture of  Adolf  Hitler, which elicited a particular read-
ing in a space Hitler commissioned, visited in person, and used for cultural 
propaganda. I mention Him because it is also paradigmatic of  how an ob-
ject in an exhibition can simultaneously perform dual roles—as a fixture that 
pins down political content in history and as a contemporary-art provocation 
in the history of  art. Indeed, the viewer may initially think a show is about 
one thing, though a closer consideration might reveal that it is actually about 
something else. The image of  the rare wind-up tin toy, Minnie Mouse Carrying 
Felix in Cages, which was emblematic for Partners, metaphorically proposes the 
pitfalls in affixing meaning, which is fugitive. Felix, the presumed captive of  
Minnie Mouse, is both “there” and “not there.”
 Working with Troost’s original architectural design effectively made a 
three-way partnership of  him, his building, and the objects I chose for the 
show. I restored much of  the interior to the original design, treating the  
installation as a respectful refitting of  a historical house rather than a recon-
figuration of  the architecture to suit the art. I intended it as an intervention 
on, as well as of, an existing space that could offer a diagnostic interpretation 
of  both the space and the objects I chose to situate in it. 
 For example, the installation of  Hanne Darboven’s Ansichten >82< 
(1982), all but one of  its 54 panels carrying the same imagery of  a sailor above 
a ship, and hung as if  in a procession encircling the 140-foot-long central 
hall, recalled the building’s original history as a monumental space for Fascist 
pageantry. It simultaneously undercut that association through its human-
istic content: The series is a metonymic portrait of  Johann Kinau, the first  
German to die in World War I, and his employer, Albert Ballin, the Jewish 
owner of  the Hamburg-American Line. At the other end of  the spectrum of  
scale, Minnie Mouse Carrying Felix in Cages was a counterbalance to the enor-
mous, homoerotic bronze figures originally on display in Haus der Kunst. 
It also recalled Hitler’s ban on such beloved American icons after German 
fighter pilots started to use Mickey Mouse as a talisman on their planes.
 Mounted in 16 large galleries, Partners was laid out in three passages, 
which I formed with faux doors derived from the original architecture.  
My effort was to respect the classically symmetrical, linear floor plan with 
minimal alteration, but also to facilitate several suggested routes viewers could 
take through the spaces. Herein lies another priority in my practice. To cre-
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the arrangement of  artworks and artifacts.
 I continually reimagine my practice in the sense that each show serves as 
a springboard for the next. I move from one medium to another and from one 
period of  history to another to seek out and use—or, increasingly, make—
whatever I need to develop an exhibition for a contemporary-art audience. 
I look to the past not for nostalgia or sentiment, but for paradigms that may 
offer insights into cultural conundrums of  the present. I see my exhibitions 
as ways to explore cultural phenomena through art and non-art objects. For 
example, I have long had an interest in crazes and catastrophes—things that 
pull people together like flocks of  birds. I am intrigued by consensus views in 
different cultures.
 I began integrating archival photographs into my shows in 1991 and non-
art objects in 1993. Then I started to create my own tableaux using elements 
from a variety of  fields in 1999. My first large-scale project was an archive 
of  6,000 photos, which I collected through eBay. I started this project shortly 
after eBay was launched. The collection featured a single, totemic figure: the 
teddy bear. Every photo included a bear, and the photos were organized in 
125 fanciful typologies to present a series of  interlocking narratives pretend-
ing to the informative authority of  a 19th-century natural history museum. 
The framed pictures were shown together with custom-fabricated steel stair-
cases and mezzanine walkways that I designed so every single picture could 
be viewed, separately or in my deliberate sequences, and from several ap-
proaches. A number of  teddy bears were also exhibited in vitrines alongside 
pictures of  their original owners. The Teddy Bear Project was first shown in 2002 
at my Foundation. This contemporary archive of  pictures and objects from 
around the world could only have been assembled with the advent of  eBay. 
Thus, even though the objects were old, the archival strategy and conceptual 
approach was contemporary. The jointed, posable teddy bear was invented in 
1903, so its appearance in a family photograph necessarily dates the image to 
the 20th century. The archive offers a perspective on the century that mirrors 
our culture, highlighting the development of  our relationship with the new 
technology of  the handheld camera as expressed through the conventions 
of  the family-album photograph. It also addresses our emerging relationship 
with the new technology of  online auctions and social-networking systems. 
I am not a teddy bear aficionado and the stuffed toys were not the focus of  
the show. Rather, I was interested in the teddy bear as a trope for crazes and 
cultural commonalities. 
 Since then, my work has included projects such as Predators & Prey (The 
Denslow’s Mother Goose Project) (2005) and Survivors (The Punch and Judy Project) 
(2006), both presented in Toronto; and Church & State (The Puss in Boots Project),  
completed in 2008 and first presented in 2010 in Marburg, the medieval  
German town where I was born. For both of  the Toronto shows, I made di-
oramas with fiber-optic lighting. For the Marburger Kunstverein, which was 
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Project), on view in December 2011 at New York’s Andrea Rosen Gallery. Like 
Partners, the show started from my experience and perception of  the space––in 
particular the cathedral-like architecture of  its main gallery. The magnificent 
ceiling skylight and dark wooden loft planks sloping down to a supporting 
steel structure became my inspiration. The show, as a result, focused on ver-
nacular architecture. I explored the archive of  Walker Evans Polaroid pic-
tures the gallery made available to me and discovered his precisely composed, 
sequentially snapped images of  Victorian buildings and architectural details. 
I sensed him virtually stalking houses that seemed—their blinds drawn or 
their windows darkened or missing—impenetrable and corpse-like. And so I 
assembled filmic suites of  his studies of  buildings. The Evans SX-70 Polaroids 
(1973–74) were hung along the four walls of  the main gallery, with the flow 
of  images interrupted by pairs of  photographs of  the backs of  majestically 
scaled birds by Roni Horn and contextualized by non-art sculptural elements 
such as a monumental mahogany English birdhouse. Placed in the center of  
the main space, the birdhouse echoed and extended the narrative about scale 
and architecture unfolding on the walls.
 An installation I named Prothalamium in the foyer to the principal gal-
lery functioned as a crucial prologue. Here I placed a collotype from  
Eadweard Muybridge’s 1887 Animal Locomotion series, a circa-1900 albumen 
photograph of  a Paris storefront by Eugène Atget, and a 19th-century French 
architectural model of  a cooper’s shop, with tools to scale. These monochro-
matic elements anticipated the turn to color in the main space, but even more 
importantly staged a dramatic, dreamlike shift in scale, from peering into the 
skylight of  the cooperage shop model to standing under the expansive canopy 
of  the skylight-defined main-space ceiling. The filmic composite shots of  an 
agitated Adjutant stork were made possible by a forward-looking Muybridge 
invention that captured the discreet movements of  living creatures. In con-
trast, Atget’s photographic effort only incidentally captured something living, 
ghosting a little girl while attempting to preserve for posterity a beloved build-
ing. Just as Partners was introduced by the inversion of  a mouse who believes 
she has captured a cat, The Wedding started from a hope for the future paired 
with the fantasy of  escaping the past.
 I think of  my exhibitions as “curatorial compositions.” They are the 
natural outcome of  following an artistic process that is practice- rather than 
theory-based. I do not use artworks to illustrate a trend or theme. That is, I 
do not start out from an idea and then exclude works that don’t fit into it. 
What is distinctive about my approach is that, by definition, no other artwork 
or object, even from the same body of  work, could be substituted in a com-
position. The content of  a work is the sole determinant of  whether, where, 
and how it is included in a show. As a building block of  the show, it bears no 
substitution. My exhibitions and the art they include are not expressions of  
reality but reveal their own truths in the creation of  parallel worlds through 
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sHarjaH and Its 
BIennIal

Suzanne Cotter

Biennials, at least those other than Venice, which seems to oc-
cupy a privileged, relatively unquestioned position regardless 
of  its variable level of  criticality, are necessarily imperfect. 
Barometers of  their time, they rely on the propositional, and 
the taking of  risks. While they have in their own way become 
institutionalized forms of  exhibition making, they neverthe-
less offer a more open and speculative space for curatorial 
agency that is less weighted by the imperatives of  attendance 
figures and funder expectations to which institutions are sub-
ject. It seems fair to state that in a biennial, audiences look 
to be introduced to something other than what they already 
know—to be offered fresh perspectives and critical positions 
in relation to the present.
 In October 2009 I was invited by Jack Persekian, then 
director of  the Sharjah Art Foundation, to travel to Sharjah 
to talk about the 10th Sharjah Biennial. I accepted the sub-
sequent offer by him and Sheikha Hoor Al Qasimi to act as 
its curator. In January 2010 I traveled again to Sharjah to 
meet with my co-curator, Rasha Salti, a Beirut-based curator 
of  film and video and also a writer, and with whom I was 
already acquainted through our overlapping artistic and cul-
tural circles. Salti subsequently invited the collaboration of  
an associate, Haig Aivazian, who had grown up in Sharjah. 
While I did not know Aivazian apart from his participation 
as an artist in the biennial two years previously, I was open to 
the possibilities of  this collaborative multiplication.
 One of  the seven Emirates forming the United Arab 
Emirates, Sharjah is situated on the eastern border of  the 
Arabian peninsula bordered by the Persian Gulf. Like many 

PerIPHeral vIsIOn:
8 MercOsul BIenal

José Roca 

Biennials concentrate economic and symbolic capital into 
short-lived, spectacular events. As the name suggests, 
they are not only recurrent but discontinuous: Nothing re-
lated to them happens between one edition and the next. In 
many cases, the local art scene actually resents that huge 
amounts of public money are funneled into one spectacular 
event, leaving the museums and other initiatives with scarce 
funding. This is the paradigm we sought to break with the  
8 Mercosul bienal in Porto Alegre, Brazil.1

 When the organizers of the Mercosul bienal asked me 
to curate the eighth edition (which is on view as I write), I 
remembered that I had always found it odd that this biennial 
had the same name as a free-trade agreement. Mercosul  
stands for Mercado Común del Sur (Common Market of the 
South), the Southern Cone’s response to NAFTA. In a glo-
balized art scene where discontent regarding globalization 
is rather widespread, you’d be hard-pressed to find an intel-
lectual or artist (in Latin America at least) who supports 
free-trade agreements, and so to name an art event after one 
would therefore seem unthinkable. But if, as Guy Debord 
put it, “spectacle is capital to such a degree of accumula-
tion that it becomes an image,” then we must accept that 
biennials are, in fact, among the most visible manifestations 
of globalization: The worldwide phenomenon of “biennaliza-
tion” is the real cultural logic of late Capitalism.2 Hence, I 
thought geopolitics would be a good theme for a market- 
titled regional biennial such as Mercosul (Porto Alegre is 
the capital of Rio Grande do Sul, a Brazilian state that until 
very recently harbored independentist pretentions), a cultural  
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rear mirror

designed with an angled sidewall, I lit an entire gallery as if  it were a theater 
stage. My project at Andrea Rosen Gallery was a further development in this 
exploration of  exhibitions in a participatory, theatrical way. Viewers could 
become part of  the show by sitting on custom-fabricated children’s settles 
designed by Gustav Stickley, the leading American designer of  early 20th-
century American Arts and Crafts furniture. I saw it as analogous to entering 
one of  the magical “period” rooms in New York’s Metropolitan Museum  
of  Art.
 My shows have sometimes been described as autobiographical, though 
I adamantly refute that claim. Certainly they have their origins in my knowl-
edge, experience, and history. But the mistaken focus on my personal history 
and circumstances—or that of  the artists involved—short-circuits the experi-
ence the exhibitions offer. My shows are designed and constructed to offer 
viewers a challenging and visceral opportunity, through contemporary art and 
non-art objects, to reflect not only on the components of  the exhibition, but 
also on their own experience and engagement with the objects individually 
and in the way they are assembled. In this respect, my autobiography may be 
relevant to my means as a curator, but it is quite irrelevant to my ends. 
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endeavor that falls well outside the Rio–São Paulo cultural axis. A biennial for the periphery of a periphery. Or 
the center of one, if we consider that the Mercosul bienal sets out to posit Porto Alegre as the de facto cultural 
capital of the region. The title of the biennial is Essays on Geopoetics, and its underlying theme is the notion  
of nation.
 There are many motivations for hosting a biennial. One is to attract regional, national, and international 
visibility for local artists, and likewise to provide the local public with an opportunity to see what is being done 
abroad. This is a legitimate aspiration for the artists of any given place. But almost no biennial has ever been 
born out of the initiative of a group of artists. More often than not, biennials start as political operations whose 
instigators see cultural tourism as an opportunity to generate wealth by attracting the so-called creative class, 
with the side benefit of situating the host city on the regional and international cultural map. Being the brain-
children of politicians and businesspeople, the majority of biennials are structured around calculations of their 
cost effectiveness, and indicators of achievement are measurable parameters such as attendance numbers and 
the extent of the free publicity. Aspects that are more difficult to measure, for instance the quality of the visitors’ 
experiences, the effects of the biennial on the local scene over time, the relationship of the event with academic 
curricula, the creation of regional networks, and the financing of local initiatives with funds from the biennial, 
are almost never a priority for the decision makers. There are very few biennials—but Mercosul is among them—
whose organizers are fully aware of the role they should play in the development of cultural education in their 
region.
 The artistic directors who are hired for biennials (that mercenary breed called the independent curator) 
usually abide by a structure that precedes them, treating the whole endeavor as simply a very large exhibition. 
They work obediently within preestablished parameters, limiting themselves to providing the content. Here it 
is useful to remember the distinction made by the Chilean critic Justo Pastor Mellado between what he calls  
“service curators” and “infrastructural curators.” Mellado uses as an example of the former the botanical trav-
eler of the 18th or 19th century, who classified native fauna and flora of the New World using foreign categories 
in the service of the colonial powers of the time, producing detailed inventories of those natural resources and 
thus paving the way for their capitalistic exploitation. On the contrary, the infrastructural curator knows that he 
or she serves first and foremost a local art scene that may have weak institutions; that is centered on produc-
tion, with scarce mediation or response by collectors or curators; and that has precarious or nonexistent artistic 
education, few critics, and few professional cultural journalists. Thus, this kind of curator understands that his 
or her role should be focused on creating and consolidating infrastructure, and helping foster a self-under-

standing that is not motivated—con-
sciously or unconsciously—by being 
critically sanctioned or consumed from 
abroad.3

 Curators from the periphery are 
usually weak and cowardly, taking few 
risks and always thinking how our work 
is going to be perceived by the inter-
national community, which, as we say 
in Colombia, does not look at us even 
to spit on us. Many biennials are con-
ceived in relation to how they will be 
read from the centers, but the centers 
don’t even bother to browse. To use a 
popular saying, I don’t know the secret 
for success, but the secret for failure 
is trying to please everybody. One way 
not to fall into this trap is, for once, to 
work for the local scene, understand-
ing isolation as a positive condition: 
Since nobody comes here, let’s com-
municate with the centers when and 

Geopoéticas (Geopoetics) installation view, 
8 Mercosul bienal, Porto Alegre, Brazil, 2011
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other port cities that were along trade routes with India, Sharjah’s history is one of  transformation: from a small 
village to a trading port, a sovereign town, and finally a modern city. In 1998 UNESCO named Sharjah the 
cultural capital of  the Arab world. Since 2001 it has been governed according to Islamic Sharia law, and it is con-
sidered one of  the most conservative of  the Emirate states. The first Sharjah Biennial was in 1993, and its earliest 
incarnations had a distinctly regional focus that showcased traditional art forms such as calligraphy and metal-
work, but a recognition of  avant-garde practices was still evident. The Dubai-based artist Hassan Sharif, one of  
the founders of  the artist-run space Flying House and a graduate of  Byam Shaw in London circa the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, was awarded the first prize for sculpture in 1999 and again in 2001. Starting in 2003, under the 
leadership of  Sheikha Hoor Al-Qasimi, an artist and curator as well as the daughter of  Sharjah’s ruler, Sheikh 
Sultan bin Mohammed Al Qasimi III, the biennial was opened to artists from around the world and began build-
ing an international roster of  guest curators. After being invited as a curator in 2005, the Jerusalem-born Jack 
Persekian became its artistic director and a driving force behind the biennial and the subsequent creation of  the 
Sharjah Art Foundation.
 Having attended the two previous editions, I felt compelled by the biennial’s context—its modesty of  scale 
and exposure, being relatively young and located in the Gulf—and by its attempt to carve out a distinct terri-

tory for artists and artistic practices from the Middle East and its 
closest neighbors. Equally significant was the international per-
spective offered by the biennial as viewed from the Gulf. Shar-
jah’s “biennialization” in the global sense coincided, not unsur-
prisingly, with a growing international focus on contemporary 
Middle Eastern art production in the decade following 9/11. It 
was distinctive in that it managed to stake out a field and form 
of  cultural activity that eschewed the rhetorical hyperbole of  
the growing market and market-led speculation. Over the past 
decade Sharjah has offered a vital platform in the Middle East 
for critical production, and a certain utopian promise of  social 
transformation and the creation of  a public sphere within the 
outward-looking but culturally conservative Emirates. As an in-
creasingly visible and enabling platform for artists and new forms 
of  artistic expression, the biennial has managed to stake out an 
intellectual and artistic zone in which artists have expressed ur-
gent preoccupations. The political has never been far away. The 
themes of  the two previous biennials concerned ecology and the 
future.
 In curating the biennial, there was an imperative, given its 
context in the Middle East and the Arab world, to create a field 
of  visibility that would complicate perceptions of  a unified and 
largely objectified region. Both Salti and I were interested in the 
politics of  display and regimes of  representation that governed 
the discourse around contemporary art practices—a discourse 
largely dominated by Western thinking and a general ignorance 
of  other histories, amid a perceived geopolitical state of  “political 
bankruptcy” (Salti’s term). Both of  us were interested in the place 
of  art and artists within a complex set of  realities and conditions. 
The context of  Sharjah was also fundamental. What did the bi-
ennial mean? And what might it mean to the different constitu-
encies of  Sharjah, not to mention the growing numbers of  inter-
national art-world travelers curious to engage with the Middle 
East as part of  a new global purview? How could we address the 
various issues at stake, not least in the realm of  local sensibilities 
and sensitivities? Crucially, who was the biennial for, and what 
might be its significance after its opening days of  performances 

Aisha Khalid
Kashmiri Shawl, 2011
Pashmina scarf  and gold-plated steel pins
Commissioned by Sharjah Art Foundation
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how we want to, and by our own rules. We have to break with a colonized way of thinking that is conditioned 
by external expectations. A biennial (especially a biennial on the periphery) must be done for the public of the 
place where it is held. It must take into account its infrastructural role. A biennial cannot and should not replace 
an educational system, but it can surely be more than simply a large exhibition.
 For Mercosul, I chose to understand curatorial practice as collage, or rectified readymade, and thus I in-
cluded different strategies from my own past work as a curator, reframing them for this particular context, and 
also adapted strategies that I had found successful in other people’s projects.4 The biennial included seven 
components (four of which were not exhibitions), all intended to extend the effects of the biennial in time and 
space. The first one, titled Travel Notebooks, started well before the official opening date, and consisted of nine 
artists who followed historical routes through the state of Rio Grande do Sul. They traveled for weeks, and 
when they reached their point of destination they showed their travel notes in whatever form they took, from 
drawings to video, objects, or actions. These small shows, often done in non-fine-art institutions such as the 
Bread Museum in Ilópolis, evolved into larger works that subsequently came together into the exhibition Travel 
Notebooks, which opened in Porto Alegre at the same time as the rest of the biennial five months later.
 The second component also started long before the opening. We rented a small and narrow two-story 
house in Porto Alegre and turned it into an independent space we named Casa M. It had a café, a reading 
room (where we put the biennial’s wonderful archives, until then scarcely used), an atelier for visiting artists, a 
basement for showing films, a large patio for performance-based work, and a rooftop terrace. A team of young 
architects designed furniture that could be folded and stowed away, thus enabling the small spaces to accom-
modate larger publics when we had openings or talks. We used Casa M as a hub and a meeting place. We de-
vised a very intense program of talks, workshops, and performances; every artist who came to Porto Alegre gave 
a public talk about his or her work. We invited four curators to carry out residencies. They visited local artists, 
gave talks and workshops, and reported for the blog. Casa M began its activities four months before the opening 
of the biennial and will last two more after the biennial closes, almost a year altogether. It is an example of how 
a biennial can create local infrastructure. There are talks of keeping it as a permanent project of the biennial or-
ganization, one that would activate the 
local scene during the lull between one 
edition and the next.
 Continents, the third component, 
sought to consolidate a regional net-
work of independent spaces. We identi-
fied three artist-run spaces in the state, 
one in Porto Alegre and two more in 
the nearby cities of Santa María and 
Caxias do Sul. We gave them grants 
that enabled them to invite peers from 
other parts of Latin America. The idea 
was that those guest spaces would take 
up temporary outposts in Brazil, and 
that a network would be born out of 
these collaborations. We involved three 
host spaces and six guest spaces, one 
each from the countries of Paraguay, 
Colombia, Panama, Ecuador, Bolivia, 
and Cuba.
 The fourth component was called Cidade Não Vista (Unseen City) and involved nine artists doing interven-
tions in architectural landmarks and other interesting places in Porto Alegre. The idea was to activate sites that 
are overlooked even by the locals, and thus promote an understanding of the city of Porto Alegre as yet another 
territory to be (re)discovered.
 Three other components were properly exhibitions. One of them, titled Alem Fronteiras (Beyond Frontiers) 
was guest curated by Aracy Amaral, a very well known art historian and curator from São Paulo. Her exhibition 
was about the cultural landscape of Rio Grande do Sul, and it brought together—alongside contemporary art-
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and parties in the gated zones of  Dubai’s hotels, after the liberal, globe-trotting art world had gone home?
 The concept of  a Plot for a Biennial offered us a way out of  our own curatorial self-consciousness and the 
art-world theatricality to which so many biennials, as authored projects, seemed to have succumbed. The idea 
of  a plot allowed a certain sense of  license—as the first two women who were given the privilege to curate the 
biennial unchaperoned by a male curatorial partner (as an invited associate, Aivazian was a choice rather than a 
condition). We were also conscious of  the seemingly exponential growth in interest in Sharjah as a showcase for 
artistic production from the Middle East and its neighboring regions, and of  a will to project onto it a universal-
izing project within the context of  a state ruled by Islamic law. The idea of  a plot seemed like a wonderful mirror 
reflection both of  a certain neo-Orientalist fantasy of  the Gulf  states in general, and of  the challenge we had 
given ourselves to create something that would be meaningful, and that would stimulate and challenge.
 In addition to our narrative and storylines, we wanted to articulate more profoundly the urgency and 
ambiguity of  art and artists as producers of  certain truths who are, as such, deemed inherently subversive. Our  
curatorial considerations, while predicated on conceptual, philosophical, and existential positions, were not 
meant to overwhelm the work of  the artists invited to participate. Despite our metaphorical use of  the term 
“script” as a way of  constructing our curatorial framework, we were not looking to author the biennial but 

rather—through our thematic filters of  treason and neces-
sity, affiliation and devotion, translation and disclosure, in-
surrection and corruption—to create the conditions under 
which it might write itself.
 So, did the biennial as a reality correspond to the bien-
nial as a concept? It’s a question that does not have a simple 
answer, especially given the necessarily intuitive (albeit in-
formed) approach we adopted. Our selection of  artists and 
the possibilities of  work that might be presented were subject 
to the enjoyable risks associated with any new production. 
One cannot be fully certain of  the final result. There were 
considerations regarding what was physically possible on the 
level of  production and installation. The choice of  works 
was something of  an exquisite corpse, but we were confident 
in the solidity of  our curatorial premise and interested in its 
possibilities. The biennial allowed us to share many personal 
discoveries of  artists and filmmakers, from Algeria to Iran. 
We also presented for the first time in the Gulf  the work 
of  artists from neighboring regions, including Pakistan and  

Kazakhstan, and had the pleasure of  witnessing their tremendous appeal to local audiences. There was a great 
deal of  subtlety in what we tried to achieve with the biennial as a space of  art, and a space of  critical engagement 
with the very nature of  art in more fraught parts of  the world in which the nature of  artistic practice and the role 
of  artists can be viewed as suspect, not to mention how one might begin to frame art practices that may be part 
of  a global perspective yet are deeply anchored within local traditions and conditions. Some of  our discerning 
colleagues seemed to understand this. All of  the artists seemed to get it, which was hugely meaningful.
 There is no doubt that Sharjah was logistically challenging. Biennials are not always the most generous of  
contexts for research, as there is never enough time or resources (contrary to popular belief, Sharjah’s funds are 
modest). Nor are they the most friendly of  contexts for artists. Curatorial collaborations of  the “arranged mar-
riage” variety, such as ours, necessitate generosity and openness, even if  their uncertainties can yield tremendous 
rewards. We had just over a year to conceive and implement the biennial with a small and committed team and 
a limited number of  spaces for presentation, and we acquitted ourselves with passion and a certain desperate 
bemusement. My fellow curators and I were constantly in different parts of  the globe and different time zones. 
Though our aspirations were conceptually ambitious, our reality, while exhilarating at times, was a matter of  
ceaseless adjustments combined with an unavoidable pragmatism. 
 Numerous contingencies presented themselves, not least the announcement in September (the biennial was 
opening in March) that some of  the planned spaces would not be completed in time, and that, with the heroic 
support of  the biennial’s architectural and organizing team, we would have to speedily build (within the city’s 

Imran Qureshi 
Blessings Upon the Land of  My Love, 2011
Acrylic and emulsion paint on interlocking brick pavement
Dimensions variable
Commissioned by Sharjah Art Foundation
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works done by nine artists who traveled in the 
region—landscape paintings from the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, maps, objects from 
the several waves of European immigration, 
and archaeological artifacts. This exhibition 
looked very different from any show that had 
ever been seen locally. 
 The second exhibition was a retrospec-
tive of works by the Chilean artist Eugenio 
Dittborn, who since the early 1980s has been 

making his Airmail Paintings, works that are folded and sent as letters in envelopes. Once they reach their des-
tination, they are unfolded and deployed as paintings, in a sort of Trojan horse strategy that enables them to 
bypass censorship and frontiers, and symbolically conquer the space of the metropolis.
 The third exhibition was Geopoetics, the core show of the biennial, situated in four of the city’s large port 
warehouses. We curated this exhibition in space—that is, carefully considering the placement of the works in 
relation to one another as we were selecting them. The key question of the exhibition design was: What is the 
minimum infrastructure necessary for a work to be experienced without loss? Since we were privileging dialogue 
among artworks, we did not want to enclose them in black boxes or white cubes. We imagined each work in a 
hypothetical cube, and then proceeded to take away as many sides of that cube as possible. In some cases only 
one side remained; some works required a more secluded space, so we left four sides, et cetera. The projection 
boxes, which enabled videos to be placed in open spaces and engage in visual relationships with other works, 
proved to be very effective and were one of the highlights of the exhibition design overall.
 The last component was the education program. Once I had a draft of my initial proposal for the biennial I 
consulted Pablo Helguera, an artist and educator, asking him to identify the components of the project that had 
pedagogical potential, such as Travel Notebooks and Casa M. He sought to bypass the usual triad of interpreta-
tion-mediation-service that characterizes museum education by resorting to what he terms “transpedagogy,” or 
education through art. In addition to devising a six-month course in which we trained more than 300 docents, 
he and his team produced an anthology of seminal essays (writings that had previously been unavailable in 
Portuguese) regarding mediation in museums. We also published several booklets, each conceived specially 
for a different topic (literature, art, history, geography, and preschool), so that the biennial could be used by 
teachers of many different subjects—not only art—as a pedagogical tool.
 A biennial sometimes seems like the show we love to hate. Every time I visit a biennial, people are huddled 
up in corners, ranting about it. Having heard or expressed so many opinions about what a biennial should  
not be, the first thing I did when I was invited to curate the Mercosul biennial was to write a sort of Dogme 95  
manifesto of biennial curating. I called it duo-decalogue, and it is posted on our blog. I hope to be held  
accountable.

notes
1. The team included Alexia Tala, Cauê Alves, Paola Santoscoy, and Fernanda Albuquerque as co-curators; Pablo Helguera as  
pedagogical curator; and Aracy Amaral as guest curator for the exhibition Beyond Frontiers.

2. Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black & Red, 1983): 33.

3. Justo Pastor Mellado, “Dislocación: The Exhibition as an Analytical Procedure” in Dislocación: Cultural Location and Identity in Times 
of Globalization, exhibition catalogue (Ostfildern, Germany: Hatje Cantz: 2011).

4. My direct references: As a Satellite Space, Americas Society, New York; Casa del Encuentro and Espacios Anfitriones, Encuentro de 
Medellín MDE07, Medellín, Colombia; Hidden City, Philadelphia; the 4th Berlin Biennale; Artempo, Palazzo Fortuny, Venice; Lugar a 
Dudas, Cali, Colombia; and my previous curatorial projects in general.
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protected Heritage Area) spaces that could serve the artists’ needs. We knew how we wanted the biennial to 
flow spatially and temporally, and that every work should have the best possible conditions of  display. This was 
achieved for the most part, and in ways that complemented and highlighted the flows of  people and the spaces 
of  Sharjah itself. 
 A significant challenge, as with all projects of  this scope, was how to maintain accessibility and meaningful 
dialogue with artists who had graciously agreed to be part of  the undertaking while delegating to other members 
of  the team the myriad details involved in production and presentation, all the while operating in a context that 
was foreign to most of  the people involved. With the artists, filmmakers, writers, performers, and thinkers who 
ultimately subscribed to the project, we were also acutely aware of  multiple limits that might be tested, not out of  
deliberate provocation, but rather because of  the fragility of  this exceptional public realm that was being created 
through art.
 We could not possibly have predicted the events that erupted in Tunisia in December 2010 and spread to 
Egypt, Libya, and across the Middle East. At the time of  the biennial’s opening in March, their consequences 
were evident in Bahrain to the north and Oman and Yemen to the south and east. I remember, in the midst 
of  writing for the catalogue, questioning our biennial’s relevance in such an extraordinary moment of  popular 
uprising, when the entire political world order was changing before our eyes. It transpired that the biennial reso-
nated all the more powerfully in the context of  these realities, as many, if  not all, of  the works addressed in some 
form or another themes of  failure and abandonment, of  which revolution was a necessary part. It was a stark 
reminder that art, as the registration of  realities that are suppressed through the politics of  representation, can 
indeed anticipate the consequences of  what it makes visible; this is what it means to be of  one’s time.
 Our biennial also became an embodiment of  insurrection. We could not have foreseen that one of  the 
works—a publicly sited work by the Algerian writer and playwright Mustapha Benfodil that caused an outcry 
among local residents—would provoke the dismissal of  Jack Persekian, stirring impassioned protests from the 
global art community. Anyone who knows of  the biennial and the increasingly significant role it has played 

in the region over the past decade cares deep-
ly about its history and the question of  how it 
might continue, and on what terms. After what 
had been a strongly positive critical reception, 
these events overshadowed the biennial proper, 
not to mention all the artists who had engaged 
with its context and its tensions. It brought into 
stark relief  the potentially seismic effects of  cu-
ratorial choices, in which the defense of  artistic 
expression is confronted with more complex 
and ambivalent realities. What transpired also 
highlighted the challenges of  curatorial projects 
in places where culture is carving out new forms 
of  social space, often in contexts that are highly 
sensitive, if  not resistant. The experience raised 
important questions as to the impact and the 
responsibilities associated with presenting art in 
our so-called era of  the global. The challenge 
remains as to how to continue to defend the ide-
alism of  such projects without abdicating to the 
innocence of  the wide-eyed. 

Slavs and Tatars
Friendship of  Nations, 2011
Installation, sculpture, objects, archival display, 
and performance
Dimensions variable
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Questions of ethics in curatorial work have be-
come subject to heated debate in the last few 
years. One such question relates to the relation-
ship the art world has—or ought to have—with 
the world political situation, and whether it makes 
sense any more to show art in traditional ways 
that uphold outdated hierarchies, old-fashioned 
values, and cultural biases. Another question 
concerns the ethical obligations of the curator 
with respect to the work of art. I am not so sure 
whether essential questions of human ethics, 
which do apply in clear ways in such fields as law, 
medicine, or education, can be applied directly 
to curating. But as curating as a practice becomes 
more creative and authorial, it increasingly con-
fronts the accusation that curators are using (and, 
the implication seems to be, abusing) works of art 
to illustrate their own personal obsessions. How 
far do our professional ethics allow us to go (and 
can we in fact go too far?) with treating artworks 
as individual elements that can be assembled to 
support a particular curatorial argument?
 Curating is undergoing an irreversible 
trend away from the paradigm of existing solely 
to support, even to serve, artists and artworks. 
“Fair use” ethics with respect to works of art is not 
even where the question seems to begin; rather, 
for many, the outrage stems from the very idea 
that a curator might occupy a subject position. 
God forbid that the artist is not the center of the 
exhibition, or that a curator sees something in an 
artwork that the artist did not consciously intend.
 How assiduously must we obey the original 
motives of the artist when deploying their work in 
an exhibition? Is it unethical to present a piece in a 
context that is outside its sphere of intention, if the 
curator has a clear rationale for why it would work 
well to make a particular argument? The usual so-
lution, of course, is to ask permission: of the art-
ist, or of his or her representatives if the artist is 
deceased. If they are fine with it, then why not? 
Knowingly going against the will of an artist is al-
ways a bad idea and should probably not be done. 
But what if the artist is dead or unreachable, and 

there are no representatives or family members  
left to ask—not even the (frequently formidable) 
widow?
 Rather than offering a definitive answer, I of-
fer a story from my own practice, one that to this 
day still feels unresolved. A number of years ago 
I was researching for a large exhibition in Eastern 
Europe and came across, by pure chance, a large 
number of old negatives by a forgotten photog-
rapher who worked in the 1940s and 1950s. He 
had only ever exhibited his work once. None of 
my colleagues in the region remembered him or 
his pictures. More importantly for my purposes, 
I had no way of knowing what his original intent 
for the work was. There were only negatives, no 
prints. The archive was part of the art history 
department of a university, and no one had paid 
any attention to it for decades. With the help of 
one of the archivists, I made prints from a few 
of the negatives and included them in my show. 
I had no idea if the prints resembled what the  
photographer would have made, or if the size 
or framing would have been acceptable, or if 
he would have approved of my selections and 
groupings.
 Maybe I got it all wrong. Maybe I got only a 
few things wrong and the rest right. Maybe the 
artist would have loved what I did. There was sim-
ply no information, and no one to ask for clues. 
While this is admittedly an unusual case, it is a 
case in point regarding the ethical dilemmas a 
curator regularly faces. I had to make a decision 
between taking the liberty of guessing, and leav-
ing good work untouched in the dusty basement. 
My tendency is usually to ask for forgiveness af-
ter the fact rather than for permission in advance, 
but that is a decision each curator must make for 
themselves. To set out universal rules for the “fair 
and ethical use” of artworks in exhibitions seems 
difficult, and no artist likes the idea of being 
“used,” anyway. If I were an artist, I would want 
curators to present my works in all sorts of con-
texts. The more the merrier. But then again, I am 
not an artist.
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