
THE EXHIBITIONIST 
NO. 7 / JOURNAL ON EXHIBITION MAKING / JANUARY 2013

OVERTURE

CURATORS’ FAVORITES

BACK IN THE DAY

MISSING IN ACTION

ATTITUDE

ASSESSMENTS

TYPOLOGIES

SIX x SIX

REAR MIRROR

CAHIER

7 7NO. 7 / JOURNAL ON EXHIBITION MAKING / JANUARY 2013

THE

EXHIBITIONIST

USD  15
EUR  10
GBP  10 



No. 7                                                                                   JaNuary 2013

contentS

overture 
Chelsea Haines, Jens Hoffmann and Lumi Tan 3

curators’ Favorites 
Ingrid Schaffner    Return Guest: Chambres d’Amis 5
Melanie O’Brian  Camera Elinga: Pieter Janssens Meets Jeff  Wall 9
Miguel Amado Tate Modern and Century City: 
  Two Sides of  the Same Coin  12

Back in the Day 
Zdenka Badovinac   The Scent of  Apricots, or, Back to the USA  16

Missing in Action  
Thomas Hoving I Like Anything That Makes My Blood Rush  24
Introduced by Chelsea Haines  

Attitude 
Terry Smith   Ways of  World-Exhibiting 31

Assessments: Indian Highway
Shanay Jhaveri   London 39 
Geir Haraldseth   Oslo 40
Francesco Stocchi  Rome 50 
Carol Yinghua Lu  Beijing 52 

typologies: the traveling exhibition
Carlos Basualdo Notes on Traveling Exhibitions 55
Susan Hapgood Freedoms, Pitfalls, and the Crab Walk of   
  the Traveling Exhibition Curator 57 
Harrell Fletcher   Localizing the Traveling Exhibition  60 

Six x Six
Iwona Blazwick, Jeffrey Deitch, Norman L. Kleeblatt, 
Sohl Lee, Suzana Milevska, Gayatri Sinha  65

Rear Mirror
Dora Thornton  Shakespeare: Staging the World  79
Janet Bishop The Making of  The Steins Collect 79

cahier
Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev  Some Poems Written During dOCUMENTA (13)

the exhibitionist

Heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali 
stands over fallen challenger Sonny Liston, 
May 25, 1965, in Lewiston, Maine



    32                                                          
        

Overture

Chelsea Haines, Jens Hoffmann, and Lumi Tan

The Exhibitionist was founded in 2010 as a journal by curators, for curators, in which the 
most pertinent questions on exhibition making today would be considered and assessed. 
This mandate often meant looking exclusively at the contemporary art world’s most recent 
currents. While maintaining this core mission, the journal feels ready in its third year to broach  
dialogues beyond the world of  contemporary art, mainstream exhibitions, and biennials by 
developing new editorial formats and commissioning new kinds of  writers to explore themes 
related to exhibition making and culture at large that are as of  yet unaddressed in these pages. 
Regular readers of  The Exhibitionist will find several significant changes in this issue. Most  
notably, it inaugurates a new section, Six x Six, in which we invite six curators from across 
the globe to send us short texts about what they feel are the top six exhibitions since 1945. The 
diversity of  their selections demonstrates that the existing literature on exhibition histories has 
only scratched the surface of  a rich field of  study.
 In this issue, Curators’ Favorites includes contributions on very different exhibition 
formats. Ingrid Schaffner reminisces about Jan Hoet’s watershed exhibition Chambres d’Amis, 
giving a personal and poetic take on her 1986 journey through art installations in domestic 
interiors in the city of  Ghent, Belgium. Melanie O’Brian takes a second look at the modest 
exhibition Camera Elinga: Pieter Janssens Meets Jeff  Wall, held at the Städel Museum in Frankfurt 
in 2002, coincident with Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11; the unexpected but thoroughly 
considered pairing of  the Dutch Golden Age painter and the contemporary Canadian pho-
tographer proved to her that great things can indeed come in small packages. Miguel Amado 
analyzes the birth of  Tate Modern in 2000 by setting up a comparison between its innovative 
(and often controversial) collection display models and its first temporary exhibition, Century 
City: Art and Culture in the Modern Metropolis. That exhibition encapsulated high moments of  
the 20th century in nine global cultural capitals, reconfiguring the art historical narratives of  
Modernism that still dominate most large-scale institutions.
 For Back in the Day, Zdenka Badovinac reflects on the concept of  the local as seen 
through the spirited efforts of  the artist collective Irwin, whose members were so determined 
to bring a 1983 survey of  up-and-coming New York artists to Ljubljana, Slovenia, that they 
re-created the exhibition themselves (keeping its original title, Back to the USA). The mirrored 
and conflicted relationship between the exhibition and the world at large is the subject of  this 
issue’s Attitude, in which Terry Smith describes how dOCUMENTA (13) avoided well-worn 
interpretations of  globalization’s effects on contemporary art.
 In Assessments, four writers tackle Indian Highway. Curated by Hans Ulrich Obrist 
and Julia Peyton-Jones, this large-scale national-survey exhibition originated at Serpentine 
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Chambre d’ami means “guest room,” and back 
in 1986, 250 Belgian francs bought a ticket good 
for admission to 58 of them. Valid from June 21 
through September 21, the ticket issued by 
the Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst in Ghent 
looked like a must-acquire list for a scavenger 
hunt, with the many local street addresses and 
artists’ names arranged in numbered order, each 
with an empty check box. An excerpt:

Raf BUEDTS   Wiedauwkaai 26   <24>   [     ]
Michael BUTHE Hoogstraat 68 <25> [     ]
Günther FÖRG Oude Houtlei 113  <26> [     ]

The numbers corresponded to a guide that came 
with the ticket, which introduced the show’s 
premise and mapped the locations of the private 
homes in which the works by contemporary art-
ists were installed. Ghent is a mildly industrial, 
slightly shabby Flemish city that reached a cul-
tural zenith in the Renaissance, with a cathedral 
and altarpiece (no less than Jan and Hubert Van 
Eyck’s Adoration of the Mystic Lamb [1432]) to 

prove it. Not exactly the kind of place one ex-
pects to ring doorbells and find a Dan Graham 
pavilion in someone’s back garden.
 According to the exhibition guide: “You 
need two days to visit all the houses. Therefore, 
two circuits have been mapped out: Circuit A 
(red) on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. Cir-
cuit B (blue) on Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday.” 
A handful of works were visible without enter-
ing, for instance Norbert Radermacher’s horn-
shaped tin bells on the rooftops of homes hosting 
artists’ works. Lawrence Weiner’s bold graphic 
text in three languages slapped every chambre 
d’ami with an earthy Low Countries welcome: 
MY HOUSE IS YOUR HOUSE / YOUR HOUSE IS MY 
HOUSE / IF YOU SHIT ON THE FLOOR IT GETS 
ON YOUR FEET. Christian Boltanski’s installation, 
visible only at night, cast shadows of a dancing 
paper silhouette around a room and out a win-
dow that could be glimpsed from a nearby café.
 Looking at my pass, which strangely still 
feels valid after all these years, I see checks by 
not quite all the numbers, but enough to earn 

Curators’ Favorites

The Exhibitionist

Chambres d’amis, Museum van 
Hedendaagse Kunst, Ghent, 
1986, showing Daniel Buren’s 
Le décor et son double, 1986

return Guest: Chambres d’amis
Ingrid Schaffner 

Gallery in London in 2008 and then traveled to Oslo, Rome, and Beijing. Shanay Jhaveri, 
Geir Haraldseth, Francesco Stocchi, and Carol Yinghua Lu each examine the show in one 
of  its iterations, analyzing how context and community, as well as form and content, give  
poignancy and meaning to exhibitions. The theme of  the traveling exhibition is carried  
forward in Typologies, in which this ever-growing but frequently unexamined format is 
given proper analysis. As interest in cross-institutional and international exchange in the art 
world grows, more and more exhibitions travel, creating the need to examine how exhibitions 
can most effectively translate and change across different times, spaces, and cultural and  
institutional contexts. Carlos Basualdo, Susan Hapgood, and Harrell Fletcher reflect on their 
own experiences working on traveling exhibitions, the uniqueness of  the process, and the  
opportunities and challenges the format faces today.
 Missing in Action this time offers a reprint of  a text by Thomas Hoving, originally 
published in the March 1982 issue of  Connoisseur. Hoving, former director of  the Metropolitan 
Museum of  Art, was a known proselytizer for the importance of  the work of  art as a unique 
cultural artifact. In the article “I Like Anything That Makes My Blood Rush” he speaks with 
an anonymous collector about the latter’s astounding collection and and idiosyncratic process 
for acquiring new works. The two recent exhibitions discussed in Rear Mirror both share 
iconic authors as their starting points. At the British Museum, Dora Thornton actualized 
William Shakespeare’s texts through a diverse selection of  objects, focusing on the role of  the 
theater in shaping the public’s perception of  London and beyond. San Francisco Museum 
of  Modern Art curator Janet Bishop recounts the experience of  organizing The Steins Collect, 
which reunited the extensive collections of  Gertrude Stein and her brothers to cement their 
unique role in the history of  Modern art as key patrons and participants.
 Finally, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev has given The Exhibitionist a selection of  her poems 
written during the lauded dOCUMENTA (13) as an insert for this issue. These poems give 
unusual insight into Christov-Bakargiev’s thought process and reflections. By publishing her 
poetry, the journal is initiating through experimentation with literary forms an expansion of  
its engagement with exhibition making as a creative and subjective process. This issue is the 
last time Typologies will appear in The Exhibitionist, as the journal shifts its editorial direction 
to focus less on the internal contrivances of  exhibition formats and more on the broader 
popular relevance and cultural contexts in which exhibitions are made and understood.
 While The Exhibitionist remains a journal for curators by curators, the geographical,  
historical, creative, and cross-disciplinary expansion of  our purview indicates a push toward 
broader questions and looser boundaries when it comes to exhibitions and exhibition making. 
We believe that the world of  contemporary art is only one small arena in a vast field of  in-
quiry. If  The Exhibitionist is to remain relevant and establish new discourses rather than simply 
represent timely issues, it must work toward a more holistic understanding of  culture and 
politics, both contemporary and historic. The Exhibitionist will release its next issue in summer 
2013, presenting a renewed structure, editorial board, and mission. To paraphrase one of  our 
heroes, the great Muhammad Ali: We know where we are going and we know the truth, and 
we don’t have to be what anybody wants us to be. We are free to be what we want.
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one BONUS check entitling me to a return visit 
to any three chambres d’amis. No second checks 
were marked in 1986. I’m taking my bonus now.
 I’m surprised to discover that I didn’t write 
anything down when I was there. Especially 
given the intensity with which I experienced my 
first European immersion in a world of contem-
porary art and ideas, by way of what turns out 
to have been one of the milestone exhibitions of 
curatorial practice, I wish I had jotted something 
for future reference. (God knows that as an avid 
American student of Northern European art his-
tory, I do have notes about virtually every panel 
painting I encountered on this same trip.) All I 
find are some crummy snapshots in an envelope, 
stuffed inside my copy of the exhibition’s hefty 
and elegantly designed hardbound catalogue. 
Published in time for the opening, the catalogue 
didn’t document the completed installations but 
was composed instead like a portfolio, allocating 
a section for each artist to represent their own 
project. From these pages and my photos, plus 
some scrounging on the Internet (which yielded 
little), I can piece together some of what made 
this show so resonant.
 The first photo shows what looks like a 
billowing, shabby ghost of a zeppelin, a monu-
mental work by the Belgian artist Panamarenko 
moored in the grand hall of the Museum van 
Hedendaagse Kunst. The point of departure for 
Chambres d’Amis in every way, Ghent’s museum 
of contemporary art was where you bought your 

ticket. It was also where (and why) the museum’s 
director and exhibition curator, Jan Hoet, first 
hatched his plans to infiltrate the city with con-
temporary art. Part of that posse of maverick 
men (Walter Hopps, Pontus Hultén, Kaspar König, 
Harald Szeemann) who kept curatorial practice 
apace with Conceptual art practices in the 1960s 
and 1970s, Hoet had a scheme for Chambres 
d’Amis that went well beyond a typical summer 
museum show. It involved much greater visibil-
ity, and the promotion of a homey sense of com-
fort and everyday appetite for contemporary art. 
It was also part of a larger scheme to win per-
manent independence from the encyclopedic 
Museum of Fine Arts that was then in charge of 
his museum’s collections and acquisitions.
 Of course, Hoet’s long-range plan—in 1999 
S.M.A.K. as we now know it became an indepen-
dent entity—was probably invisible to most of his 
guests at the time. To the approximately 120,000 
visitors, it was simply a huge exhibition featuring 
major names in Conceptual art, Arte Povera, and 
the next generation of artists that was already 
emerging (it was an important early show for Juan 
Muñoz, for example). He invited local residents 
(many of them art collectors) to make a room (or 
rooms) available in their homes for the installa-
tions. Judging by the show’s success, Hoet was 
the perfect host. In the next snapshot, my friend 
and colleague J. pretends to feed Panamarenko’s 
sculpture of alligators in a little pen, Krokodillen 
(1967), with the same artist’s Aeromodeller (Zep-

Curators’ Favorites

Chambre d’amis hosted by Lea 
Caudron and André Vereecken, 
Ghent, 1986, showing Joseph 
Kosuth’s installation Zero & Not

Chambre d’amis hosted by Chantal De Smet, 
Ghent, 1986, showing the installation by 
Robin Winters

pelin, 1969) looming in the background. Clearly 
we were having a good time.
 In the next photo, also taken inside the mu-
seum, J. is waving a copy of the guide, which is 
red like the cheerfully large stripes on the wall 
of what looks like a bedroom, except that we 
are in a gallery. This installation is half of Daniel 
Buren’s Le decor et son double (1986): a mirror-
image re-creation of his Chambres d’Amis hosts 
Annick and Anton Herbert’s minimally furnished 
bedroom (complete with adjoining bathroom), 
where the artist applied his signature papiers 
collés stripes. In the catalogue, Buren titles the 
work in the spirit of a French bedroom farce: 
Pièce en deux actes ou Un acte pour deux pièces  
(Piece in two acts or An act for two pieces). The 
couples’ address is also given. But since Raas 
van Gaverstraat 106 was not one of the ticketed  
destinations, J. and I never found out just exactly 
how faithful a reproduction this chambre d’ami 
was. 
 Who knows (or cares) if, after leaving the 
museum, we took Circuit A or B? Let the snap-
shots create their own order. In the next one, a 
long bow/boat-shaped sculpture, one of Gilberto 
Zorio’s “canoes” rigged with alchemical instru-
ments and substances, stretches the length of 
a living room and touches down in a sunroom, 
like a traveler or a conductor, connecting two 
worlds. In the next, Kazuo Katase’s giant beam 
pokes out the window of an empty room soaked 
in blue light; on the wall is a picture of Hierony-
mus Bosch’s painting Christ Carrying the Cross 
(ca. 1490). Cross and beam visually intersect in 
an installation quietly suffused with references to 
Christian and Buddhist spiritual faith. I remem-
ber being moved by the fact that I had just seen 
that very Bosch painting in the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Ghent.

 In the corner of one living room, the owner’s 
pair of knee-high wooden Congolese figures 
(possibly the only whiff of Belgium’s colonial 
past in the entire exhibition) stand on the floor 
with overturned water glasses resting on their 
heads. This was one of the many mighty slight 
gestures by Robin Winters, who used his space in 
the catalogue to protest the lack of women artists 
in the show: “It is like an insurance convention 
in Norman, Oklahoma. Mainly imported men, 
installed in private homes. I am deeply critical.” 
Winter’s lament is only amplified by the lack of 
racial, class-based, queer, and non-European 
identities that would diversify a similarly large 
group of artists today. One of the few artists to 
push Chambres d’Amis in a political direction 
was Jef Geys, who chose to install his work in the 
homes of lower-class and immigrant residents 
on the urban periphery. He inscribed the ideals 
of the French Revolution—Liberty, Equality, Fra-
ternity—on a series of doors that opened onto 
the walls upon which they were hung, like panel 
paintings.
 Just a train ride away in Arnhem, curator 
Saskia Bos’s Sonsbeek 86—another exhibition 
with a map, this one of site-specific sculptures 
installed in a park—presented works by a rela-
tively more gender-balanced selection of artists, 
many of whom were simultaneously participat-
ing in Chambres d’Amis. The significant number 
of Belgian artists in Hoet’s show, however, dem-
onstrates what careful attention he paid to his  
local constituency when he invited the art world 
to visit the peripheral city of Ghent.
 He did invite four women artists, including 
Maria Nordman, who used her catalogue pages 
to claim her own priority within the project. “This 
work begins with the first visits to Ghent, starting 
in 1968,” she writes of leaving a door ajar in a 
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Camera elinga: Pieter Janssens meets Jeff Wall
Melanie O’Brian

Pieter Janssens Elinga 
Interior with Reading Woman and 
Sweeping Maid, 1665–1670
Oil on canvas

Favorites come and go, and it’s a given that a  
favorite is always determined in context. My  
favorite exhibition is inextricably bound up 
with the circumstances under which I encoun-
tered it. It was 2002, and I was in Germany for 
Documenta 11. Visiting the Städel Museum in 
Frankfurt before heading home, I had the occa-
sion to assess Okwui Enwezor’s undertaking in 
juxtaposition with the Städel Museum’s trajec-
tory of Western art history. 
 At the Städel, I stumbled upon a small- 
scale, one-room, temporary exhibition, Camera  

Elinga: Pieter Janssens Meets Jeff Wall, which 
brought together a tight selection of 17th-
century paintings by Pieter Janssens Elinga 
and late-20th-century photographs by Jeff Wall. 
Across this historical span, the exhibition con-
sidered, on the one hand, the multiple meanings 
of the term “camera” (a private room or interior 
space; a camera obscura, or darkened box with 
an aperture for projecting the outside within; an 
apparatus for taking photographs), and on the 
other, the shared subject of labor. The intimate 
scale demanded close attention to the history 

building in the center of the city “where people 
live and work” to create an unscripted social 
space. Hoet acknowledges Nordman’s claim: 
“Her creations have precisely that dimension 
which Chambres d’Amis is aiming for: in which 
space is no longer a neutral, abstract, aspect . . . 
but a concrete, tangible material affected by life, 
upon which the artist must graft his or her work 
in a flexible, creative way.” 
 The installation in the next photo, perhaps 
more than any other Chambres d’Amis, embod-
ied Hoet’s desire to create curatorial spaces 
that come fully charged with material—psychic, 
historical, architectural, et cetera—for the artist 
to respond to and work with. Here, J. stands in 
front of a neatly cluttered desk in a room that is 
overpowered by an installation of wallpaper by 
Joseph Kosuth. Huge lines of text excerpted from 
Sigmund Freud’s 1901 book The Psychopathol-
ogy of Everyday Life are almost illegible under 
the heavy black lines that redact every word. The 
wallpaper continues outside this room, covering 
every surface that a patient might see when visit-
ing the home office of the analyst and homeown-
er Dr. Andre Vereecken.
 Belgium was home to René Magritte, whose 
surrealism permeated Chambres d’Amis. A the-
atrical still life of a violin, photographed sitting 
on an upholstered chair, could represent the mu-
sic student whose chambre d’ami Jan Vercruysse 
occupied. And in another photo, even if the 
train in Magritte’s 1938 painting Time Transfixed 
doesn’t emerge from one of those two fireplaces, 
the simple spectacle Reiner Ruthenbeck has 
made of clusters of bare lightbulbs hanging 
from the ceiling and nearly touching the floor 
in adjoining empty rooms is still disconcerting. 
Especially combined with the prerecorded play-
ground noises that I remember hearing in the 
background.
 I was surprised to remember the participa-
tion of Paul Thek, who died from AIDS just two 
years later. Forming an intense bond with his 
hosts, who told him he was welcome back any-
time, Thek worked closely with the children of 
the household and their toys. In the foyer, an as-
semblage of household objects looked playful 
at first but was actually profoundly aggressive—
paper tubes turned into an arsenal of nuclear 
missiles—under the weight of the artist’s cata-
logue statement, which began: “Shall I explain it 
all to you? What it all ‘means’?”

 And I shall never forget Bruce Nauman’s in-
stallation. I don’t need a photograph to remem-
ber being led by a uniformed nanny past chil-
dren having their breakfast to a neon-painted 
hangman, with a jumping-jack-flashing erection, 
installed at the top of the home’s staircase.
 In his catalogue essay, Jan Hoet imagined 
the potentially alienating effect of works of art 
in private homes—the shock that guests might 
experience at encountering art under such vul-
nerable and intimate circumstances. He wrote 
that he himself had yet to fully absorb the show’s 
significance, since at the time the catalogue went 
to press, his experience of the art was still form-
ing and impressionistic, and the public had yet to 
arrive. “Chambres d’Amis is a mysterious, sensi-
tive penetration. Art discreetly pervades regions 
where it has been excluded for a long time:  
houses, spaces inhabited by people!”
 Thus the exhibition became a kind of  
research into possibilities that have since pen-
etrated and now percolate throughout curatorial 
and artistic practice. Examples include Project 
Unite, a group exhibition organized in 1993 by 
the artist Christian Philipp Müller. Motivated 
in part by what he perceived as a disengage-
ment with social realities in Chambres d’Amis, 
Müller invited artists to create installations in 
the vacant apartments of a mostly depopulated 
mega-structure designed by Le Corbusier for 
the French city of Firminy, itself an industrial 
ruin. Artists, residents, and viewers attended the 
opening, where tensions were running so high, 
a fight broke out. More recently, at more deluxe 
accommodations, the spectacle of visitors wan-
dering all over Kassel, maps in hand, for Carolyn 
Christov-Bakargiev’s dOCUMENTA (13)—which 
spread through museums and parks and gen-
erally infiltrated spaces all over the city—was 
deeply reminiscent of Chambres d’Amis. 
 Chambres d’Amis was much more than a 
sprawling group show inhabiting domestic and 
oddball spaces. In terms of my own work, I think 
its biggest impact involved being part of a public 
that was so thoroughly engaged in being present 
for art. For one summer, Jan Hoet made Ghent a 
pilgrimage site for contemporary art—its mani-
festations and its mysteries. And I am increas-
ingly amazed when I think of all of the individual, 
creative, cultural, municipal, governmental, phil-
anthropic, and administrative forces that had to 
be inspired, cajoled, and leveraged to make it 

the success it was. (Paul Thek would have known 
another Pied Piper when he met one.) When-
ever he is asked if he would do another Cham-
bres d’Amis, Hoet dismisses the possibility as too 
touristic. So, should I be embarrassed to say how 
much I loved the chance to go inside strangers’ 
homes, see their stuff, and generally enjoy such 
a friendly view of life in foreign city? 
 I was recently back in Ghent doing re-
search for an upcoming exhibition of the work 
of Jason Rhoades, who was one of several artists 
to participate in This Is the Show and the Show Is 
Many Things, a 1994 exhibition aimed at making 

artists feel at home in a museum; the exhibition 
unfolded over time and over the process of them 
making their work. Organized by the curator 
Bart de Baere at the Museum van Hedendaagse 
Kunst, with Jan Hoet at the helm, the exhibition 
posited a link between Chambres d’Amis’s lively 
embrace of artists and their work, and the bur-
geoning practice of Relational Aesthetics. After 
I left the museum, I wandered out into the city, 
expecting to feel some special familiarity. In-
stead I felt the opposite. Without a ticket, a map, 
open doors, art, and an animating public, the city 
seemed sealed shut, like a place that never was.
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and aesthetics of the work and to the form of the 
single-room institutional exhibition: in this case, 
an exhibition in a “camera” about the multiple 
meanings of “camera.”
 It was an unexpectedly productive punctu-
ation mark in the retroactive process of reading 
Documenta, with its mega-size, mega–viewing 
demands, and multiple platforms. Documenta 11 
was not a historical project but an attempt to 
make sense of rapidly shifting global condi-
tions. It looked at postcolonial experience, mi-
gration, and urbanization through documen-
tary photography, film, and video from a wide 
swath of artists, many from African countries. 
Enwezor’s redress of gaps in contemporary art 
discourse and his expansion of what the insti-
tution of Documenta could be were more com-
pelling and reflective of a contemporary, global 
worldview than Camera Elinga was. But the latter 
got me thinking about the exhibition itself as a 
form, and how it addresses audiences. The scale 
and location of Camera Elinga positioned view-
ers to consider its exploration of the “camera” 
as contextualized inside a gallery, itself inside a 
collecting institution. It has become important to 
my own practice not as a groundbreaking show 
or an instance of curatorial risk taking, but as an 
example of how, in resisting the grand gesture, a 
traditional and modestly scaled exhibition can 
be rigorous and reflexive in its own right.
 Camera Elinga also revealed in a new light 
a contemporary artist who was already of par-
ticular significance to me. Home for me is Van-
couver, a young, peripheral city that has gained 
visibility in the contemporary art world mainly 
due to artists who take the city as their subject. 
It is an understatement to say that Jeff Wall occu-
pies a significant position in Vancouver’s cultural 
history. Although his photo-conceptual work is 
consistently understood as having a complex 
engagement with the past, it is not often that one 
has the opportunity to see it in direct dialogue 
with historical work.1 Wall’s pictures address not 
only art history and theory, but also social rela-
tions and cultural mnemonics, and it was this 
long, wide memory that informed Camera Elinga.
 As a curator operating outside of museo-
logical conditions—working almost exclusively 
with contemporary artists in non-collecting 
institutions, public spaces, or in the form of 
publications—contextualizing contemporary 
practice has typically meant looking back only 

a few decades or offering contexts hinging on 
popular culture. In bringing Janssens Elinga, a 
Dutch Golden Age painter (and a contemporary 
of Vermeer)2 forward, Camera Elinga asked the 
viewer to see his work simultaneously as con-
temporary and as part of a historical framework. 
In reading Wall’s work against this historical 
referent, the understanding of the painting of 
everyday life in modernist terms expanded to 
include a relationship with 17th-century Dutch 
painting and aesthetics. Camera Elinga hinged 
on Wall’s large-scale backlit transparency 
Morning Cleaning, Mies van der Rohe Foundation, 
Barcelona (1999) and its resemblance to an inti-
mately scaled painting in the Städel collection 
by Janssens Elinga, Interior with Reading Woman 
and Sweeping Maid (1665–70). The exhibition in-
cluded a selection of additional works by both 
artists, including small-scale “still lives” by Wall 
such as Diagonal Composition (1993). Janssens 
Elinga is perhaps best known for his use of the 
“perspective box,” a device combining painting, 
architectural elements, and a camera obscura,3 
and the show elucidated and complicated the 
connections among camera-based modes of 
picture making and exhibition making.
 Curated by Leon Krempel, Camera Elinga 
was institutionally standard in terms of its 
design: careful juxtapositions of works based 
on their subjects and aesthetics. The works’ 
shared focus on light and surface (the need 
for illumination in order to inhabit and capture 
these interior spaces) demanded close reading. 
The exhibition structure offered a heightened  
sensorial encounter with the work, since Wall’s 
lightbox literally illuminated Janssens Elinga’s 
paintings, encouraging an understanding of 
the dual forces of projection and capture in 
their respective processes of production (and 
their shared aspects of painting and photogra-
phy). The diminutive paintings and large backlit 
transparency contained in the exhibition space 
forced a formal focus on the details of the spaces 
depicted: the cast light, geometries, color pal-
ette, architecture, furnishings, figures. The fig-
ures in Morning Cleaning and Interior with Read-
ing Woman and Sweeping Maid are absorbed in 
their tasks, seemingly not acting for the picture 
but “being in it,” as Michael Fried noted in a text 
on Jeff Wall’s work.4 The exhibition supported 
Wall in his claim to work within the long view 
of history: “The historical image I want to cre-

Jeff  Wall
Morning Cleaning, Mies van 
der Rohe Foundation, Barcelona, 
1999 
Transparency in lightbox, 
187 x 351 cm

ate is the one which recognizes the complexity 
of the experience we must have every day in 
developing relationships with the past.”5 It also 
supported the institution’s collecting activity as 
functioning on a long continuum.6 While contem-
porary art exhibitions in non-collecting spaces 
frequently have a tendency toward historical 
amnesia in their attempts to present the “now,” 
many recent biennials and large-scale exhibi-
tions, Documenta included, are bringing back 
art historical and museological approaches.
 Camera Elinga examined an art historical 
trajectory that illuminated the depiction of labor 
undertaken to maintain contemplative, interior, 
status-inflected spaces. Wall’s cleaner, working 
early in the day before visitors arrive, shows the 
labor required to preserve the crisp, transpar-
ent windows and walls in Mies’s iconic pavilion. 
Wall has commented that cleaning is mysteri-
ous, since, if it is successful, the labor erases 
itself.7 Janssens Elinga’s work also centers on a 
cleaning activity (sweeping) done behind the 
scenes in a space of contemplation that focus-
es on artistic reflection and representation (the 
painter himself is seen through the doorway). I 
believe the labor of cleaning in the maintenance 
of a surface or a public appearance has a par-
allel in a curator’s work of taking care of a col-
lection, presenting work in the best context and 
conditions—in other words, in the best “light.”8 
The labor of exhibition making is suggested as 
a subject in Camera Elinga, as the viewer cannot 
help being aware of the gallery as an interior 
space maintained by unseen hands. In illumi-
nating these overlooked activities, the artists (in 

their picture making) and the exhibition (in its 
self-reflexive juxtapositions) made visible cer-
tain social conditions and experiences of class 
within rarefied cultural contexts.
 The question of light and the subject 
of labor in Camera Elinga leads me back to 
Documenta 11, where Wall’s After Invisible Man 
by Ralph Ellison, the Preface (2001) was pre-
sented. The work’s subject addresses in part the 
political, social, and intellectual issues of 20th-
century African American identity, and was con-
sistent with Enwezor’s project. The protagonist 
and narrator of Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel Invis-
ible Man lives in a basement room filled with 
hundreds of lightbulbs. From this underground 
perspective he works to make sense of his posi-
tion in society: “Light confirms my reality, gives 
birth to my form. . . . Without light I am not only 
invisible but formless as well; and to be unaware 
of one’s form is to live a death.”9

 Narrated retrospectively, looking into a 
past with a consciousness of the form of his-
tory, Ellison’s words parallel Wall’s engagement 
with photography as a medium and subject. 
Wall’s image depicts the man in the subterra-
nean room, sitting with his back to the camera 
under an astounding canopy of bulbs, some lit 
and some burned out, absorbed in the labor of 
drying dishes. As a lightbox it explicitly engag-
es with its own form and production as a photo-
graphic object. The notion that an awareness of 
“form” (material, historical, aesthetic, sociopo-
litical) is crucial to avoid living a deadened exis-
tence seems an apt way to describe how Camera 
Elinga operated as a curatorial endeavour, and 
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To exhaustively examine London’s Tate Mod-
ern—one of the four Tate museums—more than 
a decade after its opening is a Herculean task, 
given the many possible angles of approach. As 
the art historian T. J. Demos observes, “The Tate 
is not some monolithic entity operating under 

a single law. . . . If Tate Modern is exemplary of 
the museum in the age of globalization . . . it is 
because today’s global museum is a space of 
conflict.”1 But if one looks back to its “zero de-
gree,” what was the thinking behind its formative 
identity?

tate MOdern and Century City: 
twO sides Of the saMe COin 

Miguel Amado

Century City installation view, 
Tate Modern, London, 2001, 
showing the Lagos room

why it has persisted in my thinking about suc-
cessful exhibition making. 
 Camera Elinga is not canonical within the 
history of exhibitions, but it reignited a tradi-
tional model against the backdrop of a massive 
contemporary exhibition that sought to chal-
lenge such traditions. It subtly engaged with 
colonial and postcolonial histories, positioning 
itself within the longer histories captured by the 
Städel’s collection. For me, it was a reminder that 
such a gesture should not be considered small, 
but rather a reaffirmation of the form’s viability 
and capacity to shift how we see.

notes

1. The Vancouver Art Gallery, the city’s municipal public 
museum, has a strong collection focusing on regional  
practices from the 20th century and an excellent  
international photographic collection, but original  
historical works are rarely shown in this context.

2. Born to Gisbrecht Janssens, Pieter Janssens changed his 
name to Pieter Elinga in 1653. For clarity, “Pieter Janssens 
Elinga” is used throughout this text.

3. The camera obscura was used as a portable drawing tool 
in the 17th century. The perspective box is an optical device 
that allows an artist to create a convincing illusion of an in-
terior space, such as a 17th-century Dutch domestic interior. 
Employing a complex perspectival construction and mirrors, 
the inside walls of a wooden box are painted to simulate the 
space, and the scene is viewed through a peephole.

4. Michael Fried, “Jeff Wall, Wittgenstein, and the Everyday,” 
Critical Inquiry (spring 2007): 512. Here Fried also describes 
the idea of Mies Van Der Rohe’s pavilion as a camera.

5. Ibid., 511, Michael Fried quoting Jeff Wall.

6. Founded in 1815 by a Frankfurt banker/merchant, the 
Städel is known for its Old Master works but also collects 
works by contemporary artists, including Andreas Gursky and 
Thomas Struth. (Jeff Wall is not represented in the collection.)

7. Craig Burnett, Jeff Wall (London: Tate, 2005): 90.

8. Thanks to Antonia Hirsch for this observation.

9. Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Signet Books, the 
New American Library, 1952): 10.

 When Tate Modern was inaugurated in 
2000, the presentation of its collection was a 
critical question. Curators Iwona Blazwick and 
Frances Morris, among others at Tate, sought 
a paradigm shift in collection display models, 
and it generated a major debate. One journalist 
wrote in The Economist: “Tate Modern jumbles 
works from different periods together, linking 
them by intellectual theme. So Monet’s water  
lilies are placed opposite a black-and-white 
splattery Richard Long, linked apparently by a 
shared interest in landscape.”2

 Spanning the 20th century, the works were 
arranged not chronologically, as was then typi-
cal in museum practice, but through “thematic 
constructions” such as “History/Memory/Soci-
ety,” “Nude/Action/Body,” “Landscape/Matter/
Environment,” and Still Life/Object/Real Life.”3 

These groupings were scattered across four 
suites of galleries, each room conjuring a fresh 
understanding of traditional art genres. Those 
“thematic constructions” have been restructured 
over the years, the regular rotation of works  
permitting continuous change in the presen-
tation of—and public understanding of—Tate 
Modern’s holdings.
 Pairings such as Claude Monet and Richard 
Long epitomize the curators’ early ambition. 
According to the art historian Terry Smith, they 
were “contemporizing the modern.”4 But Morris 
recalls audiences as being utterly puzzled by 
the taking of works “too far out of familiar terri-
tory and associations.”5 Smith explains: “To open 
a museum of modern art at time . . . when other 
museums . . . were taking the currency of contem-
porary art for granted was to invite, at the very 
least, paradox.”6

 Tate Modern’s new and controversial col-
lection display model was inspired by what 
Morris calls the “experimental and speculative 
vehicle of the temporary exhibition,” which usu-
ally operated in opposition to the “institutionally 
authored ‘canonical’ narratives of the collection 
that were then the norm.”7 How did this antago-
nism inform such a curatorial move, exactly?  
According to the curators, recent developments 
in the temporary exhibition have taken as their 
subject “art inspired not by aesthetic inner ne-
cessity, but by external coercion or the equally 
powerful compulsion of extreme suffering.”8

 By “aesthetic inner necessity” they are re-
ferring specifically to the Eurocentric paradigm 

of the evolution of art that predominated in mu-
seum practice until recently. The key advocate of 
this theory was Alfred H. Barr Jr., the first director 
of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, whose 
famous 1936 diagram for the Cubism and Abstract 
Art show privileged European avant-garde 
movements that advanced painterly abstraction. 
This line of thought started most Western mod-
ern art collecting institutions down a path that  
focused almost exclusively on the powerful 
NATO alliance countries.
 A lack of geographical diversity was the 
main criticism faced by the Tate collection (and 
those of similar large-scale institutions) when 
Tate Modern opened. Its curators acknowledged 
the difficulty of exploring artistic practice from 
regions beyond the West retrospectively. There-
fore, an acquisitions policy was put in motion 
aiming at addressing that. In the meantime, 
shortcomings could be circumvented not only 
via the new collection display model but also via 
the temporary exhibitions program. If it was nec-
essary to bring the innovations of the temporary 
exhibition into the realm of the collection, it was 
equally important to expand the thinking behind 
the temporary exhibition toward globality.
 This premise was clear from the very first 
temporary exhibition that Tate Modern orga-
nized: Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern 
Metropolis.9 The show addressed cultural prac-
tices in nine world cities, from the classical  
artistic centers of Paris, Vienna, Moscow, New 
York, and London to the alternative hot spots 
of Rio de Janeiro; Tokyo; Lagos, Nigeria; and 
Mumbai, India. More or less all of the 20th century 
was covered, with a period assigned to each  
metropolis: Paris between 1905 and 1915, for  
instance, or Mumbai between 1992 and 2001.10

 Century City did not take as its subject mat-
ter the city as such, but rather the modern as an 
idea and experience understood through the 
lens of the city. Lars Nittve, then Tate Modern’s 
director, described the show as focusing on the 
“cultural flashpoints” that had illuminated the 
20th century.11 If one replaces “cultural flash-
points” with “thematic constructions,” it sounds 
quite like the reasoning that presided over the 
collection display model that Blazwick and 
Morris were exploring. One could thus think of 
Century City as the doppelgänger of the display 
model Tate Modern envisaged for its collection.
 Another attribute that Century City shared 
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where, the Lagos section, with its myriad unfamil-
iar cultural references, was quite informative for 
me. Today, however, the elegantly installed Rio 
de Janeiro section in the fourth-floor galleries 
still resonates the most. Radical experiments in 
abstraction have never been so powerful as the 
efforts of Hélio Oiticica and his Neo-Concretist 
fellows, with their sensuous combinations of col-
or and the geometric.
 Blazwick noted that the featured metropolis-
es were both “culturally distinct and emblematic 
of wider global tendencies.”16 To overtly address 
globalization in 2001 was a paradigmatic shift 
in museum practice, the shock waves of which 
were widely felt. Century City was followed by 
other projects that also gave this matter serious 
consideration, including solo shows devoted to 
Oiticica and his fellow Brazilian Cildo Meireles 
(2007 and 2009, respectively). The Guggen-
heim’s UBS MAP Global Art Initiative, announced 
in 2012, and the Museum of Modern Art’s C-MAP, 
launched in 2009, are examples of other interna-
tional initiatives that large-scale institutions have 
taken on.
 Further steps must be taken, however, if 
Western museums truly want to embody a pro-
gressive agenda. The question is not so easily 
solved as simply starting to purchase works by 
non-Western artists for one’s collection, or pro-
moting a temporary exhibitions program that 
connects the West with the non-West. At Tate 
Modern and elsewhere, the new task at hand is 
to represent art from the globe “as a process of 
democratic inclusion and equality, rather than 
one that repeats familiar political and economic 
hierarchies,”17 as Demos pointed out. It is a risk 
that remains to be undertaken. 
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Century City installation view, Tate Modern, London, 2001, showing the 
Rio de Janeiro room

Century City installation view, Tate Modern, London, 2001, showing 
the Mumbai room

with Tate Modern’s new collection display mod-
el was the geography it covered, which helps  
explain its relationship, as the museum’s first 
temporary exhibition, vis-à-vis the museum’s 
self-definition as an institution. Nittve declared: 
“The global remit of Century City indicates Tate 
Modern’s ambition to widen . . . a Western con-
cept of internationalism—in the case of modern 
museums often synonymous . . . with the NATO 
alliance [countries]—to one which is truly world-
wide.”12 Hence the selection of metropolises  
beyond the West, on different continents.13

 The geographical plurality was mirrored by 
the wide range of artistic disciplines on view. For 
Nittve, Century City illustrated that art “does not 
develop in isolation, but rather in dialogue with 
a wide variety of cultural expressions such as 
design, architecture, film, dance, music, and lit-
erature.”14 While the collection played catch-up 
in some of these art forms, the temporary exhibi-
tions program could carry the weight of making 
sure all these “cultural expressions” were being 
presented.15

 In the West, the city of Paris has always 
been closely associated with the emergence of 
Modernism—and not only in art. Literary and 

other kinds of experimentation were also deep-
ly ingrained in the mindset of the avant-garde 
there. Therefore, the curatorial starting point for 
Century City could have only been inspired by 
Paris—its cosmopolitan exuberance and intel-
lectual rigor. Pivotal periods in other metropolis-
es were selected according to peaks of contami-
nation between cultural production and social 
phenomena.
 There was the Paris of Fauvism and Cubism, 
then, juxtaposed with the New York of the SoHo 
community, the London of the YBAs, and the 
1992–93 riots of Mumbai. Other subjects in-
cluded Vienna in the decadence of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, revolutionary Moscow of the 
late 1910s and 1920s, and Lagos in the inaugu-
ral moments of Nigerian independence. Japan’s 
late-1960s consumerist boom and Brazil’s 1950s 
utopias were the backdrop for a survey of Tokyo 
and Rio de Janeiro’s fusion of Western styles with 
local sensibilities.
 The design of Century City mimicked the 
chaotic nature of the metropolis. When I saw the 
show, the Mumbai section in Turbine Hall easily 
caught my eye with its massive Bollywood hand-
painted posters and other pop materials. Else-
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In the summer of  1983, the Slovenian artists Andrej Savski and Roman  
Uranjek went apricot picking in southern Switzerland. They earned enough 
money for a trip to Paris, where Savski pilfered a copy of  the Back to the USA 
exhibition catalogue from a bookstore. 
 It was an eventful summer for them. Uranjek had gotten the idea to 
travel from Slovenia to Switzerland because his professor of  painting at the 
Academy of  Fine Arts in Ljubljana had warmly recommended to her stu-
dents that they go to the Kunstmuseum in Lucerne to see Back to the USA, 
which represented the latest information on what was happening in the New 
York art scene. After its appearance in Lucerne, the show was scheduled to 
travel to the Rheinisches Landesmuseum in Bonn, Germany, which was the 
organizer of  the exhibition, and then to the Württembergischer Kunstverein 
in Stuttgart, Germany. Its subtitle, Pattern & Decoration, New Image, New Wave, 
New Expressionism, Graffiti / Amerikanische Kunst der Siebziger und Achtziger (Ameri-
can Art of  the Seventies and Eighties) gives an idea of  what was on view. 
 In those days Savski and Uranjek socialized a lot with the members of  the 
multimedia artist group Laibach and with Marko Kovačič, Dušan Mandič, 
Bojan Štokelj, and Borut Vogelnik; with the latter four they formed the group 
Irwin in October 1983. Kovačič and Štokelj left the group relatively soon and 
were replaced by Miran Mohar, who remains an Irwin member to this day. 
Even before Irwin was formally founded, all of  its members had painted graf-
fiti, depicting mainly partisan fighters being tortured during World War II. 
They’d also begun discussing arrangements for a group show at the Students’ 
Culture Center in Ljubljana, or the ŠKUC Gallery for short. They were  
accepted into the gallery exhibitions program, but because it was booked for 
the rest of  the calendar year, their exhibition was scheduled to take place the 
following year, 1984.

Back to the USA installation view, ŠKUC Gallery, Ljubljana, Slovenia, 1984

BaCk in the Day

the sCent Of apriCOts, 
Or, baCk to the usa

Zdenka Badovinac

The Exhibitionist
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 That Orwellian year was fateful in many respects. It symbolized a transi-
tion from the old forms of  totalitarianism (society of  discipline) to the new 
ones (society of  control) and that was the focus of  the work of  the Neue 
Slowenische Kunst (NSK). NSK was founded in Slovenia, the westernmost 
Yugoslavian republic, by three groups: the multimedia group Laibach (found-
ed in 1980), the visual arts group Irwin (founded in 1983), and the theater 
group Sester Scipio Nasica (founded in 1983 and lasting until 1987).1 The 
NSK made a distinctive mark on the art of  the 1980s in the territory of  for-
mer Yugoslavia, where after the death of  President Josip Broz Tito in 1980 
various processes of  democratization were initiated by numerous social and 
cultural initiatives. Laibach, the first of  the NSK groups to be founded, wrote 
in its 1982 manifesto: “Art and totalitarianism are not mutually exclusive,” 
thus intimating its aim to expose the totalitarianism of  socialist society by 
outwardly identifying with its imagery. All the NSK art groups adopted the 
same retrograde principle from the beginning, based on appropriating seem-
ingly contradictory elements of  socialist and Nazi art; historical, particularly 
Russian avant-gardes; national art; socialist ideology; and new forms of  
media control. One of  the key characteristics of  NSK was about abandoning  
individual authorship and following a collective aesthetic principle. 
 Irwin’s painting could be described as having the form of  appropriation 
art, but with crucial conceptual differences. Their adoption of  images from 
all possible sources was not a comment on postmodern values, but a deliber-
ate reference to the eclecticism of  marginal cultures, which the cultures of  
the Yugoslavian nations were. Eclecticism became a concept for Irwin, but 
a concept that was in dialogue with everything that contemporary art was 
concerned with at the time, including, first and foremost, the deconstruction 
of  authorship and originality. 
 What became a universal principle in the 1980s was on another level 
an old trauma of  marginal cultures. Irwin’s major concerns were the local 
traumas of  delay and the copying of  the styles of  dominant cultures. But 
these new concepts, articulated in art and theory, became tools for Irwin 
to turn disadvantages into advantages. Why remain traumatized about be-
ing perpetually behind the times if  linear time has been abolished anyway? 
Why strive for originality if  the author is dead? And why worry about being  

Back in the Day

unable to host an expensive traveling show of  American art if  one can  
simply copy it?
 The Irwin artists were irritated by what they perceived as a lack of   
confidence among Slovenian artists, who would employ foreign aesthetic  
approaches to paint local motifs, such as a hayrack. So the young artists put 
the two minuses together to get a positive result. They decided to prioritize 
non-originality not only in terms of  style but also in the choice of  motif. They 
adopted the stag from the Laibach group, figuring that nothing in art was 
natural or original, and that wild nature is more familiar to us from art than 
from firsthand experience. The stag remains one of  the central motifs used 
both by Irwin and Laibach to this day. 
 In the early years Irwin appropriated, in addition to some of  the Laibach 
motifs, also the name itself. Laibach is the German name for Ljubljana, the 
capital of  Slovenia, and was used officially during the time of  the Nazi oc-
cupation in World War II. The industrial rock band adopted this German 
name to provoke the socialist authorities, as they did also by performing in 
military uniforms. It soon became blatantly obvious that Laibach was using 
the language of  other totalitarianisms to critique the totalitarianism then in 
power, which led to the band being officially banned from using its name, and 
thus from working, in 1983; the ban was not lifted until 1987. While it was 
in place, Irwin assumed the name Laibach and signed their icon paintings as 
Laibach Kunst.
 Back to the USA excellently captured the zeitgeist of  the new trends in 
Western art. The young Slovenian artists wanted all that information to come 
to Yugoslavia as well. They were aware of  how nearly impossible this was, 
since exhibitions providing insight into current developments in Western art 
came to Yugoslavia—or to Eastern Europe in general—by mistake rather 
than by rule. Compared to other Eastern European countries, Yugoslavia was 
relatively open to the art of  the Western world; Ljubljana, for instance, held 

1. At the same time that they 
formed NSK, the three groups 
founded a fourth group, called 
New Collectivism, which 
has consisted over the years 
of members of each of the 
founding groups. Later, other 
groups joined NSK, of which 
the most active has been 
the Department of Pure and 
Applied Philosophy.

Back to the USA installation view, ŠKUC 
Gallery, Ljubljana, Slovenia, 1984, showing 
work by Andrej Savski

Back to the USA installation view, ŠKUC 
Gallery, Ljubljana, Slovenia, 1984, showing 
work by Roman Uranjek
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the International Biennial of  Graphic Arts, which regularly presented promi-
nent Western artists, but there was little freedom of  choice when it came 
to international exhibitions. These were generally distributed by a central 
department for cultural cooperation in Belgrade, which received offers of  
exhibitions on the basis of  reciprocal agreements between states. Even if  it 
had been possible to bring Back to the USA to Ljubljana, in this general state 
of  apathy the idea never occurred to anyone—except, of  course, to the five 
future Irwin members. 
 They became increasingly determined, and they succeeded, but in a  
manner typical of  Irwin. They procured local “doubles” of  some of  the Amer-
ican artists featured in the original show (Nicholas Africano, John Ahearn, 
Jonathan Borofsky, Richard Bosman, Neil Jenney, Matt Mullican, Tom Ot-
terness, and Cindy Sherman—artists whose works were filled with personal 
poetics and motifs of  everyday existence, popular culture, and anxieties of  
urban life), and presented the doubles instead. The doubles did not necessar-
ily take the works in the Back to the USA exhibition catalogue as their points of  
departure, either. Faithful to their principles, Irwin orchestrated copies of  the 
motifs rather than the works per se.
 Marko Kovačič, for instance, repeated Jonathan Borofsky’s motif  
Hammering Man, which Borofsky first used in 1979 and then repeated in dif-
ferent scales and variants over a number of  years. Borofsky’s Hammering Man 
symbolizes the worker in all of  us. Kovačič produced similar free-standing 
figures but added the word “Strike” as a criticism of  the status of  laborers in 
socialist Yugoslavia.
 Roman Uranjek also focused on Borofsky after seeing a photograph of  
Borofsky’s Man with Briefcase (1982) at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen 
in Rotterdam, the Netherlands. The photograph of  the work in the skylight 
presented a challenge, due to the distorted perspective. Uranjek decided to 
make a copy of  the work for ŠKUC Gallery that would be installed on the 
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ceiling as well, but in a way that actually distorted the man so that the head-
to-body ratio was 1:3 instead of  1:7. This was Uranjek’s way of  conveying 
that, for him, a reproduction was a more important source of  information 
than the original.
 Andrej Savski copied paintings by Robert Kushner and Neil Jenney. In 
Kushner’s case he followed the motifs and the basic style of  pattern painting, 
with only minor transformations of  textures and patterns. With Jenney he 
took an older work, a three-dimensional installation titled The Press Piece 
(1969), and rendered it in Jenney’s “bad” painting style.
 Bojan Štokelj referred to John Ahearn’s 1981–82 series of  portraits of  
black and Hispanic people from his neighborhood. Štokelj portrayed a num-
ber of  his friends, including some of  the members of  Irwin, in the manner of  
Ahearn. 
 Borut Vogelnik repeated the motifs in Richard Bosman’s painting Sunday 
Morning (1982), which was reproduced in black and white in the Back to the 
USA catalogue. Vogelnik executed the motifs of  a man, a woman, and what 
looks like an after-sex cigarette in a black-and-white woodcut, opting for 
printmaking to underscore the concept of  repetition. The three prints follow 
one another in the manner of  comic strip frames.
 Dušan Mandič referred directly to Cindy Sherman’s series of  photo-
graphs Untitled Film Stills (1977–80), in which she photographed herself  in 
poses evoking movie stars. He worked together with Marina Gržinić, filming 
her in similar poses, thus bringing Sherman’s stills to life. 
 This collaboration by Gržinić and Mandič must be mentioned in con-
nection with another work in the show, a work that is important in terms of  
the broader Yugoslavian context in which this unique concept of  copying 
evolved. Pioneering work in this vein had been done by Goran Đorđević, 
who was not involved in conceptualizing the Ljubljana version of  Back to the 
USA but who had developed a special concept of  copying between 1979 and 
1985 and had two important presentations at the ŠKUC Gallery before the 
Ljubljana Back to the USA show: Harbingers of  the Apocalypse in 1981 and Exhibi-
tion of  Paintings and Sculptures: Copies in March 1984. Harbingers of  the Apocalypse 
had previously been staged in his apartment in Belgrade. On that occasion 
Đorđević sent slides and Polaroid shots of  a drawing, specifically a landscape 
with dead trees and a skull and crossbones, to acclaimed international art-
ists with the request that they make a copy. Among the people he’d sent a 
slide to was Jonathan Borofsky, who returned a miniature copy, a drawing 
on plastic film, reminiscent of  a black-and-white slide, only slightly larger 
than the 35-millimeter standard. Mandič made a huge graffiti copy based on 
Borofsky’s copy, adding the text: “For the warm reasons to the cold regions.”
 A catalogue of  sorts accompanied the ŠKUC Gallery Back to the USA 
exhibition. Basically a fanzine, it also included two seminal texts that are still 
relevant to an understanding of  all of  Irwin’s subsequent work. “The Retro 

Back to the USA installation view, ŠKUC Gallery, 
Ljubljana, Slovenia, 1984, showing work by 
Mare Kovačič
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Principle: The Dictate of  the Motif,” written by Andrej Savski and Roman 
Uranjek, clearly lays out the main Irwin concept of  the retro-principle. It is 
not defined as a new trend in art, but “a principle of  thought, a way of  behav-
ing and acting, founded on reinterpretation and re-creation of  artworks from 
the past. . . . The retro-principle ensures constant variability of  the language 
of  art and moving from one form of  artistic expression to another, following 
the dictate of  motif.”
 The other text, entitled “Back to the USA,” was written by Borut Vogelnik 
and Miloš Gregorič and is mainly concerned with a critique of  then-current 
conditions of  art making. It describes recent drastic reductions in the public 
funding of  art, and how these had affected the status of  freelance artists in 
socialist society, which the two artists describe as class-structured. They inter-
pret the Ljubljana Back to the USA show as a radical unmasking of  an ideology 
that presents art as universality with local motifs grafted onto it. Such “local 
universality,” they say, is in the service of  the then-socialist ideology, which 
needed neutral art to exploit it for the needs of  a quasi-market and, more 
importantly, to camouflage any position “through which heterogeneous au-
thoritative criteria and perspectives can penetrate artistic production.” This 
criticism referred primarily to the New Image painting, which was very popu-
lar at the time; it had taken the Slovenian museums and galleries by storm 
and sold well, despite the fact that the local art market was undeveloped. The 
New Image painting made Slovenian artists feel they were part of  an interna-
tional trend and up to date; at the same time, it was such a neutral trend that 
the authorities did not perceive it as a threat, as they did the art of  the NSK. 
 Today, 30 years later, in a time of  severe economic and political crisis in 
Slovenia, such writing seems more topical than ever. The Ljubljana Back to 
the USA exhibition pointed out and critiqued universal localness—a localness 
that equals material conditions of  production, the one truly universal basis of  
artistic production.
 In 2011, the Ljubljana rendition of  Back to the USA was partly repeated 
with a selection of  works presented at the October Salon show in Belgrade.2 
As the exhibition catalogue put it, this “reenactment of  a reenactment”  
underscored current issues of  cultural politics in former Yugoslavia. It high-
lighted the experience of  art in the 1980s, when art played an active and 
effective role in shaping civil society, contributing to the fall of  the socialist 
regime. It drew attention to what Yugoslavian society had turned into, and to 
the conditions under which artists work today. The current economic crisis, 
in which the welfare state—one of  the best facets of  former Yugoslavia—is 
dying, is becoming a handy tool for silencing socially critical art. 
 And the idea of  localness, in the sense of  folklore, which sells well, is 
again becoming topical. Cutting funds for culture and education destroys the 
roots of  critical thought and lays the groundwork for future dictatorships. 

The Ljubljana Back to the USA show had an incomparably more radical charge 
than the contemporaneous local version of  the New Image painting or New 
Expressionism, which were influenced primarily by these trends in Italian 
and German painting. Both Irwin and the New Image and New Expression-
ist painters directly referred to their locality, but in radically different ways. 
While the former focused on local material conditions, the latter were fasci-
nated by the genius loci, recognizable in their use of  a general local iconogra-
phy unrelated to the historical moment of  the 1980s.
 The members of  Irwin stood for a wholly different, active locality. Using 
the method of  over-identification, they unmasked, together with like-minded 
fellow artists from the NSK collective, the symptoms of  the local dictatorship, 
striving at the same time to increase the influence the margins had on defining 
international art.
 The Ljubljana Back to the USA exhibition points out the significance of  
the singularity of  narration—in this case, the narration of  then-prevalent 
trends in Western art. The singularity of  narration that cannot be controlled 
or transformed must become genuine historicizing material, a model of  read-
ing the art of  diverse localities, with the West being just one of  these localities. 
Nowadays, universal history is being replaced by a plurality of  narratives 
based on this idea of  singularity. With it, the narratives acquire a certain  
quality of  oral histories—that is, unique testimonies that are becoming  
parallel to histories produced from a position of  power and a long-standing 
tradition of  writing.
 This text is a result of  the oral histories of  individual participants in the 
Ljubljana Back to the USA exhibition. It is a result of  memories triggered by the 
scent of  apricots.

Translated from Slovenian by Tamara Soban

2. The curators of the 52nd 
October Salon were Galit 
Eilat and Alenka Gregoric̆. 
The show took place at the 
Museum of Yugoslav History.
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“I like anything that makes my blood rush” 
recounts Thomas Hoving’s visit to the home 
of  an anonymous and deeply passionate 
art collector. It was originally published in 
the March 1982 issue of  Connoisseur, where 
Hoving was editor in chief. Their conversa-
tion focuses almost entirely on the “good eye” 
of  the collector, who has seemingly devel-
oped a sixth sense with regard to discovering 
valuable objects. Among his finds are an early 
Rembrandt, a Greek bust from the 5th cen-
tury BC (possibly from the Temple of  Zeus at 
Olympia), and a Titian, found largely paint-
ed over, in a hayloft of  all places. The col-
lection spans many locations and eras, from 
Sung-dynasty terra cottas to Hans Hofmann 
paintings. The objects are not organized by 
chronology or movement, but anachronisti-
cally, according to loose themes or perceived 
aesthetic commonalities. The collector re-
peatedly articulates his disdain for galleries 
and auction houses, preferring to rely on 
his own intuition and expertise to look for  
hidden gems. His anonymity indicates 
his disinterest in the social recognition his  
collection could provide.
 Today, literature on curatorial practice 
during the period of  this article’s publica-
tion is dominated by discussions of  Con-
ceptual art, the dematerialization of  the art 
object, and the curators (Walter Hopps, Lucy 
Lippard, Harald Szeemann) who were devel-
oping new exhibition formats to display and 
support this type of  work. Hoving’s rather 
different aim was to highlight the importance 

of  objects as markers of  cultural history. In 
his work as a curator he accomplished this 
through blockbuster shows and collection  
displays that amazed and sometimes bewil-
dered the general museum-going public, re-
juvenating the two-part formula of  education 
and entertainment that best describes the 
museum experience.
 Director of  the Metropolitan Museum 
of  Art in New York from 1967–77, Hoving 
was a powerful force behind broadening the 
mass appeal of  museums in American cul-
ture. One of  his greatest feats was bringing 
Treasures of  Tutankhamun to the United States. 
That exhibition originated at the British  
Museum and traveled internationally from 
1972 to 1981, and it was one of  the first 
major international blockbusters, with more 
than eight million visitors in New York alone 
between December 1978 and April 1979.1 
During his tenure at the Met, Hoving also  
experimented with initiatives that were 
less exalted but still important, for instance  
setting up the Met’s contemporary art  
department, and daring to “display Pop 
painting alongside Poussin and David.”2

 Collecting practices today are more than 
ever associated with extravagant art fairs and 
a boisterous market that commands ever-
higher prices. Blue-chip artworks are often 
included in high-end investment packages. It 
is no longer considered necessary for a mu-
seum to have a collection, and those that do 
have been forced to reconsider their displays 
in light of  past omissions and preconceptions. 

Missing in aCtion

i Like anythinG that 
Makes My BLOOd rush 

Thomas Hoving
Introduced by Chelsea Haines

A photograph of  the collector’s home by Seth Joel, 
published in Connoisseur, March 1982
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The “masterpiece” as a concept has become 
almost passé—conservative, outmoded, irrel-
evant to contemporary culture. Do we stand 
to learn anything from Hoving’s model of  
connoisseurship as expounded upon in this 
article?
 It is possible, certainly, to read it as a 
remnant of  an antiquated mode of  valuation, 
one based on rarified knowledge of  obscure 
objects. More fruitful, however, is a consider-
ation of  Hoving’s dialogue with the collector 
as a personal, subjective rumination on ques-
tions of  value, the stories objects can tell, and 
the passion that drives collectors to hunt for 
hidden treasures.

notes

1. Treasures of Tutankhamun traveled from 
London to the Soviet Union before coming to the 
United States. Its tour included New York, Wash-
ington DC, Chicago, New Orleans, Los Angeles, 
San Francisco, Seattle, and an additional North 
American stop in Toronto before closing with a 
five-city tour in West Germany. The exhibition 
of 53 artifacts from the pharaoh’s tomb was per-
ceived as so exceptional a cultural treasure that 
Richard Nixon personally negotiated with Anwar 
Sadat to bring it to the United States, despite 
strained U.S.-Egyptian relations at the time. See 
Peter Green, Classical Bearings: Interpreting  
Ancient History and Culture (Los Angeles:  
University of California Press, 1998): 77.

2. Randy Kennedy, “Thomas Hoving, Bold  
Remaker of the Met in the ‘70s, Dies at 78.”  
The New York Times, December 11, 2009, p. A1.

i Like anythinG that Makes 
My BLOOd rush

Looking in on a secret collector of masterpieces
 
His name is unfamiliar; his fortune, relatively modest. Slightly over middle age, of  a little 
more than average height, he does nothing to call attention to himself. If  you spoke to him 
you would be struck more at first by his professorial demeanor than by any crackling energy. 
This man may be muted, but he burns with a passion. He owns one of  the most diverse 
art collections in America, a collection containing over 2,000 works spanning 20,000 years. 
There is not a museum director in the world who would not covet at least a portion of  it.
 For reasons of  security, the collection must remain hidden and the collector anonymous. 
His face was mask-like and immobile when he showed me around. The only outward sign 
of  that inner fire was his eyes. They darted alertly from mine to the walls, table, and mantel-
pieces of  his house, as if  to reassure him that everything was indeed in place.
 The range of  the collection is global; the eclecticism, staggering. Within a few hours of  
my first visit I saw a rare figure from the American Indian mounds culture, a pair of  Celtic 
statues, a dozen Greek vases of  the 5th century BC, Chinese terra cottas and porcelain, 
Egyptian sculptures, trecento panel paintings, canvases by masters of  the high Renaissance, 
late 14th- to early 18th-century tapestries, Renaissance, Rococo, and modern bronzes, and 
contemporary paintings.
 The obvious scope and quality of  the material led to my first question: “How and when 
did you start?”
 “I began when I was seven,” he answered. “My grandmother painted, my aunt painted, 
and my mother was interested in art. At seven I fell in love with my aunt’s art books, par-
ticularly those about Peter Paul Rubens. I began tracing with my fingers some of  the nudes,  
starting around the breasts and nipples and then down the lines of  the stomach. Slap! My 
aunt would call a halt to that! Afterwards I started making my own drawings. At college I 
studied a little art history, although I majored in science. But there was never a moment in my 
life when I was not fascinated by art—all art. I learned through saturation.”
 At the age of  15, he made his first important acquisition. In the window of  a furniture 
shop he spied a pair of  beautiful terra cotta fighting cocks. They turned out to be Chinese—
Sung dynasty. He arranged a loan from his father for the money—$75 with the promise he 
would pay him back in six months with the money from odd jobs. “And I did,” he concludes.
 He reached over to a brass necklace draped around an abstract sculpture. He had come 
across it in Paris in 1946, he explained. Years later, when he showed it to the owner of  the  
gallery who handled Alexander Calder, he learned that it was one of  the pieces of  jewelry 
that Calder hand fashioned in Paris in the early 1930s in order to make a living.
 As we picked our way in gingerly fashion through his crowded chambers he talked  
animatedly about the pieces that came to his attention.
 “I’m told that this is an early Rembrandt. It’s the Baptism of  the Eunuch by Saint Philip on 
wood and dates around 1629. The team of  Rembrandt specialists who traveled the world 
in the mid 1970s believed they found the original, which is now hanging in the Convent of  
Ste. Catherine in Utrecht. But that one is vertical in shape. Mine—horizontal—is precisely 
the shape of  the contemporary engraver Vischer. Near the Rembrandt, I have hung a work 
by either his teacher, Pieter Lastman, or Leonard Bramer, depicting the worship of  the  
golden calf.”
 Why was he so confident that he was collecting authentic pieces, I asked. Had he sought 
the advice of  professionals? “Experts have studied my collection. People like Hans Tietze, 
Millard Meiss, and Richard Offner. Offner, one of  the greatest scholars of  the Institute of  
Fine Arts in New York, had an apt thing to say about my collection. ‘It is,’ he told me, ‘of  
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great purity, for it is not burdened with the eye of  a trained specialist.’ I have never asked a 
specialist for an opinion before I buy something. That would be sharing, even losing, the vitality 
of  the hunt. Besides, mention something to an expert, possibly he’ll go for it.
 “In all my years of  collecting, not one single piece came from a dealer. If  I had bought 
from art dealers, I wouldn’t have been able to afford anything. My works came from small 
shops and private homes. My best sources were lawyers who were liquidating estates. Some-
times, I bought from auctions. Nor have I ever planned my collection. Art is art no matter 
when or where you find it. I like anything that makes my blood rush and excites my eye.
 “My pieces revivify me. I have never bought a work of  art for investment. It’s like love, 
like passion. It’s marvelous! When I look at them I remember every chapter of  the hunt, the 
chase!”
 We paused at a table in the dining room, which was thickly planted with sculptures. He 
pointed to the group in the middle of  the front rank.
 “The Wei dynasty piece is one of  the rarest things in my collection. I don’t know what it 
represents yet. I found it in a bric-a-brac shop. I have surrounded the Chinese sculpture with 
pieces from Egypt, a Clodion, a Benin head. And here, look at the Coysevox terra cotta. It’s 
a bozzetto. In New York, at the Metropolitan, I’m told, there’s a portrait of  Coysevox. And 
under his hand is my piece.
 “Just before I find something good, really good, I get these strange, almost seismic  
feelings.”
 As we proceeded on the tour the collector would occasionally take hold of  an object or 
sculpture and give it to me to examine. I scrutinized a serene marble head of  a youth which 
was described as Greek, 5th century B.C., “perhaps from the Temple of  Zeus at Olympia,” 
and which seemed wholly convincing. He offered me a bronze of  arresting quality, which, 
he said, was one of  six made posthumously from a plastilene self-portrait by the Austrian 
Expressionist painter Egon Schiele. We passed by tables laden with Florentine bronzes, walls 
adorned with paintings of  startling variety—a Swiss portrait of  the 19th century, the portrait 
by Van Dyck, and a bold image of  Sir John Harrison, the inventor of  the chronograph, 
painted by Bartolomeo Nazzari.
 From a large corner cupboard, he drew out an imposing diorite sculpture of  a kneeling 
man, describing it as “American Indian mounds culture—virtually neolithic in date. It’s one 
of  the most important ever discovered.” He confided in me that the curator of  primitive art 
in a famous museum loved it. The diorite sculpture was followed out of  the cupboard by 
an intricately carved Maori wooden box from New Zealand containing an ornate mere, or 
ceremonial clapper. In fading ink, a note inside stated, “. . . this box was given to me by Hari 
Tautika at Roto Aire, December 30, 1806. It is very ancient and was sent as a prescent [sic] to 
the natives of  Roto Aire by Hongi-ika.” The piece had been discovered in a tiny shop outside 
of  Syracuse in New York State.
 I asked how he kept the collection so secret. “I don’t want or need publicity for myself,” 
he replied. “Dealers, of  course, don’t know I exist. Most of  my published pieces have never 
carried my name.”
 We entered a spacious gallery paneled in oak, on every inch of  which was hanging a 
painting. He pulled me over to a large canvas representing Danaë and the shower of  gold. 
Could it really be a Titian?
 “Hans Tietze certified it as ‘an early version of  Titian’s Danaë,” and Erica Tietze-
Conrat mentioned it as such in the 1967 Encyclopaedia Britannica,” he said confidently. “I came 
across the painting in a hayloft. I saw a dark, obviously overpainted canvas. Cupid had his 
penis covered with a flower. The woman’s breasts were large, Rubensian. Then, in the sky, I 
saw some fine details that looked Venetian, and the long, strong, and abstract proportions of  
her legs looked Renaissance. So I bought it.
 “There’s nothing like Venetian painting of  the Renaissance,” the collector declared, lead-
ing me toward a canvas measuring at least six feet across. “Take this large sketch depicting 

the Pool of  Bethesda, the original model for the painting—over 30 feet long—now in the 
School of  Saint Roch in Venice.” He related how he had bought the work, a Tintoretto, from 
an English collector whose family had stored it away through both wars. “Discussing the 
Tintoretto reminds me of  my little El Greco: It is a small head of  Christ—three inches by two 
and painted on vellum.”
 The collector led me gently by the arm to a beautifully painted portrait of  a man whose 
facial features seemed deliberately slightly out of  focus. “No experts have ever seen this. It 
must, of  course, be a Goya,” he said blandly. “I came across it in a basement. It was filthy! I 
cleaned it down to the original varnish. Aren’t the hands splendid? You can sense the strength 
of  his fingers inside that glove. But, come, let me show you some of  my real masterpieces.”
 I was guided past an imposing red-figured krater of  the 5th century BC with its original 
cover. On the floor beneath I spotted a large colored drawing of  a head in profile. I kneeled 
to examine the piece, while my guide told me what it might be.
 “According to Richard Offner, this is a fragment cut out, as you can see, from a tapestry 
cartoon. He thought it was either Raphael or Giulio Romano or one of  the other assistants. I 
find it reminiscent of  the cartoons one can see in the Victoria and Albert Museum.”
 He mentioned in passing that he cleaned most of  his pictures himself. I expressed my 
feeling that amateur restoration could be dangerous.
 “If  you train yourself  carefully and are extremely cautious, it’s far better if  you do your 
own restorations. Thirty years ago I was watching a restorer clean a Van Dyck portrait I had 
just bought. I noticed to my horror that his rag was stained with a bit of  color from the face. 
‘Hey, you’re taking too much off,’ I yelled. ‘I can fix it,’ he said and shrugged. Then he con-
fided to me that the entire left leg of  a well-known El Greco in a famous U.S. museum was not 
the master’s, but his creation. I said, ‘What do I owe you?’ and I left with my painting. I studied 
the writings of  Doerner and others. I learned to mix the proper chemicals and experimented 
on some third-rate paintings. In time, I knew how to clean down to the original varnish, no 
further.”
 He then led me into a strikingly beautiful gallery entirely paneled in oak linen fold.
 “The linen fold is English. The room was the wardrobe of  King Edward IV. The great-
granddaughter of  King George IV gave the paneling to me and I replicated the original 
room. I love it. It is there where the pride of  my collection is displayed—my trecento paint-
ings. I have a fine Taddeo Gaddi of  the 1320s and, nearby, this Saint John the Baptist, a 
signed and dated panel by Lippo Memmi—one of  three in the world—1333. The Saint John, 
which is the pendant piece to the Virgin and Child in Berlin, is one of  the first works I ever got 
at auction. It was in New York. Thank God, there was virtually nothing written about it in the 
auction catalogue.”
 He pointed to “other pleasing things” hanging in his linen-fold gallery. I saw a rare, 
beautiful tapestry fragment of  around 1400 representing a wild man. And a Bugiardini that 
“isn’t so bad either.”
 It was difficult to leave. The collector insisted on showing me a dozen more treasures, 
apologizing that his Hans Hofmanns were not hanging. He took me on a detour to see a 
splendid, very early canvas of  the church at Chilmark by Thomas Hart Benton, which had 
been recently acquired by the collector’s daughter and was propped up on the floor of  her 
closet.
 As I thanked him for the tour and said good-bye, he had a last, wry comment. “Since 
the world has become art-value conscious, it has become much more difficult to find things. 
When I was really collecting, art didn’t have cachet. Years ago, when I was a bachelor, I had 
an apartment filled with my fine pieces. One evening a beautiful young lady friend came for 
dinner. She looked around and said, ‘Why do you live with all this junk around?’ Recently I 
saw her at Sotheby Parke Bernet, together with her wealthy husband, bidding vigorously for 
a very expensive Impressionist painting. Ha!”
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attituDe

ways Of 
wOrLd-exhiBitinG

Terry Smith  

After I handed in my texts on contemporary curatorial thought for the (now 
recently published) book Thinking Contemporary Curating,1 hordes of  other issues 
crowded around me. In the book, I explore (among other recent tendencies) 
the search for what might be called exhibitionary meaning. I concentrate on 
exhibitions of  contemporary art, but note that these issues are very relevant to 
the exhibiting of  past things and the exhibiting of  (imagined) future things. I 
try to discern what might be distinctive about how curators are tackling these 
matters, in particular their take on the very contemporary question of  what 
I call “the worldly.”2 
 How does the concept of  “world” resonate within curatorial discourse 
these days? Avid readers of  The Exhibitionist know that this concept is evoked 
in almost every article and perceived to be operative in every exhibition dis-
cussed. Yet, each time, the sense is different. Issue 6 reprinted a statement, 
published in 1972, of  a conversation among Harald Szeemann and a stellar 
group of  European museum directors and administrators. Against the elitist 
aestheticism of  traditional museums, and in favor of  artistic freedom and 
democratic access, they argued for a “world information museum” that would 
critically process information coming from media, commerce, and govern-
mental propaganda. Like a television station, it would be, they believed, “a 
transmitting center instead of  being as usual a repository of  consecrated ma-
terial.” Managing this “would be an experience that would have to be lived, 
lived with, on a plane outside of  time.”3 This pervasive idea that the present 
had become “the age of  information” ran smack into the also-emergent idea 
that each of  the arts, especially the visual arts, was in the process of  creating 
a semi-autonomous world, one that defined its own products, and conferred 
value on them, in its own terms.4

The Exhibitionist

1. Thinking Contemporary 
Curating was published 
by Independent Curators 
International, New York,  
in 2012.

2. On “the worldly” as a 
situated mondialité, see Terry 
Smith, “Currents of World-
Making in Contemporary 
Art,” World Art 1, no. 2 (2011): 
20–36.

3. Harald Szeemann, 
“Exchange of Views of a 
Group of Experts,” The 
Exhibitionist no. 6 (June 2012): 
27.

4. As an idea, “the artworld” 
was articulated by Arthur 
Danto in 1964, and caught on 
fast (among its members, at 
least). Now, it seems (but this 
is a simulation), everyone 
is a member. Arthur Danto, 
“The Art World,” Journal of 
Philosophy no. 61 (1964): 
571–84.
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Exhibiting art’s contemporaneity 

I have argued in recent publications that there are marked differentiations 
within the subtle, pervasive, yet conflicted connectedness that constitutes con-
temporary art’s ways of  world-being, and that these differentiations might 
be seen as currents flowing forcefully through the enormous variety of  art 
being made today.7 Something like this is what dOCUMENTA (13) set out to 
do, on an ambitious scale and with more resources than any other exhibition, 
temporary or recurrent. It did so, too, on the world stage that this famous 
institution now occupies. Its timing allowed it to become a meta-exhibition 
relative to biennials and other surveys, while its premier status invited acts of  
meta-curating.
 The concept “world” occurs within the statement of  intent made by its  
director, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev. Her iteration takes “a spatial or, rather, 
‘locational’ turn, highlighting the significance of  a physical place, but at the 
same time aiming for dislocation and for the creation of  different and partial 
perspectives—an exploration of  micro-histories on varying scales that link the 
local history and reality of  a place with the world.”8 Although Kassel was the 
point of  concentration, dOCUMENTA (13) located aspects of  its program-
ming in three other cities––Kabul, Afghanistan; Alexandria/Cairo, Egypt; 
and Banff, Canada––and showed in Kassel work made at these other sites. 
Each place was understood as the site for a distinct way of  being in the world, 
a set of  differences that (it was implied) together, in their simultaneity (and 
in the near-impossibility of  their connection), exemplify our current general 
condition. Christov-Bakargiev saw each place as precipitating, embodying, 
and representing a distinct kind of  experience in our imaginations, thus:

Under siege. I am encircled by the other, besieged by others. 
On retreat. I am withdrawn, I choose to leave the others, I sleep.
In a state of  hope, or optimism. I dream, I am the dreaming subject of  anticipation.
On stage. I am playing a role, I am a subject in the act of  reperforming. 

Christov-Bakargiev underlined the fact that artists, artworks, and events  
occupy these four positions simultaneously and that unpredictable exchange 
among them is constant. 
 At the same time, dOCUMENTA (13) was a meta-curatorial exhibition in 
that it collated a variety of  recent curatorial strategies. The four sites evoked 
the “platforms” of  Documenta 11 (2002); the “100 days” of  discussions at the 
Ständehaus recalled Harald Szeemann and Catherine David’s Documentas; 
the archiving of  repressed histories was everywhere, as was the re-curating 
of  past exhibitions, actual or imagined; the extensive use of  art-cabins in 
the parklands recalled new-genre public sculpture projects; Mary Jane 
Jacob–style “culture in action” strategies appeared in transformed houses on  
Friedrichsstrasse; and conversations as action occurred in the live-in environ-

Today many curators presume a vastly expanded, more contested, geopoliti-
cal grasp of  what a world involves. Decolonizing cultures have created not 
only a number of  vital art-producing locales, but also what are by now quite 
dense patterns of  lateral global connectivity, worlds connected to others, the 
entire network operating at oblique angles to previously dominant centers. 
This is the international art world’s response to a worldwide condition that 
has become, in Okwui Enwezor’s words, a “postcolonial constellation.”5

Exhibitions as worlds, abstractly

What do these examples tell us about exhibitions as worlds? It is a truism 
to say that because it occupies an actual space or set of  spaces, for a certain 
amount of  time, in ways that inflect the site with meanings unique to the 
relationships among the materials assembled, that every exhibition creates 
a world in, of, and for itself. This can hold, too, for curated events such as 
performances, talks, conferences, or seminars. (The origins of  the concept of  
“the curatorial” lie here.) 
 Reflection on this truism enables us to readily see that each exhibition is 
a world that subsists as marked off  within the world of  art exhibitions––past, 
present, and prospective. And of  course art exhibitions exist––in more or 
less intense proximity––alongside the “worlds” created by the presentational 
practices of  many other closely contingent formations, settings, or situa-
tions: museums of  other kinds of  created or manufactured or given things, 
which themselves sit within the self-projections of  cities, regions, and nations, 
and alongside the cultures of  classes or of  entire peoples, the subcultures of   
institutions, corporations, and professions, and the “communities” created by  
users within membership domains of  mobile affiliative networks. (The  
concept of  “the curatorial” extends this far.)
 None of  these worlds came into being ab initio, as if  no other world had 
existed. Connections among these worlds spread laterally through space 
and extend through time in variable, often fascinating, sometimes danger-
ous ways. We are led, quite soon and ultimately, to see each of  these worlds 
as a world-within-the-worlds-that-constitute-the-World. We see above all the 
connectivity of  their differences. So our truism can be elaborated thus: Every 
single exhibition, as a world in and of  itself, exhibits itself. Every exhibition, 
by virtue of  the type of  exhibition it is and the sort of  setting in which it  
locates itself, also exhibits its type and its setting. Yet every exhibition, ipso 
facto, exhibits the larger, connected state of  world being.
 How do exhibitions do these things? How might a particular exhibition 
situate itself  within this constant worlding––a process that we might under-
stand to be the primary purpose of  the vast and varied infrastructure (“the 
exhibitionary complex”) through which art constantly exhibits itself  and its 
relationships to the worlds around it?6

5. Okwui Enwezor, “The 
Postcolonial Constellation” in 
Antinomies of Art and Culture: 
Modernity, Postmodernity, 
Contemporaneity, eds. Terry 
Smith, Okwui Enwezor, and 
Nancy Condee (Durham, 
North Carolina: Duke 
University Press, 2009): 
207–34.

6. Chapter 2 of Thinking 
Contemporary Curating is 
devoted to “Shifting the 
Exhibitionary Complex.”

7. It is encouraging that 
some curators are taking on 
the challenge of showing 
how contemporary artists 
are grappling with this 
situation. MIT curator João 
Ribas puts it this way: “It is 
a fundamental necessity of 
curating to situate itself within 
those contemporaneities 
that remain in darkness, 
untheorized and unlived.” 
João Ribas, What to Do with 
the Contemporary?, 3/10, Ten 
Fundamental Questions of 
Curating, ed. Jens Hoffmann 
(Milan: Contrappunto S.R.L., 
2011): 91. See also Terry 
Smith, What Is Contemporary 
Art? (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009) and 
Terry Smith, Contemporary 
Art: World Currents (London: 
Laurence King; Upper Saddle 
River, New Jersey: Pearson/
Prentice Hall, 2011).

8. Citations in this 
paragraph are from Carolyn 
Christov-Bakargiev’s 
dOCUMENTA (13) information 
page. “The dance was very 
frenetic, lively, rattling, 
clanging, rolling, contorted 
and lasted for a long time.” 
http://d13.documenta.
de/#welcome/.
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Kassel, art now, contemporary art, or the world today? All of  the above. 
 Although not explicitly stated, some of  the themes that circulated 
through this bodily/psychic figure were discernible. Like our entrance 
through Gander’s breezes, we could see into The Brain through a glass wall, 
on which Lawrence Weiner had outlined the words “The Middle Of.” At the 
core of  The Brain, on the freestanding wall facing all else, was a suite of  still- 
life paintings by Giorgio Morandi, instances of  pure painting. Yet this high 
point of  Modern art’s dream of  reaching autonomy was pursued, we were 
reminded, during the Fascist years. Thus: the layered meaningfulness at work 
on the other side of  this wall, in the interplay between works by Man Ray and 
Lee Miller, which included photographs of  Miller taking a bath in Hitler’s tub 
hours after visiting a concentration camp as a photographer on assignment. 
Items that she stole from the bathroom (a favorite statue, Eva Braun’s make-
up) were also displayed. Art’s persistence even as it is deformed by immersion 
in war was announced as a major theme, up to and including Afghanistan 
today. At the top floor of  the rotunda, Goshka Macuga’s panoramic photo/
tapestry gathered participants in the Kabul Documenta workshop beneath 
an image of  the Fridericianum bombed into a ruin by the Allies during  
World War II.
 Contemporaneities of  the non-contemporaneous that occurred dur-
ing earlier modernities, but have long since been forgotten, were forcefully  
returned to our attention. Striking instances from the 1930s included the radi-
cal Swedish tapestry artist Hannah Ryggen and a suite of  watercolors by the 
Berlin artist Charlotte Salomon, the latter murdered at Auschwitz in 1943. 
Mediated historical memory, linking now to then, was dramatically imaged 
by Geoffrey Farmer, whose Leaves of  Grass (2012), consisting of  shadow pup-
pets made from photographs cut from Life magazine across the years 1936 to 
1984, ran the length of  the long gallery at the Neue Gallerie. Everywhere, 
dOCUMENTA (13) was punctured by other such eruptions from the collective 
unconscious: Kader Attia’s The Repair from Occident to Extra-Occidental Cultures 
(2012), Javier Téllez’s Artaud’s Cave (2012), and, perhaps most profoundly, Tino 
Sehgal’s This Variation (2012), an invitation to an experience of  intensely felt 
near-invisibility. Curatorially, these inclusions tripped visitors into the shadow 
worlds that haunted our acknowledged histories, and that hover around  
today’s acceptable visibilities.
 The destruction of  art due to natural disaster, war, politics, censorship, 
and avant-gardist self-mutilation was another major theme. All the artists 
were required to visit Breitnau, a former monastery, prison, work camp, 
concentration camp, girls’ reformatory, and psychiatric clinic not far from 
Kassel. Some made work that dealt directly with that site, notably Clemens 
von Wedemeyer, whose three-screen installation Rushes (2012) dramatized  
activity there in 1945, 1970, and 1990. Michael Rakowitz commissioned  
Afghani stonemasons to re-create books burned during the Allied bombing 
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ments of  ANDANDAND and in the Occupy tent city on Friedrichsplatz. 
Older models, such as the Kunstkammer and the Surrealist dream-space, sprang 
up in the “The Brain” section but also throughout the exhibition, on every 
type of  site.
 Yet there was, to me, a more interesting dimension of  meta-curating at 
the core of  this Documenta. The experience of  curating an exhibition was 
prioritized, and was itself  taken as a template for the visitor’s experience. 
dOCUMENTA (13) valued the process of  arriving at an understanding of  
a state of  world-being—less through reading and reflection, argument and 
counterargument, and more as instinctive, affective responses, accumulated 
along the pathways through the exhibition rooms, open spaces, and asso-
ciated sites. The exhibition aimed at nothing less than evoking a sense of  
being-in-today’s-world—on many, perhaps all, of  its conflicted geopolitical 
and emotional registers, with its multiple elisions and escapes, its dreams and 
aspirations. It also recognized that our present is saturated with inescapable 
historical recurrences. 
 To the unprepared visitor entering first into the main ground floor of  
the Fridericianum, the rooms seemed, surprisingly, almost empty of  visible 
objects. Ryan Gander’s I Need Some Meaning I Can Memorize (The Invisible Pull) 
(2012) was a set of  cool breezes that visitors became aware of  gradually. This 
was architectural theater, prolonging in an understated way the experience 
of  entering the building. It aimed at clearing our minds of  presumptions, at 
opening our psyches to what was to come.9

 Next, in the Rotunda of  the building, a selection of  works and objects on 
walls and in vitrines announced all the main issues addressed in this sprawling 
exhibition with 190 participants. Labeled “The Brain,” the room was a bold 
curatorial conceit that, quite literally in the choices made and in their juxta-
position, displayed what was circulating in the director’s mind as she imag-
ined the exhibition.10 While some have seen this space as hyper-indulgent, 
and (perhaps deliberately) disordered, I found it, as well, a rare instance of  
curatorial thought owning up to itself. If  this was the exhibition’s brain (or, 
perhaps more accurately, its mind, or, even better, its consciousness), then 
the Fridericianum became its body, the other venues became extensions of  
that body or other bodies associated with it (its family), while the parklands 
became the spaces into which the mind’s thoughts were dispersed, spaces 
the body might traverse. Scattered all over the inner city and with outliers in 
key places, the exhibition was layered across geographic space and through  
historical time. We, the visitors, were its circulatory, or nervous, system. 
 What, then, was the role of  the art? If  we recall Sigmund Freud’s best 
metaphor for the return of  the repressed—not the most visible ruins of  
ancient Rome as seen in the Forum, but rather the materials crushed between 
the city’s many layers—then the works of  art on show were elements arising 
from the unconscious. But whose unconscious? The curator, this exhibition, 

9. It also wiped out the 
memory of the blast of air that 
a blower installed by Michael 
Asher projected onto visitors 
passing from one gallery 
to another during the Anti-
Illusion: Procedures/Materials 
show at the Whitney Museum, 
New York, in 1969.

10. Discussion within the 
curatorial team regarding 
the naming of this section 
of the exhibition may be 
found in dOCUMENTA (13), 
The Logbook, Catalog 2/3 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2012): 
86–88.
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of  the Fridericianum, then a library. The Auto-Destructive art movement of  
around 1960 was remembered, in The Brain, through a drawing from the 
1950s by Gustav Metzger that had been badly damaged due to poor storage, 
and by showing for the first time, in the Documentahalle, a large number of  
Metzger’s early drawings.
 The exhibition fared less well with another theme: the adjacencies of  
otherness in the world today, the “intense proximity” being explored at the 
same time in Okwui Enwezor’s Paris Triennale. In the Fridericianum, this was 
figured in the room of  paintings by Warlimpirrnga Tjapaltjarri and Doreen 
Reid Nakamarra, Aboriginal artists from the Central Desert of  Australia, the 
powerful presence of  which on the wall and a raised platform was somewhat 
deflated by the main works in the next room, pseudo-profundities cut into 
carpet by the Italian conceptualist Fabio Mauri. In the Neue Gallerie, a po-
tentially potent demonstration of  the traffic in appropriations between early 
modernist women artists working in the settler colonies and using indigenous 
imagery (Margaret Preston in Australia, Emily Carr in Canada) versus con-
temporary indigenous artists who reverse-appropriate such imagery (in this 
case the Murri Aboriginal artist Gordon Bennett) was deflated by the rigid 
separation of  each artist’s work, and by the rather reductive inclusion in the 
center of  the room of  an anger management workshop run by the Australian 
artist Stuart Ringholt. 
 There were a number of  gestures toward displaying connections between 
othernesses in the world today: symbolically figured by William Kentridge, 
Yan Lei, and Goshka Macuga, among many others; theoretically shown as 
a library (of  Donna Haraway’s writings) in Tue Greenfort’s The Worldy House 
(2012); and given actualized form as temporary affiliative communities in 
many of  the installations in the park and elsewhere, notably Theaster Gates’s 
compelling transformation of  the Huguenot House, ANDANDAND’s meet-
ing space, e-flux’s Time/Bank (2009), and the Sahrawi tent by the National 
Union of  Women from Western Sahara. With the consent of  the curator, 
representatives of  the Occupy movement made an appearance in a tent city 
on the Friedrichsplatz. This conjunction froze, and left suspended (hopefully 
only for a short time), the idea that Occupy signals what comes after Contem-
porary Art.11

 Because it was built around metaphorical premises that became literal 
in the exhibition spaces themselves, dOCUMENTA (13) avoided the self-
defeating trap of  presenting contemporary art as an effect, however com-
plex and mediated, of  the forces of  globalization. It also avoided the opposite 
simplification: staging a showcase of  selections from “world art,” or the risks 
associated with a survey of  art that has been globalized, and/or art that resists 
globalization. Instead, through its exhibition spaces, its publications, and its 
100 days of  discussions, it showed how various artists and thinkers are engag-
ing with contemporary conditions—with, that is, the multiple contemporary 

moments and the layered spatialities that constitute contemporaneity within 
us, between us, and around us. Rather than being an exhibition about how 
art reflects the world outside of  the museum walls, beyond even the extended 
spaces for art these days, it tried to expose itself  to the world’s impacts, to 
show the world impacting artists and exhibition makers. Let us hope that 
it portends an increasing number of  exhibitions that open portals into the 
multiple interactions through which we continually make our worlds-with-
the-World, a world that is still being globalized at the same time that it moves, 
quickly, beyond globalization.12

11. See Paul Mason, “Does 
Occupy Signal the Death of 
Contemporary Art?,” BBC 
New Magazine, April 30, 2012, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
magazine-17872666.

12. See Terry Smith, 
“Contemporary Art: World 
Currents in Transition Beyond 
Globalization” in The Global 
Contemporary: The Rise of 
New Art Worlds After 1989, 
eds. Hans Belting, Andrea 
Buddensieg, and Peter Weibel 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
MIT Press for ZKM, Karlsruhe, 
2013).



    3938                                                          
        

LOndOn 

Shanay Jhaveri

In the closing weeks of  2008, the first 
manifestation of  the traveling exhibi-
tion Indian Highway, curated by Hans 
Ulrich Obrist, Julia Peyton-Jones, and 
Gunnar B. Kvaran, offered itself  up at 
Serpentine Gallery in London. It was 
announced as “a timely presentation 
of  the pioneering work” being made 
in India since the first years of  the 21st 
century, “a snapshot of  a vibrant gen-
eration of  artists working across a range 
of  media . . . examining complex issues 
in contemporary India that include en-
vironmentalism, religious sectarianism, 
globalization, gender, sexuality, and 
class.”1 The show would go on to tour 
internationally, with an evolving list 
of  artists. The very next day after the 
Serpentine opening, India Moderna, cu-
rated by Juan Guardiola, opened at the 
Instituto Valenciano de Arte Moderno, 
Spain. This group showing of  Indian 
art had a far greater chronological scope 
than Indian Highway, extending from the 
19th century to the present day. And yet 
another exhibition that looked to India, 
Santhal Family: Positions Around an Indian 
Sculpture, curated by Grant Watson, had 
opened at MuHKA, Antwerp, not long 
earlier, in February 2008. This show 
took the work Santhal Family (1938) by 
Ramkinkar Baij, believed to be the first 
public Modernist sculpture in India, as 
its point of  orientation; Watson invited 
numerous contemporary artists to for-
mulate responses to this work.
 This cluster of  shows shared some 
similarities. All were assembled by 
Western curators for European institu-
tions, and all of  them opened in 2008, 
an indication of  the international spot-
light Indian art was headily enjoying, 
along with the spoils of  inflated auction 
results. Yet they also represented three 

very different curatorial approaches and 
agendas. Both Guardiola and Watson 
called, through their exhibitions, for a 
readdressing of  an understanding of  
Modernism as purely the domain of  
Western art, underscoring the presence 
of  several other simultaneous Modern-
isms. Watson assumed a more propo-
sitional and speculative position, pro-
ducing a sensitive and complex show, 
while Guardiola, in opting to follow a 
chronological path, offered a sustained 
and authoritative presentation. Watson 
included non-Indian artists, a confi-
dent curatorial decision. Of  particular 
note was Goshka Macuga’s installation 
When Was Modernism? (2008). Macuga, 
by recouping abandoned and incom-
plete works from the sculpture studios 
at Santiniketan,2 spoke to the effects of  
“an institutional archaeology and the 
history of  an aesthetic language which 
had been handed down across genera-
tions.”3 Now, looking back, these two 
shows seem like equally rare exceptions 
in terms of  their carefully considered 
research and curatorial frameworks, 
and their thoughtful and successful pre-
sentation of  Indian art to international 
audiences, since few others have taken 
up their lead. Both functioned as sites 
where new and provocative questions 
were formulated about the very premise 
of  “national” exhibition making.
 In her incisive review of  Indian High-
way, the art historian Devika Singh said 
that it “departed from the bazaar-like 
feel of  other recent shows on the subject 
and used performance, site-specific in-
stallation, and other curatorial devices 
to back up the credentials of  contem-
porary Indian art . . . but this couldn’t 
fully compensate for the shortcomings 
of  Indian contemporary art [itself, 
which] . . . still bears the marks of  its 
rapid growth, the occasional laxity of  
critical scrutiny, and market-driven 
demand.”4 Things have changed since 
2008. The Indian art world, after the 
global comedown, has been left with a 
terrible morning-after, and perhaps an 

interesting way of  gauging the impact 
of  this hangover would be to look to the 
subsequent editions of  Indian Highway. 
Have they, with the inclusion of  newer 
works and artists, shown any better-
ment? Does Indian Highway really hold 
the possibility of  becoming a de facto 
archive, mapping moves and changes 
within Indian art as larger circumstanc-
es and socioeconomic conditions in and 
around the subcontinent (de)evolve? 
 The inaugural edition in London 
drew mixed responses. Guardian critic 
Adrian Searle called it out as a “frustrat-
ing exhibition in which hardly anything 
comes off  well. Indian Highway is unbal-
anced, uneven, and compromised.”5 
Charles Darwent for the Independent 
wrote, “We come away from the Ser-
pentine with the idea that Indian art is 
a pallid form of  Western art, albeit with 
a mild curry flavour.”6 The consensus 
was that the show was too big, with far 
too many works than could be reason-
ably contained in the gallery’s small 
space, but what surfaces even more em-
phatically is a general disenchantment 
with the quality of  the work on display. 
Good contributions such as Amar Kan-
war’s The Lighting Testimonies (2007) were 
unanimously signaled out as few and far 
between. While the show’s ostensible fo-
cus was on configurations of  “the con-
temporary,” the curators unexpectedly 
chose to amplify its range by including 
MF Husain, India’s greatest and most 
controversial Modernist painter.
 Husain was prolific, and by the time 
he passed away in 2011 he had alleg-
edly made upward of  60,000 paintings. 
In Indian Highway he was represented 
by 13 reproduced posters of  his works 
that wrapped around the Serpentine’s 
building in a purpose-designed struc-
ture by Nikolaus Hirsch and Michel  
Müller, along with one work in the gal-
lery titled Rape of  India (2008), painted 
in response to the November 2008  
Mumbai terrorist attacks. The cycle of  
13 works attempts to depict the history 
of  India, from the ancient Indian epics  
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to contemporary life, from Mahatma 
Gandhi and Mother Teresa to a mus-
tachioed officer of  the Raj posing with 
a blue elephant and a dead tiger. The 
curators definitely intended Husain’s 
broad strokes, and the artist’s own state-
lessness (he lived in self-imposed exile 
after 2006, when right-wing Hindu 
groups protested his depiction of  Hindu  
goddesses in the nude), to “frame and 
contextualize the work by a younger 
generation.”7

 Husain was positioned as a touch-
stone, and with the majority of  his works 
outside the gallery, he literally did frame 
the show, but as a contextual marker 
this particular collection of  paintings 
was not too effective. A more compel-
ling choice would have been his 1967 
film Through the Eyes of  a Painter, which 
won the Golden Bear at the Berlin 
International Film Festival.8 Less than 
18 minutes in duration, it is a series of  
black-and-white shots of  the landscapes 
of  Rajasthan. Husain was able to try 
his hand at film because of  a short-lived 
initiative in the 1960s by India’s na-
tional Films Division, which, under the 
stewardship of  Jean Bhownagary, in-
vited artists and filmmakers to develop 
new experimental projects.9 Until then, 
most of  the documentaries it had pro-
duced were propaganda for the govern-
ment’s modernizing and industrializing 
ventures, for instance the series Know 
Our Country.
 In the opening moments of  Through 
the Eyes of  a Painter, the desert is glimpsed 
from a moving vehicle. The rest of  the 
film is an assemblage of  scattered shots, 
concluding with another pan from a  
vehicle, but moving in the opposite di-
rection as before. It is an itinerant view 
by a painter, exploring a part of  his own 
country in a medium that was new to 
him, at a moment of  tremendous trans-
formation for that country, as India was 
building itself  up as a modern nation 
state. It provokes the questions: Was 
Husain critical of  the nation-building 
program? How politically engaged 

was the work? How did an urban artist  
apprehend and understand the rural, 
as the nation itself  was “modernizing” 
and changing? How were new tech-
nologies being used by artists to “know 
their own country”?
 As these questions demonstrate, 
the film would have transacted quite 
convincingly with the selected works in  
Indian Highway. To include Through 
the Eyes of  a Painter would have been a 
prescient, historicizing gesture within 
a very contemporary show, which 
through its own evolving format also 
proposes a somewhat self-reflexive rei-
magining of  the “national” exhibition. 
Is Indian Highway pushing the “national” 
exhibition to a point of  exhaustion by 
having to reconfigure itself  constantly 
in relation to its present? Has this for-
mat reached its limit, or is there space 
for the creation of  new meanings? 
 Regardless of  the details—or the 
relative success or failure—of  future  
iterations of  Indian Highway, what seems 
important to review in such “national” 
exhibition making is the  persistent and 
conscious decision to engage with his-
torical knowledge, to insist on extend-
ing the focus of  a show beyond rheto-
rics of  the present tense. Does it have to 
be a wholly partisan approach? Maybe, 
but it could also just be enough to ask: 
How did it once look through the eyes 
of  a painter?

notes

1. http://www.serpentinegallery.
org/2008/06/indian_highwaydecember 
_2008_fe_1.html.

2. Santiniketan is a rural settlement  
approximately 100 miles north of Calcutta 
that, during the first decades of the 20th 
century, was developed by Rabindranath 
Tagore into an experimental college of art 
and university.

3. Grant Watson, “Purabi” in Western 
Artists in India: Creative Inspirations in Art 
and Design, ed. Shanay Jhaveri (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2013).

4. Devika Singh, “Indian Highway,” Frieze 
no. 121 (March 2009) http://www.frieze.
com/issue/review/indian_highway/.

 
5. Adrian Searle, “An Eye-Popping Pas-
sage to India,” The Guardian, December 
15, 2008, http://www.guardian.co.uk/
artanddesign/2008/dec/15/art-india-
serpentine-gallery.

6. Charles Darwent, “Indian Highway,” 
The Independent, December 21, 2008, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-enter-
tainment /art/reviews/indian-highway- 
serpentine-gallery-london-1205879.html.

7. http://www.serpentinegallery.
org/2008/06/indian_highwaydecember 
_2008_fe_1.html.

8. For a more detailed analysis of Through 
the Eyes of a Painter, see Beth Citron, 
“Painted Screen,” Artforum (October 
2012).

9. For a history of the Films Division see 
Shai Heredia, “Artists in Action” in India: 
Visions from the Outside, ed. Shanay 
Jhaveri (Cultuurcentrum Brugge, 2012).

OsLO

Geir Haraldseth

If  you thought national surveys of  art 
were a thing of  the past, think again. 
This format of  exhibition making has 
existed for centuries and will probably 
prevail as long as there are nation-states 
to be represented. But it is interesting to 
note how, why, and which nation-states 
are being treated as subjects nowadays. 
Indian Highway, which was presented 
at the Astrup Fearnley Museum of  
Modern Art in Oslo in 2009, exempli-
fies a few very specific recent trends.
 The show becomes even more  
interesting in this respect when one 
considers the backstory of  this particu-
lar institution. The museum opened in 
the early 1990s and was housed in the 
same building as the shipping company 
that lent it its name and funding. This 
site closed at the end of  2011 and a 
new Astrup Fearnley Museum opened 
in fall 2012 in the fjord of  Oslo. The 
new building is designed by Italian su-
perstar architect Renzo Piano. Think:  
water, boats, wood, harbor,  
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MF Husain, Imprints 
of  India, 2008, in the 
structure designed 
by Nikolaus Hirsch 
and Michel Müller, 
Serpentine Gallery, 
London, 2009

Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Serpentine Gallery, 
London, 2009, 
showing Raqs 
Media Collective’s 
Sleepwalkers’ Caravan 
(Prologue), 2008
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Indian Highway instal-
lation view, Astrup 
Fearnley Museum of  
Modern Art, Oslo, 
2009, showing Bose 
Krishnamachari’s 
Ghost/Transmemoir, 
2006–8

Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Astrup Fearnley 
Museum of  Modern 
Art, Oslo, 2009, 
showing Sheela 
Gowda’s Darkroom, 
2006
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Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Serpentine Gallery, 
London, 2009, 
showing MF Husain’s 
Rape of  India, 2008

Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Astrup Fearnley 
Museum of  Modern 
Art, Oslo, 2009
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Indian Highway installation view, 
Ullens Center for Contemporary 
Art, Beijing, 2012
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Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Ullens Center for 
Contemporary 
Art, Beijing, 2012, 
showing Jitish Kallat’s 
Autosaurus Tripous, 
2007

Indian Highway 
installation view, 
MAXXI Museum of  
21st Century Arts, 
Rome, 2011
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Indian Highway 
installation view, 
Ullens Center for 
Contemporary  
Art, Beijing, 2012, 
showing Bharti Kher’s 
And all the while the 
benevolent slept, 2008
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Indian Highway 
installation view, 
MAXXI Museum of  
21st Century Arts, 
Rome, 2011, showing 
Nalini Malani’s Tales 
of  Good and Evil, 2008, 
and NS Harsha’s Come 
give us a speech, 2008

Indian Highway 
installation view, 
MAXXI Museum of  
21st Century Arts, 
Rome, 2011, showing 
Valay Shende’s 
Transit, 2010

Scandinavia. Yawn. The opulent ar-
chitecture with its stereotypical Scandi-
navian references is not daring in any 
way, and it remains to be seen if  its con-
tents will ever offer any surprises. Judg-
ing by the institution’s history, it seems  
unlikely. 
 Indian Highway, featuring contem-
porary art from India, traveled exten-
sively, and Oslo was the second stop 
on the itinerary. This presentation was 
co-curated by curators at the Astrup 
Fearnley and the initial venue, Serpen-
tine Gallery in London. The two insti-
tutions had worked together on several 
shows already, including other national-
survey exhibitions such as China Power 
Station and Uncertain States of  America, 
both in 2006.
 India is one of  the so-called BRIC 
countries (the other three are Brazil, 
Russia, and China) predicted to domi-
nate the global economy within the 
next 40 years. They are forces to be 
reckoned with in art as well. The rise 
of  each nation’s economic status has 
corresponded to a rise in the interest 
and value of  works by its native artists 
on the international market, and the art 
scenes of  all four have boomed over the 
last decade. Russia’s art balloon might 
have already deflated, but the other 
three countries are still going strong.
 Most exhibitions at the Astrup 
Fearnley are direct reflections of  the 
global art market. This has probably 
not been a deliberate decision on the 
part of  the institution’s curators, but 
it is an inescapable conclusion if  one 
looks back over the history of  its pro-
gramming. If  you want to see the most 
expensive art in the world, this is one of  
the places to go. The 1990s and the first 
decade of  the 21st century were domi-
nated by white European and American 
male artists—Jeff  Koons, Sigmar Polke, 
Gerhard Richter, and Matthew Barney, 
to name a few—all of  whom had solo 
presentations there. And in the past few 
years the museum has spent consider-
able time and money collaborating with 

Serpentine Gallery and in particular 
Hans Ulrich Obrist, Serpentine’s co-
director of  exhibitions and programs 
and director of  international projects, 
in an attempt to bolster its reputation 
outside of  a purely Norwegian context.
 Shows at this venue went for size 
and scale. The entrance was on the 
ground floor and the exhibition spaces 
were on the sublevel, providing visitors 
with a privileged bird’s-eye view of  the 
space before they physically descended 
into the galleries. One of  the pieces on 
permanent display directly influenced 
the height of  the walls: Anselm Kiefer’s 
towering High Priestess / Zweistromland 
(1985–89), which measures nearly four 
meters tall.
 This monumental effect also char-
acterized many works in Indian Highway. 
Sheela Gowda’s Darkroom (2006) was 
installed in the main space and formed 
a dark centerpiece to the exhibition; 
it was an “urban core,” if  you will, 
that countered what felt like suburban 
sprawl in many other works, confirm-
ing notions of  the contemporary Indian 
metropolis as cramped, dirty, and shan-
tylike. Hema Upadhyay’s 8 feet x 12 feet 
(2009), made of  car scraps and other 
found junk, represented an immersive 
city space, installed floor-to-ceiling 
to create a room the same size as the 
title. Bose Krishnamachari’s Ghost/
Transmemoir (2006–8) was an installation 
of  tiffin carriers (Indian lunchboxes) 
displaying videos of  interviews with 
citizens of  Mumbai. The piece offers a 
dystopic representation of  different sto-
ries of  the city, combining technology 
with traditional items. The selection of  
Dayanita Singh’s photographs, such as 
Dream Villa 11-2007 (2008), showed the 
expansive cityscape of  one of  India’s 
many metropolises. These works all 
spoke to a particular idea and represen-
tation of  India’s cities as exotic and cha-
otic, and the country at large as strange 
and foreign, not too far removed from 
the representations of  exotic nations at 
19th-century world’s fairs. 

 A few of  the works in the show re-
ferred to the country’s different social 
classes and the great chasms that sepa-
rate them. As India keeps getting richer, 
income disparities grow apace. Andrea 
Fraser’s 2011 essay in Texte Zur Kunst, 
“L’1%, C’est Moi,” points out that 
if  you compare the Gini Index on in-
come disparity with the art market, it 
clearly reveals that the countries with 
high income disparities are the same 
ones with booming, “healthy” art mar-
kets. In addition, given that art is usu-
ally a privileged activity, undertaken by 
people of  a certain standing, it is a fact 
that even artists whose work speaks to 
proletarian subjects or social causes are 
most likely quite distant from the con-
ditions about which they are reporting. 
In Indian Highway there was no sign of  
work that addressed the gap between 
an Indian artist taking part in a global 
art market and the life of  the average 
Indian, although the latter was often 
represented and referred to. An inclu-
sion of  work by, for instance, Thukral 
& Tagra would at least have indicated 
the curators’ awareness of  the inherent 
problems of  this type of  representation 
of  the Other in Indian art.
 There’s no escaping the types of  
shows that utilize the nation-state as a 
lowest common denominator to con-
nect thematically unrelated works. But 
even when an exhibition devoted to an 
Indian artist is done in a more critical 
way—for instance the Office for Con-
temporary Art Norway’s solo presen-
tations of  Sheela Gowda in 2010 and 
Nasreen Mohamedi in 2009, the mar-
ket inevitably still looms large in the 
background. 
 Astrup Fearnley’s public program-
ming related to Indian Highway never 
talked about the art market—neither 
how it works nor how the show might 
reflect (or even be actively influencing) 
India’s status on the global financial 
scene. Maybe it’s uncouth or unsexy, 
but a museum like this one could  
potentially appear to have balls—balls 
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lytical approach. Further exhibitions 
in China (last summer) and India itself  
(forthcoming) did and will introduce 
additional layers of  significance into an 
idealistically organic format.
 Given the fact that the exhibition 
was organized by four curators work-
ing together with four consultants 
from India, Indian Highway represented 
surprisingly coherent, albeit straight-
forward and safe, curatorial choices: It 
was a generic index of  the country’s 
current artistic production. Beginning 
with its very structure, the exhibition 
demonstrated the general importance 
of  public debate in Indian traditions. 
Curatorial compromises resulting from 
extensive dialogues exactly parallel the 
democratic process, and it is interesting 
to see how this played out in an exhibi-
tion about the world’s largest democra-
cy. Most of  the works on view generally 
expressed explicit metaphorical, even 
imaginary, visions of  Indian society, ad-
dressing arguments regarding India’s 
ability to portray itself  and its plurality 
of  cultural and intellectual influences—
all of  which helped paint a picture of  
India as an autonomous, self-contained 
society. The site-specific works of  NS 
Harsha are good examples of  such 
an approach to the manifold aspects 
of  Indian society. Harsha reinterprets 
Indian miniature paintings (tradition-
ally used to denounce social and po-
litical injustices) into the monumental 
medium of  wall murals. His figurative 
and semi-abstract styles of  painting and 
drawing, alongside sculpture and inter-
active elements, convene to recall In-
dian traditional patterns from Moghul, 
Pahari, and Rajasthan heritages. Nalini 
Malani’s Tales of  Good and Evil and Part 
Object (both 2008) are diptychs alluding 
to Indian storytelling practice, a prac-
tice that embraces different cultures 
and epochs. By mixing digital print-
ing, ink, enamel paint, bamboo, and 
Hahnemühle photo rag paper, Malani 
examines the forms of  communication 
that travel India’s contemporary com-

mercial routes. 
 If  Harsha’s and Malani’s works 
proposed answers to imposed Western 
stylistic approaches, works by Hema 
Upadhyay, Valay Shende, and Abhishek 
Hazra, among others, took on a foreign 
look that highlighted an exotic point of  
view and incorporated local versions 
of  the Western canon. Shende symbol-
izes through her sculptures a painful 
state of  contradiction that comes with 
belonging to a megalopolis today, be 
it Mumbai, Shanghai, Jakarta, Dubai, 
or Bangalore. The work addresses the 
ongoing exodus from the country to-
ward the cities in hopes of  participating 
in economic developments. In Untitled 
(2008–9) and Transit (2010), Shende 
transforms national icons such as water 
buffaloes or a truck filled with standing 
passengers—at 1:1 scale—into glitter-
ing objects, shiny commodities, meta-
phors for Indian’s economic expansion. 
They are factual but showy pastiches, 
easily decoded by Western eyes, deco-
rative in function. They offer a vision 
of  India as a sovereign state in a system 
of  “globali-nation” (an updated version 
of  state religions) in which hybridism 
and variance are recurrent factors. The 
specificities of  developing countries 
are diluted as a result of  the transfor-
mations they have undergone over the 
last decade. Bose Krishnamachari’s 
imposing installation Ghost/Transmemoir 
(2006–8), mixing (auto)biographical 
memory with allegories of  the nation, 
also follows this path by deliberately 
recalling archetypal works from Brazil, 
China, or South Africa. The works fol-
low a similar structure of  thoughts and 
elements, a pastiche of  political cor-
rectness, combining characters of  the 
local culture, political symbols to be 
condemned (in the case of  Krishnam-
achari, oil barrels), and a juxtaposition 
of  nostalgia and technology. They are 
notable for their success in being simul-
taneously specific and generic.
 Indian Highway certainly expressed 
all of  this fragmentation, with under-

lying individual positions, constituting 
a majestic, conspicuous whole. This 
procedure didn’t add much to the  
stereotypical image of  India among  
Romans. While deliberating the ques-
tion of  Indian fragmentation, two re-
cent and complementary stories come 
to mind. One is the 2012 comedy-
drama English Vinglish, a Bollywood hit 
film that revolves around an Indian 
middle-class housewife who decides to 
learn English after being ridiculed by 
her family and friends. The other is a 
news story I remember from October 
2012 describing how British diplomats 
posted to India now find themselves 
needing to learn “Hinglish,” a blend of  
Hindi and English, which is becoming 
the country’s most important language. 
If  works of  art are qualifiers of  identity, 
Indian works of  art signify an identity 
that celebrates diversity.
 Such a challenging and evolving 
theme could set the stage for future 
questions, which the exhibition only 
partially raised. How is India experi-
encing these multiple lives? Can visitors 
possibly avoid embracing a Western 
protocol of  structure and format while 
experiencing such an exhibition, or are 
we still living in a system of  cultural  
colonialism, albeit with friendly dis-
guises? Is India merely mimicking the 
West, or are we seeing the development 
of  another horizon? 
 And where will this all take us? 
The national survey exhibition is like 
a “handshake” that can either lead to 
further dialogue between cultures and 
individuals, or disintegrate after a brief  
flurry of  initial interest until the next 
such survey (Indonesia, or the Middle 
East, perhaps?) comes along. The 
Indian art scene was in the throes of  
an exciting boom from the late 1990s 
to the early 2000s, followed by a stabili-
zation in the last decade. Recent survey 
exhibitions of  Indian art have received 
the full attention of  the international 
art market and have also been the focus 
of  artistic and academic conversations. 
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and money—by actively exposing and 
discussing this aspect of  its operations. 
It might be unfair to the artists involved 
to frame an exhibition in its financial 
context, but when the show in ques-
tion is such a blatant reflection of  the 
market, presented by an institution that 
never veers from the market, it could be 
amazing to actually put that out there, 
and in perspective. 
 The likelihood of  such a critical 
venture, at least by this institution, is 
highly doubtful. The sponsor of  the 
newly reopened museum is Lundin  
Petroleum, a Swedish company cur-
rently under investigation for war 
crimes and abuse of  human rights. 
And the inaugural exhibition in the 
new location was titled To Be With Art 
Is All We Ask, which emphasized the 
museum’s closeness to art and artists, 
aligning it with purely, and impossibly 
idealistic, motives. The museum might 
indeed want to be with art, but it also 
wants to shy away from any other con-
versations—conversations that, in this 
day and age, institutions with means 
should aspire to provoke. Money makes 
the world go round, but there’s seldom 
room to discuss it in the world of  Astrup 
Fearnley.

rOMe

Francesco Stocchi

Looking back on my visit in 2011 to 
the existentialist, multifaceted exhibi-
tion Indian Highway at the MAXXI Mu-
seum of  21st Century Arts in Rome, I 
now understand the show primarily as 
an act of  privileged self-examination. 
It was conceived as a wide, ongoing 
project, defining itself  in large part by 
its own development over the course of  
time, much like a living organism, pro-
gressively growing as it moved to each 
new venue after its first presentation at 

Serpentine Gallery in London in 2008. 
The MAXXI edition was curated by 
the original curators—Julia Peyton-
Jones, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Gunnar 
B. Kvaran—together with Giulia 
Ferracci for the MAXXI. The curato-
rial proposal was not shaped around a 
specific concept, but rather overviewed 
a defined geographical and political en-
tity: India. We are all well aware of  the 
rapid changes the country has under-
gone since it opened its economic gates 
in 1992; the exhibition’s intentions 
highlighted these concerns starting off  
with the title, the highway serving as 
a metaphor for imposing, rapid evolu-
tion. The show was an investigation of  
a concept of  contemporaneity rather 
than actuality. The artworks mostly 
mirrored Western art historical canons 
and the caprices of  the market, as op-
posed to making a substantial commen-
tary on Indian society.
 Such an exhibition format belongs 
to a classical tradition of  determined, 
popular, large-scale operations that 
seek to unveil to the world things that 
were somehow hidden before. At first, 
Indian Highway made me think (not in 
terms of  scale, but in terms of  intent 
and the existing conditions) of  Italian 
Artists of  Today, organized by the Ameri-
can Federation of  Arts and held at 
Rome’s L’Obelisco gallery in 1948. An 
obviously propagandistic undertaking, 
it was the first postwar Italian exhibi-
tion that clearly sought to champion 
emerging Italian artists and interna-
tional figures who had been out of  sight 
under Fascism. While walking through 
the halls of  the MAXXI, Rome’s most 
recent monumento, I was simultaneously 
bemused, mildly irritated, and even im-
mensely elevated. It brought to mind 
the experience of  visiting a national 
pavilion at a world’s fair, where artists 
are often exhibited under the auspices 
of  politically correct exoticism, cultural 
distance is stretched to the limit, and 
objects are transformed into mirabilia. 
This formula, together with my own 

personal reactions, provides me with 
certain directional axes of  discrimina-
tion that help highlight specifics extend-
ing beyond national artistic production. 
And these, in turn, lead me to even 
more questions, surprises, and doubts.
 In his 2005 book The Argumentative 
Indian, Amartya Sen expresses why 
defining India as a whole is an impos-
sible task: “Seeing Indian traditions as 
overwhelmingly religious, or deeply 
anti-scientific, or exclusively hierar-
chical, or fundamentally un-skeptical 
involves significant oversimplifications 
of  India’s past and present.”1 Indian 
Highway portrayed all of  the contradic-
tions that make up India today, inevi-
table ingredients in any investigation of  
the country. It was articulated around 
three main themes: “Indian Identity 
and Histories,” “Exploding Metropo-
lises,” and “Contemporary Tradition.” 
As mentioned before, in order to stress 
the notion of  a continuous present  
developed over time, the number of  
works and artists varied from one venue 
to another. The MAXXI episode fea-
tured 60 artworks by 30 artists, and its 
new additions since the last presenta-
tion included works by the emerging 
Desire Machine Collective, new pho-
tographs by Dayanita Singh, and addi-
tional works by Shilpa Gupta. 
 Indian Highway was intended to be 
malleable and open to interpretation on 
the part of  both the curators and its vis-
itors; the simple fact that it would take 
place in a number of  venues certainly 
set up the expectation that it would  
respond to context. For instance, while 
it naturally received a radical reading 
when it was exhibited in London (the 
center of  England’s colonial power, 
back when India was itself  a colony), 
in Rome it seemed to take on a veil of   
exoticism, seemingly with the assump-
tion that the Roman public had to be 
first impressed, and then informed, 
which in turn blurred the vision of  
some visitors and critics. Reports of  
phantasmagoria overwhelmed any ana-
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Maybe now it is time to stop and revisit 
the idea of  the national survey.
 Maybe we have already moved  
beyond the mere “handshake?” 

notes

1. Amartya Sen, The Argumentative Indian: 
Writings on Indian Culture, History and 
Identity (New York: Penguin, 2005): 214.

BeijinG

Carol Yinghua Lu

We know that some distances are 
only physical, and can be traversed by 
bridges, roads, airways, and other forms 
of  transportation. Some distances are 
less measurable and might even be  
amplified by our efforts to overcome 
them.
 Indian Highway, a traveling exhibi-
tion whose fourth manifestation took 
place at the Ullens Center for Con-
temporary Art (UCCA) in Beijing in 
summer 2012, was an attempt to rep-
resent Indian art in a comprehensive 
manner. But I found that it was con-
sistent with my previous experience 
with this genre of  exhibitions, in that it 
generalized and isolated the region’s art 
scene. It simply offered up a list of  inter-
nationally known and less-established 
names from a certain place, rather than 
genuinely engaging with the work and 
the individuals behind it.
 The core curatorial team for Indian 
Highway consisted of  Julia Peyton- 
Jones and Hans Ulrich Obrist (both 
of  Serpentine Gallery in London) and 
Gunnar B. Kvaran (director of  the 
Astrup Fearnley Museum of  Modern 
Art in Oslo). It was expanded for the 
Beijing edition to include Philip Tinari, 
director of  UCCA. The research of  
the three main curators involved visit-
ing India several times and consulting 
art professionals and specialists there. 

It was the same approach that the very 
same three curators had taken for an-
other region-specific exhibition a few 
years before, China Power Station, whose 
press release claimed it to be a “new 
model for showcasing developments 
in Chinese art and architecture . . .  
updated annually from 2006 to 2008.” 
China Power Station first opened in 2006 
in London’s Battersea Power Station, 
an off-site Serpentine Gallery location, 
then traveled to the Astrup Fearnley 
in Oslo; Mudam, Luxembourg; and 
Pinacoteca Agnelli in Turin, Italy. In its 
last stop, the exhibition title was China 
Power Station: Chinese Contemporary Art from 
the Astrup Fearnley Collection. 
 China Power Station was conceived 
in the midst of  a new wave of  feverish 
hype over contemporary art in China—
almost an epidemic that was catching 
on in many places in the world, particu-
larly Europe. Unlike in the early 1990s, 
when international curators and dealers 
were choosing which Chinese artists to 
represent mostly based on the outright 
political content of  their work, this 
second surge involved a much broader 
and more diverse roster of  artists and 
creative motivations. China Power Station 
reflected this diversity, but also suffered 
because of  it. The problematic of  try-
ing to summarize an entire country’s 
artistic thinking and modes of  practice 
wasn’t automatically resolved simply 
by proclaiming an openness toward all 
types of  work and subject matter. This 
became even more apparent when a 
group of  artists included in the exhibi-
tion were invited to attend the opening 
and participate in a marathon interview 
with Hans Ulrich Obrist, and many 
of  them walked away with a sense of  
disillusionment. They had hoped for a 
genuine discussion about their thoughts 
and practices, but it turned out to be 
mostly a routine Q&A with very gen-
eral questions aimed at “Chinese art” as 
a genre.
 The same afflictions were at work 
in Indian Highway. The curators picked 

a country that was economically and 
politically up-and-coming; traveled 
there more than once (a fact that was 
mentioned in the press release as if  it 
could circumvent criticisms of  the show 
as superficial); and talked to local cura-
tors, art critics, and gallery owners, who 
proposed names of  artists and portfo-
lios, out of  which the final roster was 
distilled. Both exhibitions started from 
London, where the Serpentine Gallery 
is located, and toured to the Astrup 
Fearnley before being shipped off  to a 
few more European destinations. Both 
China and India are growing fast in 
terms of  their art markets but tend to 
suffer from the same plague of  produc-
ing in critics and audiences relatively 
narrow views of  the artistic ideas and 
practices happening there. The com-
mercial aspects remain the dominant, 
powerful tastemakers while other forms 
of  recognition such as art institutions, 
art criticism, and curatorial practices 
have yet to play a more visible role. As a 
result, within a short period of  time, the 
same group of  usual suspects is show-
ing up in all kinds of  exhibitions and 
publications as representative of  the 
new trends and movements coming out 
of  the country. Local recognition leads 
to international presence, and at the 
same time, international recognition 
reinforces local perception. Both exhi-
bitions aspired to return to their home 
countries, or at least to Asia; it hasn’t 
happened yet with China Power Station, 
but it is announced that Indian Highway 
will eventually get to India. Both exhibi-
tions promised to evolve as they toured 
by continuing to add selections of  new 
works.
 Indeed, Indian Highway as presented 
at UCCA boasted the largest survey 
of  contemporary Indian art ever pre-
sented in China, featuring more than 
30 artists and occupying most of  the 
venue’s gallery space. The last attempt 
to introduce contemporary Indian art 
to China was in 2008, when a Korean 
gallery in Beijing, Arario Gallery, pre-

sented a group show. Otherwise, one 
can say that Indian art has had very 
little exposure in China. The media on 
display in the UCCA exhibition were 
as diverse as the subject matter. Some 
of  the artists were highly acclaimed on 
the international biennial circuit and 
well known to the art market; others 
were emerging in the Indian art com-
munity. In the exhibition, the curators 
did not offer up any points of  connec-
tion related to how they practice or 
their philosophies of  art, other than 
the fact that they were all from India, 
a place of  incredible development and 
promise, especially in the realm of  tech-
nology; hence the title Indian Highway. It 
was easy to feel that the works and the 
artists were mostly illustrations of  the  
curators’ imagination of  India. The 
works were manifestations of  the Indian 
contemporary art scene but not really 
testimonies about, or windows into, In-
dian society. Jitish Kallat’s Autosaurus 
Tripous (2007), a monstrous skeletal 
structure resembling the carcass of  an 
auto rickshaw, was situated in the en-
trance passageway, producing in visitors 
a certain expectation of  spectacularism 
while at the same time reassuring them 
with a traditional motif  with which they 
were almost certainly already familiar.
 An exhibition whose premise rests 
entirely on national identity inevitably 
becomes a bit of  a TV program—in 
this case, one made by outsiders for 
other outsiders. Indian Highway felt un-
sophisticated—so indexical, illustrative, 
and flat that it left little space for real 
imagination or intellectual inquiry into 
the foreign place it aspired to describe. 
It did deliver much of  the expected im-
agery of  India, but it didn’t make that 
material any closer or more accessible.
 I visited the exhibition at UCCA 
with a number of  Chinese artists who 
had been featured in China Power Station, 
and they reported feeling a sense of  
déjà vu, in that Indian Highway mir-
rored their own positions a few years 
back when Chinese art was such a 

fashionable thing. To be presented 
in an exhibition together with fellow 
countrymen with whom they did not 
necessarily have anything else in com-
mon exacerbated what already seemed 
like an insurmountable strangeness that 
originates from distance, cliché, precon-
ceptions, and lack of  face-to-face inter-
actions. Both exhibitions implied that 
the artists were simply responding to 
certain social and ideological contexts 
in their work. It’s necessary to situate 
artworks in their social and political 
context, but the layer that I felt clearly 
missing in Indian Highway was a consid-
eration of  the wide variation that exists 
in artistic thinking and ways of  working. 
The question remains whether nation-
based exhibitions can still be useful or 
illuminating in today’s globalized con-
text, in which we find ourselves engaged 
increasingly as individuals, rather than 
representatives of  particular nation-
states. 
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• Since the end of the 18th century, exhibitions 
have been traveling primarily for two reasons: 
so that the work on display could reach a wider 
audience, and so that their organizers—who at 
the beginning were very often the artists them-
selves—could extract from the tour an economic 
advantage. The first organized traveling exhibi-
tions in England were ticketed shows and were 
assumed to have a similar effect on audiences 
in all locations, no matter how geographically 
distant, since those audiences were presumed to 
have similar tastes and interests.1

• In those early traveling exhibitions, the strate-
gies and specific modes of display seemed to 
have been conceived mostly in an instrumental 
fashion, as if the display itself could be assumed 
to be transparent, without any intrinsic com-
municational quality beyond the display of the 
works. An idealized model of this could perhaps 
be the distribution system of modern cinema. In 
practice, that system trespasses the limitations 
involved in dealing with different cultural con-
texts by tacitly attempting to homogenize them.  
Blockbuster movies are culturally specific in the 
sense that they are potentially capable of impos-
ing the terms in which they are received.

• Another idealized model for those early trav-
eling shows is commodity display, in which the 

display mechanisms are instrumental to the 
goal of establishing a desiring link between the 
observer and the commodity. The reality of the 
commodity is a projection that exists in the very 
performative act of constructing a homogeneous 
target audience, from which similar needs and 
expectations are predicted.

• Art in the modern period aspired to exceed 
any generic, unspecific, a priori connection with 
an ideal audience, and instead to operate in the 
evolving conscience of a specific subject, in 
the process of his or her becoming. Modern art  
aspired to singularity—its own and that of its  
audience. The audience of such an art was often 
conceived as a gathering, or serendipitous  
coming together, of autonomous individuals. 

• When organizing an exhibition today, almost 
any given institution contemplates the possi-
bility of the project traveling to other, similar  
institutions, as a way to promote its contents and 
itself, and to advance the financial feasibility of 
the project. Similar institutions have compara-
ble-size spaces and financial means devoted to 
temporary exhibitions, and that facilitates the 
circulation of the projects while contributing  
to define and implicitly regulate their format, 
their modalities, and possibly their aesthetic 
reach.

typologies

the traveLinG 
exhiBitiOn

nOtes On traveLinG exhiBitiOns

Carlos Basualdo
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In theory, it would be wonderful if we could 
send art everywhere, connecting with as many 
interested audience members as possible and 
spreading culture far and wide. The traveling  
visual arts exhibition is a good way of achiev-
ing this, but one should know what one is getting 
into before starting to create such a beast. This  
exhibition type is a different kind of animal, with 
distinct traits that are at once alluring and diffi-
cult. Considering the crucial practicalities and 
pitfalls, as well as the possibilities, may help  
prospective curators decide for themselves how 
to venture forward.
 A traveling exhibition offers the possibil-
ity to display virtually any kind of work, address 

any subject, explore any format, and really start 
from scratch with a tabula rasa— freedoms that 
seem like any curator’s dream. Traveling exhibi-
tions are, ideally, unfettered by the usual speci-
ficities and particularities of a single institutional 
collection, program, or architecture. They are 
highly dependent on their conceptual core—the 
strength of the ideas and the ability of the exhi-
bition to adapt and thrive in varying, unknown 
contexts. The prospects are tantalizing.
 In practice, however, this can be disorient-
ing, as most curators are accustomed to being 
plugged into specific institutions, collections, 
locations, and sites. The curator, and the artists 
involved, need to embrace the unknowns and 

freedOMs, pitfaLLs, and the CraB waLk Of 
the traveLinG exhiBitiOn CuratOr

Susan Hapgood

• Customarily, today, institutions do not pas-
sively receive exhibitions organized elsewhere, 
but engage in an effort to adapt the contents of 
a show to the specific characteristics of the con-
text where the show is displayed, adding or sub-
tracting works, and modifying the layout and the  
didactics (written or digital) with local audiences 
in mind. By so doing the institution expects to 
create a stronger synergy between its audiences 
and the works of art in the traveling exhibition.

• Ideally, traveling exhibitions would not exist. 
Instead, every exhibition would be absolutely 
singular, firmly anchored in time and space, 
meaning that its display mechanisms would 
be self-reflective in relation to the contents of 
the show and the spatio-temporal context in 
which the presentation takes place. To promote 
individual and collective encounters that are 
specific and meaningful for both the audience 
and the works should perhaps be the goal of any  
exhibition.

• Art calls for specificity.

• Ideally, exhibitions should be affairs that 
happen in time, not static displays. As Marcel 
Duchamp wrote of his readymades: “The  
important thing, then, is just this matter of timing, 
this snapshot effect, like a speech delivered on 
no matter what occasion but at such and such an 
hour. It is a kind of rendezvous.”2

• To be imagined: an exhibition that functions 
like a rendezvous—a meeting that is unexpected 
but becomes nonetheless revelatory, so that it is  
perceived by the members of the audience as 
happening exclusively for each of them, subjec-
tive, irreversible, and unrepeatable.

• Should Duchamp’s Étant donnés (1966) perhaps 
be considered a possible model for an exhibi-
tion? A snapshot that we take of ourselves, solely 
for us, with the work as a witness.

notes

1. Kenneth W. Luckhurst, The Story of Exhibitions (London: 
The Studio Publications, 1951).

2. Michel Sanouillet and Elmer Peterson, eds., The Essential 
Writings of Marcel Duchamp (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1975).

Michelangelo Pistoletto: From One to Many, 1956–1974 installation view, 
Philadelphia Museum of  Art, 2010

Michelangelo Pistoletto: From One to Many, 1956–1974 installation view, 
MAXXI Museum of  21st Century Arts, 2011

Michelangelo Pistoletto: From One to Many, 1956–1974 installation view, 
MAXXI Museum of  21st Century Arts, 2011

Michelangelo Pistoletto: From One to Many, 1956–1974 installation view, 
Philadelphia Museum of  Art, 2010 

Michelangelo Pistoletto: From One to Many, 1956–1974, which opened at 
the Philadelphia Museum of  Art in November 2010 and subsequently 
traveled to the MAXXI Museum of  21st Century Arts in Rome,  
was conceived with the intention of  presenting a particular period of  
work by this Italian postwar artist in the context of  the sociopolitical 
transformations of  Italy at that time, and to connect Pistoletto’s early 
work in particular to his recent collaborative project Cittadellarte (1998–
present). The show attempted to interrogate the canonical narratives  
of  contemporary art, as constructed from a hegemonic perspective,  
while establishing a possible genealogy for collaborative work in the 
second part of  the 20th century.
 The layout of  the show in Philadelphia attempted to present its case  
in a precise and almost didactic manner, following a chronological 
sequence that was punctuated by reconstructions of  early installations  

of  the works on display. Audiences were assumed to be unfamiliar  
with Pistoletto’s work and its historical context. Cittadellarte was displayed  
in one of  the permanent collection galleries, in the context of  the 
historical avant-garde.
 In Rome, the exhibition was installed assuming that audiences  
were relatively familiar with the artist, but not necessarily knowledgeable  
about the specific works in the show. The checklist was augmented 
with several local loans, and the works were displayed according to two 
typological categories—two-dimensional and three-dimensional— 
mostly in relation to the spaces available. Cittadellarte was displayed  
in a separate room at the entrance.
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The lenders, or artists being commissioned to 
make work, always want to know where the ex-
hibition will be presented, and the potential 
presenters always want to know what is being 
shown. The curator pulls on the left, then pulls 
on the right, making steady progress by work-
ing both phalanxes along, straight through to the 
first of the (hopefully) many openings along the 
tour route. Progress can seem slow, but it is more 
likely just idiosyncratic.
 Curators are well advised to build in ways 
that presenting venues can make the exhibition 
their own. Adaptation, flexibility, and collabora-
tion are all crucial, and benefit not only the in-
dividual project but also art networks on all dif-
ferent scales (from the local to the potentially 
international) in ways that are healthy for the 
field. Each presenting institution brings its own 
meaning to the show. It is not only the viewer 
who makes the meaning in the work; the physical  
venue, the entire context, and the local culture 
all affect the way the work makes its impact. The 
traveling exhibition becomes iterative, resonat-
ing differently at each place according to each 
local curator’s way of presenting it. This means 
that the initiating curator has to be comfortable 
sharing control with unknown colleagues. We cu-
rators can be highly territorial and clubby, and 
so the traveling exhibition may bounce us out of 
our comfort zones, forcing us into intense situa-
tions involving negotiation and compromise.
 There are other, more unusual traveling ex-
hibition models, and I will mention one example: 
a recent project I co-curated with Cornelia Lauf 
on the subject of artists’ certificates of authentic-
ity dating from the last 50 years. Ranging from 
the most official-looking printed documents 
to dashed-off notations, In Deed: Certificates of 
Authenticity in Art explores the aesthetic, legal, 
and ontological issues of artists’ certificates, in-
cluding their ability to embody the artworks 
themselves while also serving as their referents, 
deeds, guarantees, or fiscal invoices. Unlike 
shows that entail the transportation of physi-
cal objects, this exhibition travels freely via the 
Internet; high-resolution image files are down-
loaded and printed by each presenting institu-
tion and installed according to methods the local 
curator decides in dialogue with us. The luxury 
of having no shipping considerations allows the 
show to travel all over the world with significantly 
lowered costs. 

In Deed: Certificates of  Authenticity in Art installation view,  
KHOJ International Artists’ Association, New Delhi, India, 2011, 
showing Sol Lewitt’s Wall Drawing #1217, 2006

In Deed: Certificates of  Authenticity in Art installation view, Joan Flasch  
Artists’ Book Collection, School of  the Art Institute of  Chicago, 2012

In Deed: Certificates of  Authenticity  
in Art installation view, De Vleeshal, 
Middelburg, the Netherlands, 2011

think first about how the project would ideally 
exist in the world. They must sketch out the con-
cept, identify what will be shown, envision how it 
would best be displayed, and imagine what sorts 
of people would be interested in the project, 
which leads to identification of where it should 
be presented—where in the world, and then 
where in terms of a large or a small museum, in a 
community center, on a train or a bus. All places 
are potentially fair game. And, importantly, they 
must think about how other colleagues will be in-
volved in effecting the vision, because traveling 
exhibitions always entail deep collaboration. 
 Very quickly, reality hits. Since arts fund-
ing is scarce and comes with strings attached, 
the curator has to find a handful of interested 
presenters in order to make the project viable 
to a funder. We all know museum curators who 
plan their programs without any certainty of the 
reception. With traveling exhibitions, your col-
leagues must express a strong commitment to 
presenting a show before it gets developed—
even before money starts flowing for curatorial 
travel and accommodations. Funders want proof 
in advance that it will really happen, and reach 
people. Call it market research.
 One needs to get control of the math early 
on in the process. Projected expenses are 
tallied, including the often-considerable costs 
of extra-strength crating and extended trans-
portation. Then subtract the projected funding 
that can most likely be secured, and divide by 

the number of venues to establish the projected 
cost to be paid by each. Variations and projec-
tions sometimes can be inaccurate, but this is a 
tried and true, workable method. If there are not 
enough presenting institutions committed in the 
beginning stages of development, the show will 
most likely never attract funding, and never take 
off. 
 For more than 10 years I have worked in 
many different capacities on traveling exhibi-
tions: as a curator, an organizer, a producer, and 
a manager. At Independent Curators Interna-
tional (ICI), where I directed the traveling art 
exhibitions program from 2003 to 2010, we nur-
tured and hatched all kinds of projects, ranging 
from new experimental models to art historical 
surveys and monographic shows. ICI invited in-
stitution-based curators to conceive of projects 
unrelated to their home institutions, providing a 
kind of professional pressure-release valve that 
was fairly unique. Prior to working at ICI, I was 
a curator at the American Federation of Arts and 
collaborated with other art historians to gener-
ate traveling shows of art from the modern era 
and earlier. 
 There are undoubtedly additional models 
to be studied, but I have seen and organized 
enough kinds to know this: You must be willing 
to do what I call the crab walk, simultaneously 
securing commitments from presenters and de-
ciding on the works in the show. Each side moves 
forward in a way that is dependent on the other. 
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People’s Biennial opening night, Scottsdale Museum of  Contemporary Art, Arizona, 2012

People’s Biennial installation view, Portland Institute of  Contemporary Art, Oregon, 2010 

For the last couple of decades I have been creat-
ing participatory art projects that often involve 
non-art people in a variety of different locations, 
both inside and outside of traditional art-world 
institutions. I operate largely without a connec-
tion to the commercial art world and rarely make 
commodified objects. Instead I focus my work 
on site-specific relationships among people, 
histories, and social dynamics. The work takes a  
variety of forms, including exhibitions, events, 
publications, and educational activities.
 I met Jens Hoffmann in 2008 at California 
College of the Arts in San Francisco, where I had 
been invited to give a lecture about my work. At 
the time he was the director of the CCA Wattis 
Institute for Contemporary Arts. I’d been curious 
about him and his curatorial practice for several 
years. Though there are some major differences 
in our working methods and their outcomes, it 
also seemed like we had a few important simi-
larities. Both he and I are interested in cross-
disciplinary, unorthodox approaches, and active 
involvement in our projects. At times Jens has 
been criticized for being a curator who functions 
too much like an artist, and I have been accused 
of being an artist who too often curates instead 

of making anything. We hit it off and started  
discussing several possible collaborative proj-
ects, some of which have now been completed, 
including the one I will discuss here.
 In 2010 Jens and I curated the traveling ex-
hibition People’s Biennial. Our primary aim was 
to locate art and artists around the United States 
who were largely unknown to the art world, and 
give the public access to their work through the 
format of the traveling exhibition. We worked 
with Independent Curators International (ICI) 
as a primary organizer to start the process. They 
then contacted five art centers from different re-
gions of the country with which we collaborated: 
the Portland Institute of Contemporary Art in 
Oregon; the Scottsdale Museum of Contempo-
rary Art in Arizona; Dahl Arts Center in Rapid 
City, South Dakota; the Southeastern Center 
for Contemporary Art in Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina; and Haverford College, which is just 
outside of Philadelphia. In the selection of the  
organizations and cities, we wanted to ensure 
both a broad geographic range and access to 
artists and practices outside the known commer-
cial art centers of New York and Los Angeles. Our 
general approach was to go to each of the areas 

LOCaLizinG the traveLinG exhiBitiOn

Harrell Fletcher

 Lenders were initially reluctant to allow 
super-high-resolution digital scans and photo-
graphs of their holdings to circulate, but then 
we found that if we guaranteed the destruction 
of the prints at the close of each presentation, 
the “loans” started coming in more easily. The 
show was on view in November and December 
2012 at the Drawing Center in New York, one of 
10 venues that have thus far signed onto the tour. 
It is being presented in India, Turkey, Italy, the  
Netherlands, and several venues in the United 
States. A hybrid sort of project, it has taken on 
a life of its own. The catalogue has sold out, and 
we may need to print a new edition. This creature 
grew longer legs than we ever imagined.
 At ICI we once tried to formulate metrics for 
the success of exhibitions. Everyone had a dif-

ferent barometer. Was it the number of venues? 
Audience reach? Quality of visitor experience? 
Which projects were game changers, contribut-
ing to the writing of a new history of the field? 
There was speculation that maybe the traveling 
exhibition model being effected by independent 
institutions such as ICI would slowly be absorbed 
by collaborative networks of museums. This has 
increasingly happened, as more and more muse-
ums create their own traveling shows. Given how 
mobile most curators are, and how transportable 
so much art is, I see no reason why the traveling 
exhibition model cannot continue to flourish, no 
matter who is organizing the show. It condenses 
efforts, encourages collaboration, saves money, 
connects audiences, spreads knowledge of art, 
and promotes openness as to what is possible. 
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People’s Biennial installation view, Dahl Arts Center, Rapid City,  
South Dakota, 2011

on an initial site trip, where we met with our host-
ing organization, gave a lecture about our past 
work and what we had in mind for the current 
project, and tried through various methods to 
track down interesting local artists. 
 Because we were attempting to uncover 
work that wasn’t already well known, we made 
a decision not to visit the more likely places a 
curator would look, such as commercial galleries 
or local art schools. Instead, sometimes under 
the guidance of our host institution and some-
times on our own, we wandered around various 
neighborhoods in each city, checking out places 
that support creative practice—for instance cen-
ters for kids and seniors and people with dis-
abilities—to see what art was being produced 
there. We also worked with most of the organi-
zations to hold open-call sessions where anyone 
could bring in their work to show us. The open 
calls, which took on an atmosphere a bit like the 
Antiques Roadshow, were advertised on local 
radio stations and newspapers, with email an-
nouncements, et cetera. The open calls brought 
out a wide variety of very interesting work. In the 
end we selected five to eight artists from each 
region to be included in our exhibition, which 
traveled to each of the five cities over the course 
of the next two years.
 Although each area we visited was very in-
teresting, I think the most compelling place was 
South Dakota. While we were there we did open 
calls on both the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation 
and in downtown Rapid City. We encountered a 
wide variety of truly amazing work, including 
paintings by Jake Herman that were installed at 
a church community center and depicted Sioux 
legends in very colorful and surprising ways; 

Bob Newland’s black-and-white rodeo photos 
from the 1980s, which often showed animals get-
ting the best of the people attempting to tame 
them; Bernie Peterson’s intricately carved soap 
sculptures; and Nicole Harvieux’s photographic 
documents of her National Guard Unit training 
for war.
  Beyond trying to create a show of largely 
unknown work from non–art world centers, we 
were attempting to break orthodoxy in the way 
that the show traveled, where it was shown, 
and its intended audience. In the case of most 
large-scale traveling exhibitions and biennials, 
internationally recognized curators construct 
the show with an audience in mind that, if not  
completely embedded in the art world, shares 
an affinity with its practices and standards. These 
exhibitions originate from major art centers, 
such as New York, and rarely interact with the  
periphery. In the example of the Whitney 
Biennial in New York, a curator or set of cura-
tors spends a couple of years looking at work 
in various places in the United States generally 
through the lens of what has already been shown 
in commercial galleries or museum exhibitions. 
Typically, the majority of the artists in the Whit-
ney Biennial are from New York, Los Angeles, or 
one of very few secondary art centers such as 
Chicago or Houston. The final show is exhibited 
in New York at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, so that even if a work came from some more 
obscure place (which is rare), it is still shown in a 
mainstream environment and placed on display 
for the art world.
 In some senses we considered People’s 
Biennial another way or path to organize an 
American biennial that created an alternative 

People’s Biennial installation view, Southeastern 
Center for Contemporary Art, Winston-Salem, 
North Carolina, 2011 
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to the Whitney’s model and offered a new mode 
of exploration. We not only focused on periph-
eral artists from more marginalized locations, but 
we then also wanted to show the work in those 
places, for a local audience. This was not the 
end goal of the project, however; we wanted to 
do something more complex than only showing 
local artists to a local audience. In an attempt to 
create something that was more than a regional 
show, we included all of the work from the five 
locations at each venue. In that way even though 
the show’s content stayed the same, at every lo-
cation we were introducing work from four other 
parts of the county. Instead of finding amazing 
work and then taking it to New York as a way to 
give value it, we showed it in the communities it 
came from, in relation to work from geographi-
cally different locations that were similarly  
outside the mainstream.
  By structuring the traveling exhibition in 
this way, we were able to make strong, meaning-
ful connections not just with the artists, but also 
with their friends and families. In an art world 
that often privileges professional connections 
and political posturing, the creation of these re-
lationships was for us one of the most important 
and refreshing aspects of People’s Biennial. We 
also were pleased to help share a large number 
of really interesting works we never would have 
encountered if it wasn’t for the very intentional 
and unusual structure that we created for the 
project. It is my hope that by inventing variations 
on standard art-world conventions, as we were 
able to do with People’s Biennial, it will become 
more common for curators to look beyond the 
mainstream and attempt to appreciate people 
and places that are unfortunately too often over-
looked.
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 The Yomiuri 
 Indépendant Exhibitions
 1949–63
 Tokyo Metropolitan 
 Museum of  Art

Once described as the best  
festival for experimental artists 
in postwar Japan, the annual 
exhibition series sponsored by 
the Yomiuri newspaper com-
pany between 1949 and 1963 
was a non-juried event that dis-
played all submitted artworks 
in a rented space at the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Museum of  Art. 
For young artists without the 
support of  commercial galler-
ies, museums, and professional 
associations, the very absence 
of  institutional guidelines—
or interferences—allowed the  
germination of  unfettered in-
dividualism and anti-formalist 
experimentation with found 
objects and happenings. Of  
particular importance were the 
ninth exhibition in 1957, when 
the members of  Kyūshū-ha 
joined the festival, and the 10th 
exhibition in 1958, when the 
Gutai Art Association and other 
participating artists staunchly 
marked the turn to “anti-art.”
 
 Exhibition Event at  
 the Courtroom
 1966–67
 Tokyo District Court

 Energieen (Energies)
 1990
 Curated by Wim Bereen
 Stedelijk Museum 
 Amsterdam

By today’s standards, Energieen 
(Energies) may not seem like all 
that remarkable of  a group exhi-
bition in a major museum. But its  
interdisciplinary, experimental for-
mat was unusual at the time, when 
most museums were still making 
traditional distinctions between 
applied and fine arts, and between 
the modern and the postmodern. 
By showing video and installa-
tion art side by side with fashion, 
interior design, architecture, and 
theater, Energieen blurred the bor-
derlines between media and con-
cepts in new ways. Its ideas would 
soon become even more visible 
in Achille Bonito Oliva’s 1993 
Venice Biennale, which made the 
unprecedented move of  includ-
ing films by the directors Robert  
Wilson, Peter Greenaway, and 
Pedro Almodovar.

	 Marina	Abramović:	
 Objects, Performance, 
 Video, Sound
 1995
 Curated by David Elliott
 Museum of  Modern Art, 
 Oxford, England
 (traveled to Edinburgh,
 Scotland; Dublin, Ireland; 
 Odense, Denmark; 

 Documenta 5
 1972
 Curated by 
 Harald Szeeman
 Kassel, Germany

 Documenta 11
 2002
 Curated by 
 Okwui Enwezor
 Kassel, Germany

Harald Szeemann’s Documenta 
5 had an enormous influence 
that engulfed the distance of  
latitude and time to serve as a 
genuine referent for the glob-
al curator. It was designed to 
be unpredictable and game 
changing. It marked the birth 
of  the auteur-curator and 
the idea of  the exhibition as 
the evolving domain of  the 
contemporary and a site of  
knowledge. It advocated as 
well for a sense of  openness 
and careful, mediated play 
in the presentation of  art-
works, for working through 
disciplines and art history to 
seize the curator’s potential 
authority and power, and for 
making an exhibition an act 
of  love.
 I think of  Documenta 5 as a 
direct predecessor of  Okwui 
Enwezor’s Documenta 11, the 
exhibition that reenergized 

 Walter	De	Maria:	
 The Broken Kilometer
 1979–present 
 Curated by Heiner Friedrich  
 and Philippa de Menil
 Dia Art Foundation, 
 New York 

Among the shops and bars of  New 
York’s West Broadway is a modest 
gray door. Push open the door, walk 
behind a white wall, and you will find 
yourself  in an extraordinary indoor 
landscape. Spreading back as far as 
the eye can see are 500 industrially 
produced brass rods. Each rod is two 
meters in length and five centimeters 
in diameter. Laid on the floor in five 
parallel rows, they disappear into the 
vast recesses of  the giant loft. If  all the 
rods were joined together, they would 
add up to one kilometer. De Maria 
thus transforms an abstract math-
ematical measurement into material, 
sculptural reality. The kilometer is a 
measure of  distance we usually asso-
ciate with roads and landscapes, and 
knowing this enhances the exhilarat-
ing sensation of  space triggered by 
this work, despite the fact that it is di-
vided into fragments and that this is 
an interior, in the middle of  the city. 
Commissioned by the Dia Art Foun-
dation, this permanent installation 
offers a monumental oasis of  surreal 
and timeless order that counterpoints 
not only the frenetic pace of  urban 
life, but also the media and the mar-
ket’s relentless demand for the new.

	 Issue:	Social	Strategies	
 by Women Artists
 1980
 Curated by Lucy Lippard

 Rooms
 1976
 Curated by Alanna 
 Heiss
 PS1, Long Island City,
 New York

Rooms had such a strong impact 
on the New York art commu-
nity, and such profound reso-
nance, that it is surprising to 
realize that it was on for less 
than a month. The concept 
was simple, but radical for the 
time: Each of  the 78 artists 
was given a room, a hallway, 
or some other section of  the 
PS1 building. It was one of  the 
first museum shows based on 
installations and interventions 
that required the viewer to ex-
perience art, not just look at it. 
Importantly, Rooms was also the 
first museum group exhibition 
to employ installation art as its 
unifying concept. It captured 
and demonstrated institution-
al interest in the mood of  the 
New York art community in 
the mid-1970s, when artists 
were taking advantage of  the 
many abandoned spaces and 
inexpensive available lofts to 
create new kinds of  work.

 The Times Square Show
 1980
 Curated by John    
 Ahearn, Tom Otterness,

 Traum und Wirklichkeit  
 Wien 1870–1930 (Dream  
 and Reality Vienna 
 1870–1930)
 1985
 Curated by Robert 
 Waissenberger 
 Design by Hans Hollein 
 Kunstlerhaus, Vienna

A Gesamtkunstwerk in every sense of  
the word, this exhibition was stun-
ningly theatrical, sprawling, witty, 
and purposefully self-indulgent. 
Cutting a broad swath through 
a complex art and cultural his-
tory, it covered three decades on 
either side of  1900. In doing so, it 
stretched our perceptions of  Vien-
nese modernity, the known arche-
types of  Gustav Klimt, the Wiener 
Werkstatte, and so on. Embracing 
competing tastes with the inclusion 
of  both avant- and arrière-gardes, 
works by Egon Schiele, Otto 
Wagner, and Adolf  Loos were pre-
sented with installations and arti-
facts related to Sigmund Freud, 
Gustav Mahler, Robert Musil, and 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, as well as 
the other side of  the coin: Hans 
Makart, operetta, and reaction-
ary politics. In operatic mode, the 
show began with an installation of  
costumes worn at Franz Joseph’s 
silver jubilee in 1879, cascading 
down the enameled orange in-
dustrial staircase that ran along-
side the building’s grand beaux-
arts balustrade. A light bounced 
around the Kunstlerhaus atrium in 
a dizzying, pulsating reflection of  
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Model 1,000-Yen Note Incident 
(1963–73) is one of  the best-
known events in postwar 
Japanese art history. The police 
charged the Neo-Dadaist artist 
Akasegawa Genpei of  currency 
counterfeiting based on the 
evidence of  a conceptual work 
in which he reproduced the 
fronts of  Japanese 1,000-yen 
bills. His supporters presented 
three special defenders and 17 
witnesses over 11 courtroom 
sessions. Exhibition Event at the 
Courtroom, as it was named at 
the time, transformed the court 
proceedings into happenings, 
and the Tokyo District Court 
into a site of  an art exhibition. 
The legal battle eventually 
ended with the court’s decision 
that Akasegawa’s work was art 
but also a crime. This unusual 
exhibition asked important  
questions about the site of  art 
production, public spaces, and 
the institution of  art.

 The Inaugural Exhibition  
 of Reality Group 
 (unrealized)
 1969
 Sinmun Hall, Seoul

In 1969, a poet (Kim Chi-ha), 
an art critic (Kim Yoon-sik), and 
three painters in their early 20s 
formed a Seoul-based collective 
called Reality Group. These 
artists rebelled against Abstract 

 Munich; Groningen, the
 Netherlands; and Ghent, 
 Belgium)
 
This was Marina Abramović’s 
first comprehensive retrospective 
in a major institution, long before 
she achieved her current celebrity 
status. It was a major contributing 
factor in her receiving the 1997 
Venice Biennale Golden Lion 
prize. It included an early version 
of  Cleaning the House (which was 
also a part of  the Venice project 
Balkan Baroque), a spectacular but 
gruesome performance in which 
Abramović vigorously cleans ani-
mal bones. Also included were 
many early works from the 1960s, 
1970s, and 1980s alongside her 
(then) more recent works from the 
1990s. The show contextualized 
her ideas from the perspective of  
her complex personal background, 
particularly her upbringing in 
communist Yugoslavia. The cata-
logue was edited by Chrissie Iles 
with texts by Abramović, Roselee 
Goldberg, Thomas McEvilley, 
David Elliott, and Bojana Pejić, 
and it included extensive docu-
mentation of  many objects, video 
performances, sound works, and 
other pieces that continue to fas-
cinate international art audiences. 

 Transmute
 1999
 Curated by Joshua Decter
 Museum of Contemporary
 Art, Chicago 

curators, artists, and artist 
collectives globally, especially 
outside the Western world. 
It ignited and vigorously re-
mapped the trail of  artistic 
inquiry, and brought to the 
gaze of  the West points of  
illumination that had earlier 
been only in the periphery 
of  its vision. Geography was 
critical, as was Enwezor’s 
art-in-process approach. 
This encouraged a dras-
tic break from the studio/ 
museum nexus as the site of  
art in favor of  a deep em-
brace of  the materials of  the 
third world—text, image, 
video—all of  which insisted 
on their material and dynam-
ic presence.

 Exhibition of Indian Art
 1948
 Curated by 
 Dr. C. L. Fabri
 President’s House, 
 New Delhi

In 1948 this mammoth ex-
hibition that had traveled to 
London came to New Delhi 
and was unveiled at the newly 
anointed President’s House. 
It later became the core of  
the National Museum’s col-
lection. It included many 
antiquities, mainly sculp-
ture and paintings, span-

 Institute of  Contemporary 
 Arts, London

The American critic Lucy Lip-
pard stated in her catalogue essay 
for this exhibition, the avowed aim 
of  which was to explore a feminist 
political consciousness in art: “One 
of  the reasons so many women art-
ists have engaged so effectively in 
social change and/or outreach art is 
woman’s political identification with 
oppressed and disenfranchised peo-
ples.” Lippard’s selection focused on 
an Anglo-American nexus of  artist-
activists, many of  whom were not yet 
known to British audiences. These 
included such (now) major figures 
as Jenny Holzer, Martha Rosler, and 
Nancy Spero. Also in the show were 
the British artists Margaret Harrison, 
Mary Kelly, and Loraine Leeson. 
The show embraced performance, 
film, and photography, and also in-
cluded community-based projects 
such as Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s 
“maintenance art.” This involved 
the artist working with local teams of  
rubbish collectors to make visible an 
arena of  labor traditionally relegated 
to women, and to celebrate workers 
at the lowest strata of  society. With 
these kinds of  participatory projects, 
this exhibition prefigured many of  
the concerns and aesthetic strate-
gies that are now, some three decades  
later, being embraced by the wider 
art world.

 1st Mercosul Biennial
 1997
 Curated by 
 Frederico Morais 
 Porto Alegre, Brazil

 Kiki Smith, and
 Jane Sherry 
 Corner of  7th Avenue
 and 41st Street,
 New York 

A number of  the artists in-
cluded in The Times Square Show 
helped to define New York in 
the 1980s. This was either the 
first or one of  the first public 
presentations of  the work of  
Jean-Michel Basquiat, Keith 
Haring, Kenny Scharf, and 
Kiki Smith. Installed in a for-
mer massage parlor, the exhibi-
tion inserted the emerging art 
community into the cacophony 
of  the city. Though it seemed 
like an open forum where any-
one could participate, it was in 
fact a tightly curated and well- 
organized exhibition. It be-
came an important meeting 
point for graffiti artists from 
the Bronx, art students such 
as Keith Haring who had just  
arrived in New York, post- 
Conceptual artists from the 
Lower East Side, and the radi-
cal feminist contingent who 
worked at the Tin Pan Alley 
bar in Times Square. If  not 
for this event, the 1980s New 
York art community may 
not have evolved the way 
it did. The show remains a 
model for the inclusive, artist-
curated, community-based  
exhibition. 

the competing instincts that made 
the show as physically, psychologi-
cally, and intellectually disorient-
ing as it was visually riveting. 

 Saturne en Europe
 1988
 Curated by Roland Recht   
 with Françoise Decros
 Various locations in 
 Strasbourg

Roland Recht is a curator who 
can make the Middle Ages look 
modern and the contemporary 
look historical. Albrecht Durer’s 
Melencolia (1514) provided the 
imago comtemplatis at the exhibi-
tion’s first site, the former city 
Kunsthalle. This led to instal-
lations by Christian Boltanski, 
Marcel Broodthaers, Joseph 
Beuys, Anselm Kiefer, and their 
compatriots (indeed, the show was 
too male-focused). At the Musée 
de l’Oeuvre de Notre-Dame and 
the Musée des Beaux-Arts, the 
curators peppered contemporary 
works among historical master-
pieces. A Giuseppe Penone felt in-
evitable among the religious sculp-
tures in the former, while a giant 
Claudio Parmiggiani sculpture 
held court in the gallery among 
the Renaissance masters. The cu-
rators’ pitch-perfect postmodern 
intent was inspired by a quotation 
from a classic of  modern art histo-
ry: Fritz Saxl and Erwin Panofsky’s 
1926 text about the dark, brooding, 
creative sensibility that provided 
the title for the exhibition. Against 
this meditation on modern history 
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Expressionism, which was the 
dominant painting style taught 
at art schools at the time, by 
emulating Socialist Realism and 
the Mexican mural movement. 
The announcement posters of  
the collective’s inaugural exhi-
bition caught the eyes of  their 
professors, who deemed the 
figurative paintings decidedly 
Socialist and thus pro–North 
Korea. Under the anti-Com-
munist military dictatorship, 
any gesture even obliquely 
pointing to the “other” Korea 
and its cultural identity was 
worth reporting to the South 
Korean CIA, which is precisely 
what the professors did. The ex-
hibition was unrealized but not, 
in the end, completely silenced. 
The Reality Group’s manifesto, 
which called for a new artis-
tic language that would reflect 
and intervene in contemporary 
reality, ultimately provided a 
vocabulary of  resistance for 
succeeding generations of  po-
litically minded artists in the 
1980s, who actively participated 
in the country’s pro-democracy 
movement.

 Stars Art Exhibition
 1979
 Beijing

On September 27, 1979, on the 
street just outside the National 
Art Gallery in Beijing, an artist 

According to the curator’s press 
release, this exhibition was envi-
sioned as having the potential “to 
transform both individual works 
of  art and the exhibition itself.” 
What made the show unique was 
the possibility for viewers to create 
a virtual exhibition in parallel 
to the physical show of  objects, 
which were selected works from 
the collection of  the Museum 
of  Contemporary Art, Chicago. 
The show was conceived and co-
developed in collaboration with 
a computer programmer and a 
web designer, who created digital 
interfaces—specifically, interac-
tive computer kiosks and a web-
based extension—by which the 
public could conceptualize their 
own new show using the given 
set of  artworks within the virtual 
space. The institution thus opened 
itself  up to outside challenges to 
its usual historical, thematic, and 
hierarchical structures. Transmute 
was an early example of  a partici-
patory, relativistic museum project 
in which the roles of  curator,  
institution, and attendee were  
deliberately blurred. 

	 After	the	Wall:	Art	
 and Culture in Post-
 Communist Europe
 1999
	 Curated	by	Bojana	Pejić		
 with co-curator 
 David Elliot
 Moderna Museet, 
 Stockholm, Sweden 

ning close to 2,000 years. It 
marked a postcolonial mo-
ment of  India’s seizing of  its 
own history—the moving of  
the concept of  the exhibition 
as a Western construct onto 
Indian soil. Significantly, the 
young MF Husain, then 33 
years of  age, witnessed this 
exhibition. (It also fired the 
imagination of  his confreres 
in the Progressive Artists 
Group, or PAG, who exhib-
ited in Mumbai that same 
year.) Husain’s takeaway was 
to inject modern Indian art 
with the particular reimag-
ing of  a timeless heroism, a 
celebration of  the man of  the 
soil that coincided with the 
charged energy of  the newly 
independent nation. Husain 
recognized in classical Indian 
sculpture the energy and po-
tential to transform figurative 
painting; equally he drew 
from the rich palette of  In-
dian miniature schools such 
as Basohli. The result was a 
charged and dynamic style, 
expressionistic yet affective, 
reflecting the ideals of  the 
newly socialist nation. With 
the PAG, India’s classical and 
nationalist acts were radically 
“modernized.”

 Beijing Summer 
 Olympics

Epic in its art historical, geographic, 
and philosophical scope, this inaugu-
ral biennial incorporated four distinct 
shows and a total of  more than 100 
artists from Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay. One exhibi-
tion dedicated to “universal construc-
tivism” traced the evolution of  geo-
metric abstraction since the 1940s via 
immersive installations by key figures 
such as Hélio Oiticica, Xul Solar, and 
Jesus Soto. Another display offered a 
chronology of  overtly political art 
and included sometimes-harrowing 
documentation of  performances by 
Diamela Eltit and the sculptor Artur 
Barrio, foregrounding actions and 
objects triggered (and suppressed) 
by the military dictatorships domi-
nating Latin American politics. Our 
Compass Points South (1943), an iconic 
drawing by Joaquín Torres García 
that turns the Americas upside down, 
emblematized an entire survey of  
map-related works titled Cartographies. 
These historical surveys were com-
plemented by a site-specific exhibi-
tion titled The Object-Based Imagination 
located in an empty warehouse. For 
this, 10 artists were each given a 
modest budget of  $100 to acquire 
things from around Porto Alegre—
these ended up including dozens of  
Christian Madonnas and even a live 
pig—to create environments that  
offered different portraits of  the city. 

 A Short History of 
	 Performance:	Part	I
 2002
 Curated by Andrea Tarsia
 Whitechapel Gallery, 
 London 

Most of  us know iconic works of  

 Westkunst
 1981
 Curated by 
 Kaspar König
 Cologne Fair, Germany

For me, someone who knew 
art primarily through the new 
work in SoHo galleries and 
was only vaguely knowledge-
able about modern art history, 
Westkunst was an astonishing 
experience. It had a remark-
ably ambitious concept: to re-
create the most significant art 
movements of  the past five 
decades. It was a mega-initia-
tive comprising 33 exhibitions 
in total, looking at art from 
1939 to 1981 by artists as di-
verse as Kurt Schwitters, Julio 
Gonzalez, Marc Chagall, Yves 
Klein, Allan Kaprow, Julian 
Schnabel, and Robin Winters. 
Rather than displaying just a 
few key examples, Westkunst re-
assembled complete series, for 
instance Francis Bacon’s 1957 
group of  five paintings inspired 
by Vincent van Gogh’s Self  
Portrait on the Road to Tarascon 
(1888). With Westkunst, Kaspar 
König solidified his reputation 
as one of  the greatest curatorial 
minds of  his generation. Given 
the exorbitant expenses of  in-
surance and shipping alone, it 
would be nearly impossible to 
organize a similar exhibition 
today.

and art history, the allusions drew  
together the concerns of  a variety 
of  contemporary practices.

 Samuel Beckett, 
 Bruce Nauman
 2000
 Curated by Christine 
 Hoffmann and Michael   
 Glasmeier 
 Kunsthalle Wien’s 
 temporary space, Vienna

With manuscripts, notebooks, 
sketches, video, installations, and 
television productions, this show 
worked (and made the visitor 
work) to comprehend the analo-
gies between Samuel Beckett’s 
visual drama and Bruce Nauman’s 
literary visuality. It addressed their 
existential absurdism, and probed 
the influences of  the dramatist on 
the artist. The exhibition was nei-
ther a retrospective nor an hom-
age for either figure, but sought 
to probe the connections between 
their shared obsession with rep-
etition, compulsion, terror, stasis, 
isolation, and exhaustion. The 
presentation of  Beckett’s theater 
pieces produced for television, 
such as the chilling Not I of  1977 
and the neurotic Film of  1965 
with Buster Keaton, were reve-
latory in this context—excellent 
examples of  crossover genres that 
seemed newly relevant within the 
framework of  contemporary video  
practice. Sure enough, the Beckett 
television plays appeared still fresh 
at the Venice Biennale the follow-
ing year, in 2001.
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group advocating social inter-
vention called the Stars Group 
showcased 163 works in diverse 
media such as oil painting, ink 
painting, print, and wood sculp-
ture. This unofficial exhibition 
in the public space marked a 
new beginning of  Chinese artis-
tic experimentation only a few 
years after the Cultural Revo-
lution, which ended in 1976. 
As part of  a large wave of  de-
mocracy movements (1978–79) 
whereby young activists ex-
pressed themselves through the 
channels of  literary journals, 
public speech, and dazibao (big 
character writing), the Stars Art 
Exhibition brought together new 
forms of  individual expression 
(for instance Huang Rui’s paint-
ings with broad brushstrokes, 
Space and New Life) and reflec-
tions on social reality (such as 
Wang Keping’s “absurd” sculp-
ture Long, Long Life) that broke 
away from officially endorsed 
Socialist Realism.

 China/Avant-Garde
 1989
 Curated by a committee  
 led by Gao Minglu
 National Art Gallery,   
 Beijing

Touted as the “festival for every 
avant-garde artist in China,” 
this large-scale exhibition at-
tempted to capture the experi-

 (traveled to Budapest,   
 Hungary; and Berlin)

This was the first major survey of  
historic and contemporary devel-
opments in the art and culture of  
the former Eastern bloc, introduc-
ing to global art professionals and 
the wider public in the West an im-
mense body of  material that had 
previously been known only to art 
experts in Eastern Europe. Soon 
after this exhibition, many of  the 
artists launched successful inter-
national careers (these included 
AES, Nedko Solakov, Luchezar 
Boyadjiev, Irwin, Sanja Iveković, 
Mladen Stilinović, Katarzyna 
Kozyra, Deimantas Narkevičius, 
Anri Sala, and Artur Żmijewski). 
Although the installation was criti-
cized as overcrowded and confus-
ing, After the Wall was (and is still) 
recognized as a groundbreaking 
curatorial and research effort. 
The accompanying two-volume 
publication included images and 
texts about each exhibited artist as 
well as significant essays by many 
Eastern European historians and 
theorists who expressed the ur-
gency of  overcoming East-West 
binary modes of  thinking.

	 Co.operation:	International	
 Forum for Feminist Theory  
 and Art Practice
 2000 
	 Curated	by	Sanja	Iveković
 Art Workshop Lazareti,   

 2008
 Artistic director:  
 Zhang Yimou

In terms of  sheer theater  
in the political and public 
staging of  art, one of  the 
greatest exhibitory events 
ever was the 2008 Olympics 
in Beijing. It marked the es-
tablishment of  Asian spec-
tacularism, invoking ancient 
Chinese discoveries such as 
gunpowder and paper to-
gether with numerous Chi-
nese artists, diasporic and 
otherwise, in a single massive 
ceremonial event. It looked 
back at Chinese traditions 
as much as it anticipated the 
aggressive building of  1,500 
new architecturally grandi-
ose museums. This event was 
important not just because 
it announced China’s ambi-
tiousness and its absorption 
of  artists such as Ai Weiwei 
and Cai Guo-Qiang, but 
also because it brought Asian 
principles of  art so emphati-
cally into the global domain. 
When the history of  Asian 
art is written, this event at 
Beijing is likely to be at its 
apex.

 Altermodern
 2009
 Curated by Nicolas   

performance art only through shaky 
handheld videos and grainy black-
and-white photographs. In this show, 
Whitechapel presented seven artists, 
live and in person, re-creating works 
from the 1960s and 1970s in which 
they had used their own bodies as 
subject and object. It was a shock 
to many to discover that Carolee 
Schneemann’s famous Meat Joy 
(1964) was accompanied by a jaunty 
pop soundtrack and the hurling of  
hot dogs, in contrast to the ritualistic 
bloodfest of  Hermann Nitsch’s offal 
orgy titled Lecture Action Basic Elements 
of  the Orgies-Mysteries. Originally 
staged in an empty garage in Rome 
in 1969, Jannis Kounellis’s Untitled: 
12 Cavali involved bringing 12 live 
horses into the Whitechapel Gallery. 
Their size, beauty, and brute strength 
made it an encounter with the sub-
lime. This became the first of  six 
seasons of  shows at the Whitechapel 
Gallery (lasting from 2002 to 2007) 
that revisited key performance works 
from the 1960s to the present.

 Diaghilev and the Ballets   
 Russes
 2010
 Curated by Jane Pritchard 
 and Geoffrey Marsh
 Victoria and Albert 
 Museum, London

The genius of  this exhibition lay in its 
vivid reanimation of  a bygone epoch, 
itself  set alight by dance, a form that 
exists only in the moment of  its per-
formance. The show powerfully dem-
onstrated what can happen when 
artists leave disciplinary boundaries 
behind to express the spirit of  their 
age. It tracked the career and milieu 

 Jean-Michel Basquiat
 1982
 Fun Gallery, New York

At the height of  his career, 
Jean-Michel Basquiat chose 
to present some of  his great-
est work not in a conventional 
SoHo gallery, but in the 10th 
Street storefront of  the Fun 
Gallery, the clubhouse where 
local graffiti artists were show-
ing alongside Keith Haring, 
Kenny Scharf, and other ambi-
tious downtown artists. It was 
an inspiration to see such im-
portant art in a humble space 
instead of  an expensive gal-
lery in a prestigious location. 
The walls were deliberately 
left rough, and the paintings 
were mounted on handmade 
stretchers using salvaged strips 
of  wood. The opening attract-
ed famous collectors in limou-
sines alongside kids from local 
housing projects. The crowds 
spilled out onto the street. 
Basquiat’s work appealed to a 
large and diverse public, em-
bodying the strongest trends in 
the downtown artistic dialogue 
by drawing on a wide range of  
artistic and cultural references.
 
	 Jeff	Koons:	Equilibrium
 1985
 International With 
 Monument, New York 

 L’Intime, le collectioneur   
 derrière la porte (The 
 Intimate: The Collector   
 Behind Closed Doors)
 2004
 Curated by Paula 
 Aisemberg, Antoine de 
 Galbert, and Gérard 
 Wajcman
 Maison Rouge, Paris

The first-ever exhibition at the 
Maison Rouge was a series of  id-
iosyncratic installations of  rooms 
taken “verbatim” from private 
collections. The curators featured 
astute collectors whose tastes were 
reflected not only in their choice 
of  art, but also in their highly 
personalized domestic settings. 
Impersonal biographies main-
tained collector anonymity while 
providing insight into their ideolo-
gies of  collecting and display. A 
certain “Monsieur C,” a finance 
person, furnished his office with 
a fascistically proportioned art 
moderne desk, then played off  
the tension between control and 
psychic release in his juxtaposi-
tion of  an Andreas Gursky pho-
tograph (behind his Bloomberg 
screen) and a large Paul McCarthy 
sculpture. Collectors of  Italian 
and Belgian art created a virtual 
mise en abyme with pairs of  Michel-
angelo Pistoletto mirror pictures 
and Giulio Paolini sculptures fac-
ing off  against one another, while 
Maurizio Cattelan’s flock of  taxi-
dermied pigeons—Tourists of  
1997—perched overhead on the 
curtain rods. 
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 Dubrovnik, Croatia 

Co.operation was one of  the first 
international feminist projects 
to take place in Eastern Europe, 
gathering artists, curators, and 
art theorists from across the East-
West geopolitical divide 10 years 
after the fall of  the Berlin Wall. 
It included a carefully curated 
collection of  experimental for-
mats, including small exhibitions, 
screenings, conference presenta-
tions, and interdisciplinary work-
shops, all linking critical feminist 
theory with art practice and cri-
tiquing patriarchal patterns in art 
and culture. Installations, video 
projections, and performances 
were presented in different venues 
around Dubrovnik. Sanja Iveković 
invited not only a formidable list 
of  international artists, but also 
such curators and theorists as 
Hilary Robinson, Katy Deepwell, 
Bojana Pejić, Iara Boubnova, 
and Suzana Milevska. The par-
ticipants shared their social,  
political, and artistic concerns and 
discussed the urgency of  undertak-
ing feminist debates. At the time, 
the region lacked rigorous discus-
sions of  these issues due to gov-
ernmental, social, and economic  
upheavals. 

	 Olafur	Eliasson:	
 The Weather Project
 2003
 Curated by Susan May
 Tate Modern, London

mental spirit of  the 85 New 
Wave Movement, a vast tide 
of  unofficial contemporary art 
that blossomed in China in the 
1980s. Featured in the exhibi-
tion were approximately 100 
artists working in performance, 
sculpture, painting, photog-
raphy, video, and installation. 
Although the government was 
officially imposing restrictions 
on performance art, the exhi-
bition opened successfully with 
Wu Shuanzhuan’s “shrimp sell-
ing” act titled Big Business. It was 
not until three hours into the 
opening, when Xiao Lu set fire 
to her installation Dialogue, that 
police shut down the show. The 
clash between official and anti-
state forces to define contem-
porary Chinese society mani-
fested more violently later that 
year during the Tiananmen 
Square Massacre. The govern-
ment continues to crack down, 
through both violence and  
bureaucracy, on artists it deems 
subversive, as evidenced by the 
recent case of  Ai Weiwei. 

	 Seoul	in	Media:	Food,		 	
 Clothing, Shelter
 1998 
 Curated by  
 Youngchul Lee
 Seoul Metropolitan   
 Museum of  Arts

The explosion of  art biennials 

 Bourriaud
 Tate Britain, London

 Akshardham Temple
 2005
 Developed by   
 Pramukh     
 Swami Maharaj
 New Delhi, India

I want to draw a line of  re-
flection between Nicolas 
Bourriaud’s Altermodern and 
the Akshardham Temple 
in New Delhi. Rather than 
reading these as stand-alone 
“exhibitions,” I see them 
as symptoms of  absorption 
and transgressions that mark 
broad streams of  aesthetic 
thought. Altermodern came 
strategically at a time when 
Orientalism and postcolo-
nialism had gradually run 
their course; the Arab Spring 
was only months away. Giv-
ing primacy to the artwork 
and sidestepping the mono-
lithic Western academy and 
canon to embrace large, for-
merly unmapped art worlds, 
even as they were read within 
a trajectory of  continuity, this 
exhibition was a clear bench-
mark. Bourriaud avoided the 
pitfalls of  first-world asser-
tiveness and aggrieved third 
world–ism to locate art mak-
ing within the domains of  

of  the Russian choreographer Serge 
Diaghilev, who nurtured careers, ar-
tistic visions, and partnerships that 
were foundational to Modernist 
music, graphics, set design, and art. 
At the vortex of  these revolutionary 
cultural forms was dance. Diaghilev’s 
company, the Ballets Russes, per-
formed around the world from 1909 
to 1929.
 Arranged chronologically and 
thematically, the exhibition looked 
like a darkened theater illuminated 
by displays of  original posters, musi-
cal scores, choreography notations, 
costumes, and set designs, with the 
added pulse of  film and sound. Ar-
tifacts became vectors for movement 
and rhythm, and Diaghilev emerged 
as a kind of  curator himself. The 
photographs, drawings, and archival 
footage showed remarkable dancers, 
including George Balanchine, Michel 
Fokine, Alicia Markova, and Anna 
Pavlova. Visitors could watch Igor 
Stravinsky’s legendary ballet The Rite 
of  Spring (1913) via a film program 
showing its various interpretations by 
dance companies through the 20th 
century. An extraordinary mise-en-
scène was provided by two colossal 
“front- and back cloths” created, 
respectively, by Natalia Goncharova 
and Pablo Picasso. Specialists such 
as the composer and music historian 
Howard Goodall appeared through-
out the show as talking heads, pro-
viding insightful commentary and 
analysis.

 dOCUMENTA (13)
 2012 
 Curated by  
 Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev
 Kassel, Germany

Jeff  Koons’s remarkable ex-
hibition marked the height of  
the East Village gallery scene, 
but also presaged its decline. 
With its clean white walls and 
spare installation, Internation-
al With Monument looked like 
it had been transported from 
the Museum of  Modern Art, 
little resembling the loose Neo-
Expressionism and bohemian 
styles that characterized the 
prevailing East Village aesthet-
ic. It is astonishing that Meyer 
Vaisman, the lead partner in 
the gallery and a Parsons stu-
dent from Venezuela who had 
been in New York for only a 
year, could conceptualize such 
a sophisticated gallery program 
and connect with artists such 
as Koons, Richard Prince, and 
Peter Halley. Koons’s coherent 
but confounding fusion of  Pop, 
Minimalism, and Conceptual 
art changed the prevailing dia-
logue. Within a few years, the 
East Village gallery scene had 
nearly dissolved and Neo Geo 
had replaced Neo-Expression-
ism.

 Aperto
 1993
 Curated by Helena  
 Kontova with  
 Francesco  Bonami, 
 Nicolas Bourriaud,   
 Kong Changan, Antonio 
 d’Avossa, Jeffrey 

	 Jocks	and	Nerds:	Men’s		  
 Style in the Twentieth 
 Century
 1989
 Curated by Richard  
 Martin and Harold Koda
 Fashion Institute of   
 Technology, New York

From tartan fabrics to surreal-
ist fashion, in this show Richard 
Martin and Harold Koda turned 
a critical eye and intellectual rigor 
to clothing. They formulated 12 
masculine types that crystallized 
approaches to men’s fashion under 
the conditions of  modernity. Pair-
ings included the cowboy and the 
man about town, for instance, or 
the dandy and the military man. 
In double file at the exhibition’s 
entry, mannequins represented 
each of  these contrasting types, 
serving as instances of  aesthetic 
and social association, and giving 
visitors points of  reference with 
which to position themselves as 
they looked at the displays that 
followed. Fashion illustration and 
publicity photos were included, 
offering up seemingly improbable 
similarities between contrasting 
collections such as those of  Paul 
Stuart and Comme des Garçons.

 Arms and Armor
 1953
 Curated by Jermayne 
 MacAgy
 Fine Arts Museums of  
 San Francisco

	 Romantic	Agony:	From	
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I think it is not too bold to say that 
for many, The Weather Project made 
museums attractive and exciting 
for the first time. It created a social 
“interstice” (as Nicolas Bourriaud 
used the term in Relational Aesthetics) 
for inter-human relations and ex-
change that had rarely been seen 
before, particularly not in British 
art institutions. Thousands of  peo-
ple from an unprecedented range 
of  backgrounds headed to Tate 
Modern to experience the mesmer-
izing, phantasmagoric atmosphere 
of  the yellow-hued Turbine Hall 
and to look up or lie on the floor 
to see their images mirrored in the 
museum’s ceiling. It was hardly a 
narcissistic drive that brought out 
the crowds; rather, for many, it was 
a feeling that for the first time they 
were being invited to participate 
in and reflect on art without being 
patronized by the authoritarian 
voices of  theorists and curators. 
The day before a visit to London 
by then–U.S. president George W. 
Bush, approximately 80 visitors 
used the work to become protes-
tors: They arranged their bodies 
on the floor to spell out “Bush Go 
Home” in the giant ceiling mirror, 
and the photo circulated widely in 
newspapers. Their collective per-
formance anticipated the more 
recent Occupy initiatives and was 
at the time a rare self-organized 
social activist performance, bring-
ing a political agenda to museums. 

throughout the world has trans-
formed the ecology of  the art 
scene, and these changes are 
especially evident in South 
Korea. The inception of  the 
Gwangju Biennale in 1995 
and the successors that sprang 
up in other metropolitan cities 
such as Busan and Seoul have 
contributed to a new culture of  
mega-scale curating with an ex-
plicit desire for globality, plural-
ity, and transnational exchange. 
Seoul in Media was a case in point. 
Organized in a Kunsthalle-like 
temporary space, the exhibition 
gathered installation, video, and 
mixed-media works under the 
rather broad theme of  “every-
day life.” Though all of  the con-
tributing artists were Korean 
citizens or diasporic Koreans, 
the aesthetics of  the individu-
al works, as well as the overall 
exhibition layout, was on par 
with the global contemporary 
scene. Many of  the artists had 
recently returned from study 
abroad in the United States or 
Western Europe and were us-
ing an experimental language 
that starkly contrasted with the 
overt academicism prevailing in  
Korean art schools. Another 
important aspect of  the show 
was that many of  the featured 
artists made their mainstream 
debut here and later became 
key players in the country’s art 
scene.

art itself, which is immensely 
wide and dynamic in its em-
brace. In this sense, I think his 
vision loops back to Harald 
Szeemann’s.
 I mention Akshardham 
as an example of  the temple 
as a site for artistic ingenuity, 
one that maps the local rath-
er than the global. What mu-
seum building is to the West 
(and now China), temple 
building is to India. Akshard-
ham, the “modern” temple 
dedicated to the Swamina-
rayan sect, appropriates all 
the tropes of  the global mu-
seum: a gift shop, high-tech 
audiovisual systems, diora-
mas, guided tours, “history” 
and knowledge making. With 
entertaining spectacularism, 
it serves as a touristic and re-
ligious site, emphasizing how 
the new-age temple aggres-
sively displaces the museum 
in Indian mass culture. As a 
non-art site that draws thou-
sands of  visitors with its inter-
pretation of  new-old culture, 
it marks a tendency within the 
subcontinent away from the 
pure art site and toward the 
domain of  the visual and the 
sensorial. Within India, then, 
alternate modernities can be 
sources of  both inquiry and 
disquiet, mass palliation and 
intellectual provocation.

Choreographing, in a sense, the 
city of  Kassel itself, Carolyn Chris-
tov-Bakargiev counterpointed the 
industrial hinterland of  the former 
main station (from which trains to 
the concentration camps once de-
parted) with the pastoral idyll of  
an 18th-century park; a fine-art 
museum with museums of  science 
and natural history; and Kassel 
itself  with the city of  Kabul, 
Afghanistan. Both cities have been 
at some points ruined by war, un-
der occupation, and situated in a 
pariah nation. This balance also 
extended to the selection of  works, 
which juxtaposed historic art and 
artifacts with more than 100 new 
commissions. The show evolved 
around the art that emerges from 
being under siege, on retreat, on 
stage, and in a state of  hope. The 
works on view included tapes-
tries from the 1930s and 1940s by  
Hannah Ryggen, who quietly 
wove searing critiques of  Fascism 
into her textiles, and the priest 
Korbinian Aigner, who gardened 
while imprisoned at Dachau so 
as to feed and heal his fellows; he 
grew apples, of  which he made 
exquisite watercolor studies. 
These traumas echoed through 
contemporary sound pieces by 
Suzanne Philipsz and Janet Car-
diff  and Georges Bures Miller. 
Pierre Huyghe’s wilderness cre-
ated around the compost heaps 
of  the park, involving urban ruins, 
live animals, and aphrodisiac and 
hallucinogenic plants, posited a 
post-anthropomorphic future. The 
generosity, intelligence, and scope 
of  the works in this Documenta 
left this viewer in a state of  hope.

 Deitch, Robert Nickas, 
 Berta Sichel, Thomas 
 Locher, Rosma Scuteri, 
 and Benjamin Weil
 Venice Biennale

One of  the most controversial 
exhibitions in the history of  the 
Venice Biennale also became 
one of  the most influential. 
Achille Bonito Oliva, director 
of  the biennial, invited Helena 
Kontova, editor of  Flash Art, to 
organize the Aperto section in 
the Arsenale. Kontova asked 
nine of  her Flash Art contribu-
tors and editors to each curate 
a section with 10 artists and 
no overarching theme. A 10th 
curator, supposedly from Aus-
tralia, was later revealed to be 
fictional—possibly a surrogate 
for Kontova. The result was 
a remarkable exhibition that 
featured many of  the artists 
who would go on to shape the 
artistic dialogue of  the 1990s, 
including Matthew Barney, 
Paul McCarthy, and John Cur-
rin. Controversy arose when 
the company that had paid for 
the rights to publish the official 
biennial catalogue found out 
that Flash Art, a commercial 
magazine, had published its 
own catalogue of  Aperto as a 
(possibly) money-making ven-
ture, and an injunction was 
issued to halt the book’s distri-
bution.

 Goya to De Kooning
 1959
 Curated by Jermayne 
 MacAgy
 Contemporary Arts 
 Museum, Houston

I regret not seeing these two exhi-
bitions by the multifaceted curator 
Jermayne MacAgy (1914–1964). 
The former director of  San Fran-
cisco’s Fine Arts Museums and 
Houston’s Museum of  Contempo-
rary Art was an auteur curator avant 
la lettre. MacAgy could discern the 
emerging before its reification (for 
instance Forrest Bess and Clyfford 
Still), display religious art in ways 
that emphasized its spiritual as-
pects, transform the ordinary, 
and mix art with the everyday. In 
these particular shows, suits of  ar-
mor appeared on a life-size chess-
board (Arms and Armor) and totems 
were sited in a garden-like setting 
(Romantic Agony). Her installations 
foreshadowed today’s emphasis 
on exhibition design and museo-
logical showmanship at least 
two decades before its wholesale 
emergence in the 1960s. As with 
all the exhibitions I have chosen, 
MacAgy’s shows were hybrid in 
nature, based on a confluence—
sometimes a collapse—of  the 
historical and the contemporary. 
They manifested a certain theatri-
cality (and eccentricity) often asso-
ciated with what has been dubbed 
the Northern Romantic School 
of  exhibition making. This notion 
impressed me during my early 
years as a curator. It still does.
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shakesPeare: 
staging the World

Dora Thornton

Curators think with objects, but—as the art historian Ernst 
Gombrich pointed out a long time ago—you can only see 
what you already know. Finding an intellectual context for 
objects and using them to articulate a narrative is always a 
challenge. My recent experience curating Shakespeare: Staging 
the World at the British Museum added a further dimension, 
in that it brought Shakespeare’s text into juxtaposition with 
objects to make a new texture for the imagined places of  his 
imagination.
 The exhibition examines how the world came to 
London four centuries ago through the lens of  Shakespeare’s 
plays. For audiences around 1600, that world was staged on 
the bare platform of  the Globe Theatre in Bankside, which 
the famous playwright referred to in Henry V as “this wooden 
O.” It was in this playhouse—a new, purpose-built, secular 
meeting space—that the strangeness and variety of  human-
kind was explored in a public forum. In the absence of  news-
papers, Internet, TV, and radio, this was where one went to 
find out what was happening abroad. Shakespeare was offer-
ing up a vocabulary and a vision with which audiences could 
discover who they were and what it meant to be English, a 
British citizen, and a global citizen.
 I curated the exhibition, with the Shakespeare scholar 
Jonathan Bate, provost of  Worcester College in Oxford,  
serving as consultant. It was a richly rewarding collabora-
tion that resulted not only in the exhibition concept but also 
in the book that accompanies the show. These two aspects 
of  the project informed each other organically. We felt our 
way between texts and objects. It was Jonathan’s brilliant 

the MakinG Of 
the steins ColleCt  

Janet Bishop  

In San Francisco, the summer of 2011 was the summer of 
Stein. The Contemporary Jewish Museum presented the ex-
hibition Seeing Gertrude Stein: Five Stories. The San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art presented The Steins Collect: Matisse, 
Picasso, and the Parisian Avant-Garde. And with the chamber 
opera group Ensemble Parallèle, SFMOMA and Yerba Buena 
Center for the Arts restaged Four Saints in Three Acts, the 
libretto for which was written by Gertrude Stein. The afore-
mentioned exhibitions and opera were planned to coincide. 
That Woody Allen’s movie Midnight in Paris (with Kathy Bates 
playing Gertrude Stein) hit theaters at the same time was a 
bonus. 
 The Steins Collect, for which I was one of the lead curators, 
was a sprawling exhibition that spotlit the role of Gertrude, her 
brothers Leo and Michael, and Michael’s wife, Sarah, in the 
development of Modern art. The germ of the idea came from a 
collection-transforming bequest that SFMOMA received from 
Elise Haas in 1991. The bequest included, most notably, Henri 
Matisse’s Woman with a Hat (1905), a portrait of the artist’s 
wife that propelled the Steins to notoriety when they bought 
it out of the 1905 Salon d’Automne in Paris. The Fauve master-
piece had been the succès de scandale of that year’s Salon. Leo 
Stein later remembered it as “a thing brilliant and powerful but 
the nastiest smear of paint”he’d ever seen.1 In many ways, the 
impetus for The Steins Collect was to fully contextualize that 
picture, which Leo and Gertrude displayed with pride at their 
apartment at 27 rue de Fleurus, Gertrude sold to Sarah and  
Michael in 1915, and Sarah and Michael brought to the Bay 
Area in 1935, the year SFMOMA was founded.

The Exhibitionist

rear Mirror
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 Given the ambition of the undertaking—
to assemble hundreds of now widely scattered 
paintings, drawings, and sculptures—and its 
broader art historical relevance, we partnered 
with the Réunion des Musées Nationaux-Grand 
Palais (in Paris, the city in which most of the 
Stein story transpired) and New York’s Metro-
politan Museum of Art (to which Gertrude willed 
her famous portrait by Pablo Picasso). In 2007 
we formed our “scientific committee,” as the 
French say: Cécile Debray for the RMN, Rebecca 
Rabinow and Gary Tinterow for the MMA, and me 
for SFMOMA. From then until the show opened 
in San Francisco in 2011, we and various mem-
bers of our staffs convened at least three times 
a year—once each, in each of our cities—to dis-
cuss the scope of the show, work on the checklist, 
visit collections, strategize loans, share archival 
discoveries, and plan the catalogues. (This last is 
a whole other story in itself.)
 The first main task was to figure out what, 
exactly, the Steins had owned. We got a jump 
start from the 1970–71 show called Four Ameri-
cans: The Collections of Gertrude Stein and Her 
Family, which had been organized by the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York. Only a fraction of 
the works in that show were illustrated in its 
catalogue, however, and titles such as Head of a 
Woman or Figure weren’t necessarily helpful. For-
tunately, there were also countless photographs 
of the Stein interiors to work with. The family 
absolutely loved documenting their walls, espe-
cially after installing new acquisitions, and they sent the pictures to friends much in the way that other people might 
share vacation snapshots. We also found clues to the Stein holdings in gallery ledgers, invoices, and personal  
correspondences. In the end, we came up with more than 500 objects to consider.
 Then there was the issue of finding the art. Unlike the Steins’ friends Etta and Claribel Cone, who left their 
entire collection to one museum (the Baltimore Museum of Art), most of what the Steins amassed was sold  
either during their lifetimes or upon the death of Alice B. Toklas. If something had been in Four Americans and was  
already in a museum collection by 1970, it was generally still in that museum’s collection. Works that were in private  
collections were more elusive. In the end, through a great deal of sleuthing by the curators and our highly  
motivated support team, we managed to find most of what we were looking for. (One exception is the 1905 Nude  
Before a Screen, one of three Matisse paintings that Sarah and Michael Stein carried with them in their luggage 
when they made a trip to San Francisco after its 1906 earthquake to check on their properties. The trail went cold 
with a gallery in Japan, but I’m still obsessed with the picture and hope it turns up one day.)
 One challenge in deciding which pieces to feature was that the Steins’ earlier acquisitions (from 1905 until the 
onset of World War I) were generally much stronger than their later acquisitions. During most of those early years, 
Gertrude and Leo were collecting together and hosting Saturday evening salons in their shared living quarters at 
27 rue de Fleurus. Sarah and Michael Stein became passionate advocates for Matisse and held a rival salon around 
the corner, at 58 rue Madame. By the war’s end, all of them had been pretty much priced out of the markets they had 
helped establish. Sarah and Michael remained close to Matisse after the war, but added relatively few objects to 
their collection. After Leo and Gertrude parted ways and divided their collection—this was around 1913—neither of 
them collected at the same level again. So we weighted the show to the earlier, most important, collecting period.
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Henri Matisse      
Woman with a Hat, 1905
Oil on canvas
Collection of  the San Francisco Museum of  Modern Art,  
bequest of  Elise S. Haas

idea to structure our efforts around Shakespeare’s imagined 
places as an inherently theatrical concept, which then took us 
neatly through the known chronology of  the plays. Once we 
had agreed on the locations upon which we would focus, my 
task as curator was to people those places and discover their  
distinctive atmospheres. 
 Visitors first encounter the playhouse experience in 
London and the city’s expanding range of  global contacts, 
then visit the Forest of  Arden, the medieval and classical 
worlds, modern Venice, Scotland and the dream-world of  
“Great Britain,” and finally the un-located island of  The 
Tempest, somewhere between the Old and New Worlds. Each 
place has its own distinctive feel. Along the way they encoun-
ter some of  English literature’s most memorable characters: 
Richard III and Henry V; Brutus, Cleopatra, Othello, and 
Shylock; Macbeth, Caliban, and Prospero.
 I worked very closely with the exhibition designer, 
Alan Farlie of  RFK Architects. We went on research trips 
together around England and Scotland, talking and photo-
graphing, and coming to grips in a very practical way with 
the objects and what it would take to display them. His knowl-
edge, experience, and designer’s intuition were extremely 
valuable, and he quickly grasped the exhibition concept in all 
its complexity. It was wonderful to work with someone who 
realized, as Alan himself  put it, that unless you understand 
the objects and the curatorial story, any exhibition will just 
be a repetition of  the old, standard formulas. His innovative 
display allows visitors to travel through different settings just 
as they were imagined in the London playhouse, almost as 
though they were a part of  the original audience. 

 The exhibition also gave us the unique opportunity to create a dialogue between objects and text; we related 
the things from Shakespeare’s real world to the world of  his imagination. We knew from the outset that we needed 
to incorporate an element of  performance. Our collaboration with the Royal Shakespeare Company allowed 
us to bring Shakespeare’s words into play through digital interventions: specially recorded new performances by 
RSC actors, some as videos and some as audio alone, which visitors can experience both independently in the 
exhibition and in juxtaposition with the objects.
 The objects are not merely illustrative of  Shakespeare’s world, 
but rather they take visitors very directly to the issues that mattered 
to the playwright and his audiences. They express things that were 
new, things that had been lost or destroyed, things that were chang-
ing or challenging, and new cultural encounters in a period of  ex-
panding global contacts. A simple iron lantern, for example, is a 
testament to explosive political ambitions. Known as Guy Fawkes’s 
Lantern, it is a secular relic of  the Catholic Gunpowder Plot, an 
attempt to blow up King James I, Parliament, and the judiciary 
in one huge explosion. This political plot provided the backdrop 
for Macbeth. (It was in this play that Shakespeare introduced the 
word “assassination” into English literature.) It was current news 
at the time, and it would have been fresh in people’s minds. The 
lantern was given to the Bodleian Library in Oxford in 1641 by 
the son of  the man who discovered Fawkes with the gunpowder 
under the House of  Lords on November 5, 1605. The plotters were 

Guy Fawkes’s lantern, ca. 1600

Wenceslaus Hollar
London—The Long View (detail), 1647
Lithograph
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 Each presentation of this traveling 
exhibition had a core of objects in com-
mon. The other curators and I agreed early 
on, however, that each of us would take 
the lead for all aspects of the installation 
at our own institutions, which enabled us 
to present the material and tell the story 
in the way that we thought might best suit 
our respective contexts. For SFMOMA, 
for instance, it was important to share the 

Steins’ Bay Area roots and legacy, as Michael, Leo, and Gertrude had moved to Oakland with their family when they 
were children, and Sarah was a native San Franciscan. Sarah and Michael’s eventual return to the Bay Area led to 
Matisse becoming the foundational artist in SFMOMA’s collection.
 For the SFMOMA presentation, we charted the Steins’ collecting activities over the first decades of the  
century by using their residences in Paris and Palo Alto as the chief organizing principle. Most of the galleries 
in the exhibition included archival information—especially family photographs—and several of them even had  
examples of the heavy antique Italian furniture that they favored. By enlarging selected photographs of the Steins’ 
homes to actual scale and displaying them on scrims, in direct proximity to the art, we could represent the Steins’ 
choc-a-bloc, salon-style hangings without actually stacking pictures. When Picasso finished his 1906 portrait  
Gertrude Stein, for instance, Leo and Gertrude hung it, even before it was framed, right on top of their newly  
acquired Matisse, Woman with a Hat. Given how important those two pictures were to our story, we didn’t even 
consider frustrating the viewer’s experience by putting one on top the other in the show. They were each going to 
need their space.
 It is strange to look at the installation views now, because they were taken outside of public hours and seem 
so serene. In actuality, the show was almost always packed. At SFMOMA we had upward of 360,000 visitors—
making it the third most highly attended exhibition in our history, and the highest ever among shows originated 
by our museum. There is no doubt that visitors appreciated seeing the art that the Steins collected. But they were 
almost equally fascinated by the stories about the Steins, their acquisitions, and their relationships with artists, 
which we shared through object labels, wall texts, and a multimedia tour. Based on feedback from visitor services 
staff about how people were experiencing the show, we made a few adjustments right away. We moved some labels 
out of tight gallery corners, for instance, and adjusted the placement of a couple of pedestals to create more  
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The Steins Collect installation view, San Francisco Museum 
of  Modern Art, 2011, showing the “Discovering Matisse 
and Picasso: Leo and Gertrude, 27 rue de Fleurus” 
gallery and Pablo Picasso’s Nude with Joined Hands, 1906

The Steins Collect installation view,  
San Francisco Museum of  Modern Art, 
2011, showing the “Discovering Matisse 
and Picasso: Leo and Gertrude,  
27 rue de Fleurus” gallery and works  
by Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse

soon rounded up and publicly executed as traitors. I chose to juxtapose this 
dramatic lantern with prints showing the execution and the eye of  a Jesuit 
(one of  those executed) that was made into a reliquary by a Catholic observer. 
My aim was to make the plot, and the atmosphere of  “dire combustion and 
confused events,” very real for visitors. 
 Some of  the objects in the show were known to me already; they were 
pieces I had written about in the past, or wanted to play with. Others had to 
be identified, found, hunted down, researched, and interrogated with new 
questions in mind. To do this I drew on an extensive network of  curators, 
starting with specialist colleagues at the British Museum who work across the 
museum’s collection. Through their generosity and contacts, and my 20 years 
of  experience at the museum, I got in touch with curators in national muse-
ums in Scotland, Wales, and Ireland, and with a number of  curators, dealers, 
collectors, university academics, and independent scholars from New York to 
Tokyo. One day I would be learning about Taino culture in the 1500s from 
an anthropologist who had just returned from the Orinoco River in South 
America, and the next day I’d be crawling around the medieval royal tombs in 
Westminster Abbey or handling relics of  Jesuit martyrs at Stonyhurst College 
in Lancashire. All the time I was trying to build relationships with potential 
lenders and fellow institutional curators, explaining how particular objects 
fitted into the exhibition narrative. There were not very many quiet days in the British Library or the Warburg 
Institute; apart from a couple of  carefully planned weeks in Ireland or Oxfordshire, all the writing and thinking 

was done at my desk in between other public and legal duties. 
Although I probably could not have done the necessary think-
ing anywhere else, without that comforting and almost tangible 
sense of  the texture of  things and the knowledge that coalesces 
around them.
       The result is a kind of  cultural anthropology of  some of  
Shakespeare’s main characters. Many of  them are composites 
through whom he explores aspects of  race, ethnicity, and gen-
der in the early modern world. Think of  Caliban, the native of  
the un-located island in The Tempest, Othello the Moor, Shylock 
the Jew. The paradox and fascination of  Cleopatra of  Egypt, 
heroine of  Antony and Cleopatra, was her dual identity as courte-
san and goddess—both “queen” and “quean,” the latter being 
contemporary slang for a prostitute. Her suicide was the most 
famous one in history in Shakespeare’s day, and it was part of  
the visual culture in prints, cameos, tapestries, and even play-
ing cards. These images show her as both seductress and noble 
heroine, a fashionable contemporary woman and a tragic an-
cient queen who chose death over dishonor. Guercino’s sensual 
chalk drawing is the finest in a long tradition, showing a queen 
who claims, in Shakespeare’s words, “I have immortal long-
ings in me.” A 16th-century Italian cameo showing Cleopatra 
being bitten on the breast by the asp plays up the eroticism, 
as Shakespeare does in the suicide speech he writes for her: 
“The stroke of  death is as a lover’s pinch / Which hurts and is 
desired.” Cleopatra talks in the play about engaging in cross-
dressing with her lover, Anthony, an activity strongly associated 
with courtesans in Shakespeare’s world, and her eloquence and 
grace also link her to these cultivated and powerful women in 
European society. And furthermore, Shakespeare describes her 

Giovanni Francesco Barbieri, called Guercino
Cleopatra, late 1630s
Chalk on paper
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Bartolommeo Neroni, called Riccio
The Death of  Cleopatra, ca. 1550–73
Pen, ink, and chalk on paper
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viewing room in front of the paintings. And 
as important as the family albums, wills, 
brochures, and ephemera were to estab-
lishing a larger context for the art, we might 
have done better to consolidate some of 
the archival material in the interest of flow. 
 The critical response, I am humbled 
to say, was really beyond what I possibly 
could have imagined. Really extraordinarily 
positive coverage appeared in a whole host 
of broadcast, online, and printed media 
outlets throughout the show’s run. My fel-
low curators and I were also truly honored 
by the recognition for The Steins Collect 
by the International Association of Art 
Critics, who named it 2011’s best historical 
museum show nationally, and by the As-
sociation of Art Museum Curators, who 
singled it out as the outstanding thematic exhibition of that year.
 In a way, organizing the show was a way to make as real as we could the experience of the Steins’ walls—of 
capturing something of the deep conviction that the family members felt for the vital new art of their time and the 
excitement it generated among their peers. These were individuals who, through their passion and confidence and 
maybe a little of being in the right place at the right time, made an enormous difference in the unfolding of the  
history of Modern art. A lot of people have asked me what I could possibly do, as a curator, to top Stein. And it’s 
hard to say.

notes

1. Leo Stein, Appreciation: Painting, Poetry and Prose (New York: Crown, 1947): 158.
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The Steins Collect installation view, San Francisco Museum of  Modern Art, 2011, 
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as “tawny,” a skin color that would have been associated with gypsies. The Romans insult Cleopatra by calling 
her a gypsy, linking her with indolence, vagrancy, thievery, and magic. It was great fun to explore the fluidity of  
sexuality, ethnicity, and gender in Shakespeare’s world. 
 The objects in the book and the exhibition are enigmatic, and in that respect, too, they express the kind of  
questioning that is such a prominent feature of  Shakespeare’s thinking. One of  the centerpieces of  the show is 
a magnificent video showing Harriet Walter of  the Royal Shakespeare Company performing Cleopatra’s death 
speech, specially filmed for our presentation. It is a quiet and thoughtful way in which to wonder at Shakespeare’s 
evocation of  a powerful woman shaping her destiny and making history.

Cameo showing the suicide of  Cleopatra, late 16th century 
Sardonyx
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