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Abstract
Curators have come to figure quite prominently in the cultural landscape of late, such
that the concept of a curator is now applied in a wide variety of contexts from art to
shopping. It is said curators are now far more linked to the internet and social
networks, than to the interiors of museums; and most accounts see the contemporary
art curator as caught in the flux of global cultural economies. Why should this be? It
is in this volatile terrain I have situated my research on the contemporary art curator. I
ask how has the role of the curator been shaped, defined and constrained by
competing discourses? Were there other influences, I ask beyond the global market
place that may have contributed to the defining and shaping of the contemporary
curator? I undertake this study in two ways. Firstly, I conduct an historical overview
to explore whether there were precedents of curatorial practice that might lead to a
greater understanding of the contemporary curator. Here, following Foucault, I
consider the transformations in dominant discourses that have effected the assembling
and interpretation of collections of significant objects. Secondly, using interviews
conducted with three ‘independent’ curators—Seth Siegelaub, Juliana Engberg and
Charles Esche—I undertake discourse analyses, identifying a number of fields of
discourse, which I argue have impacted and shaped their curatorial practices. What
has emerged through this study has been recognition of how across time there is a
duality of discourses at the core of curatorial activities. And far from undermining or
weakening the curatorial practice, I suggest this duality plays a dynamic and
regenerative role in forming the relationships produced between place, ideas, objects,
artists, viewers and capital.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background and Context
This thesis considers the changing domain of the art curator, and its overarching
research question is: how is the role of the curator shaped, defined and constrained by
competing discourses? Current opinion links the idea of the ‘curator’ as being
inextricably linked to today’s cultural values (Rosenbaum 2011b, Apostola 2012) and
yet the concept of the curator has a much longer history that will be eked out in this
thesis. Further, I will show that the contemporary curator’s role is caught fully in the
flux of global cultural economies and its application is extended well beyond
museums. Hans Ulrich Obrist, co-director of Exhibitions and Programmes and
director of International Projects at the Serpentine Gallery, London, states: ‘Lately,
the word “curate” seems to be used in a greater variety of contexts than ever before,
in everything from prints by Old Masters to the contents of a concept store’ (2011, p.
4). He goes onto to say that ‘curate’ has ‘ever-wider application’ because of the
‘incredible proliferation of ideas, information, images, disciplinary knowledge, and
material products’ around us, and with this proliferation comes the need to filter,
enable, synthesise, frame and remember, which are all the contemporary curator’s
tasks (Ulrich Obrist 2011, p. 4). No longer is the curator
… the person who fills a space with objects but the person…who brings different cultural
spheres into contact, invents new display features, and makes junctions that allow
unexpected encounters and results. (Ulrich Obrist 2011, p. 4)

Elsewhere, Ulrich Obrist (2010 p. 34) says:
[w]hat I can say is this: the whole curatorial thing has to do not only with exhibitions, it
has a lot to do with bringing people together. That is a large part of my work.

1

Another source describes the curatorial method ‘as a genuine method of generating,
mediating and reflecting experience and knowledge’.1 Olga Fernandez, lecturer in
Curatorial Strategies at the Royal College of Art, London, considers that this ‘new
understanding of curating’ (2011, p. 40), which is less about display and more about
knowledge production and mediation, has been strongly influenced by the recent
emergence of curatorship courses in academia. But this has not occurred in isolation;
it is evident of the way research has become central in ‘the knowledge art economy’,
enabling exhibitions to be seen as a legitimate mode of inquiry and research
(Fernandez 2011, p. 40). Furthermore, the curator is also seen to be ‘a producer of
immaterial knowledge’ (Fernandez 2011, p. 40).

As Andrew Apostola (2012), co-founder of the Curators Conference,2 commented at
the launch of the online creatives site, ‘the new breed of curator is more likely to be
bound by internet browsers and social networks’ than by any museum interior. This
has occurred through the links made between new technologies (the introduction of a
range of online tools) and the human desire in a globalised world to know more and
have more. Apostola identifies that curators operating in this context need to be able
to discover the new, the different, and the distinctive, and to match these discoveries
with specific tastes. He notes coolly: ‘Arguably a curator’s role is 99% research and
discovery, 1% presentation, regardless of whether or not that space is a Tumblr or a
wing of the Ian Potter Centre’ (2012).

1
2

http://www.kdk-leipzig.de/ accessed 22nd September 2011
www.portable.tv/curatorsconference accessed 15th November 2012
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New York journalist Steven Rosenbaum (2011a p. 15) considers himself to have
become a ‘curator’ of sorts due to this new technology. He relates that, through the
surge in viewer-generated media content (facilitated through the readily accessible
technology of a mobile phone), his work as a journalist has changed forever. Viewers
would contribute stories and visual material and he curated them, becoming ‘a
filter—helping the audience to share stories. My role [is] to decide which stories to
put on the air and figure out how to contextualize them’ (2011a, p. 15). He writes
how ‘[i]t felt good to play a role in helping viewers emerge from their passive role as
TV couch potatoes into an active role as vibrant and prolific creators of content’
(Rosenbaum 2011a, p. 15). According to him, a curator has more visual acuity than ‘a
mere editor’, for they require ‘a sense of the relationships between words, images,
space and shapes’ (Rosenbaum 2011b p. 8). The role of a media-curator, Rosenbaum
(2011a, p. 15) says, is all the more necessary since users say the data stream coming
at them is like ‘a roaring river’, ‘a flood’, ‘a massive tidal wave’. The solution,
Rosenbaum (2011a p. 15) argues, is not through using ‘faster computers’ or ‘smarter
algorithms’ but by using ‘the power of the human mind’ to ‘find, sort and
contextualize’ the flow of information, leading to the ‘curated-Web’. In the ultimate
advertising hype, he states: ‘[c]uration replaces noise with clarity. And it’s the clarity
of your choosing; it’s the things that people you trust help you find’ (Rosenbaum
2011b p. 5). Curation, Rosenbaum (2011b p. 3) says, will change much of our social
intercourse; the way things are bought and sold, the way people select things, and the
way they come to know things.

3

The role of the curator is a keenly discussed topic, as evidenced by the recent slew of
journals, symposia, and forums dedicated to the subject3. And, as Alex Farquharson,
director of the Centre for Contemporary Art, Nottingham noted in 2003 (p. 8) the
attention focused on ‘the activities and person of the curator’, was ‘as never before’.
Why then has the status and idea of the curator gained such prominence? Ralph
Rugoff, director of the Hayward Gallery, London, says that through their positioning
and visibility, global cultural events have created a ‘conspicuous platform’ for
curators (1999, p. 46). Maria Lind, director of Tensta konsthall, Sweden notes that the
current trend in contemporary art is ‘toward celebrity culture’. And the curator ‘in
turn, has become the image of the glamorous entrepreneur’ (2011, p. 47). In addition
Rugoff (1999, p. 46) identifies how art museums, in an effort to increase their profile,
have themselves raised the profile of curators by inviting a range of celebrities to
curate exhibitions, like rock musicians, philosophers, film-makers and directors,
cultural theorists, anthropologists…and, ‘…suddenly everybody started doing it.’.

Expanding further the notoriety of the curator, Tom Morton, curator at The Hayward
Gallery, London, notes the various roles curators are seen to play; they are frequently
described as ‘curator as artist, as editor, … as producer, … as anthropologist, … as
DJ, … as stylist’ (2006, n.p.). Morton says there is suggestion here of an attempt to
borrow ‘the glamour or gravitas’ of other professions. Nevertheless, despite all the
creative possibilities presented by curating, it is a role, he says, that is ‘also commonly
bound up with the grey, clerk-y stuff of fund-raising and filling out forms’ (2006,
n.p.).

3

These are identified later in this chapter.

4

Dorothea von Hantelmann, however, believes this focus on the curator has come
about through the change in attitude towards the exhibition, as noted by Daniel Buren
several decades ago in relation to Documenta 5. Von Hantelmann (2011b, p. 6) says
that Buren’s comment, which highlights that the subject of exhibitions had shifted
from the art to the exhibition itself, identifies the new emphasis established through
the ‘curatorial concept’ that gives a creative and ‘authorial role’ to the curator. Buren
went on to predict that this shift would result in the exhibition becoming ‘the actual
work’ (von Hantelmann 2011b, p. 6).

Beti Žerovc (2005, p. 143) argues that there are currently particular conditions that
favour the curator. Žerovc (2008, p. 252) notes that with the influx of financial and
infrastructural support to the contemporary art economy (the purpose of which is ‘to
ensure the optimal and freest development for art and artists’), there is a need for
people who can ‘manage and organise’ between parties in this economy. It is the
curator, Žerovc (2008, p. 252) says, who possesses such a ‘contradictory sets of
skills’, which enables them to ‘manoeuvre between artists on the one side and today’s
funders of contemporary art on the other’. Žerovc argues that this duality constitutes
the curator’s role, which is so favoured in this economy. Further, she says this duality:
… is the means by which by the curator manages to meld together the interests of those
who commission art, who support it because of the economic, social, and ideological
benefits they receive, and art itself, which as a rule declares itself to be entirely opposed
to such interests. The curator, then, organisesart into attractive and profitmaking events,
while at the same time … remains the primary ‘keeper of the cult’ (Žerovc 2008, p.
252).

Recently, there has been a proliferation of university interdisciplinary curatorial studies
programs, which, Lind (2011, p. 48) suggests, is on the one hand driven by the
demands of enterprise culture on public institutions and, on the other hand, by
universities eager to initiate programs with popular appeal. These programs, Lind
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notes, have been viewed as ‘cash cows by college and university administrations’. The
spread and popularity of these courses has strongly influenced the widespread concept
of the curator as facilitator and creative thinker. In fact, Lind (2011, p. 48) considers
‘the function and effect’ of these courses to be ‘one of the most significant additions in
the past 20 years to the system of art’. Lind (2011, p. 48) also asserts the central role
that the concept of career plays in university curatorship courses, saying:
They stimulate careerism and instrumental approaches to art … [and] they fuel a kind of
professionalization that easily boarders on producing narcissistic “apparatchiks”, whether
institutionally employed or independent.

In addition, the circulation of enabling constructs, such as the ‘cultural industries’, has
led to a new awareness of creativity as ‘a general human capacity’ (During 2005, p.
74), as well as the desire to economically benefit from it. This in turn has fuelled the
number of creative activities/events/projects linked with business, sport, health, and
education, thus creating further opportunities for educated intermediaries. As Simon
During (2005, p. 15) points out, the world of work is also ‘saturated in culture’, so
much so that it is unsurprising for curators to be brought in to the service industry to
find new ways to package or market information. Through the leverage of the culture
and knowledge economies, the curator is seen as a vehicle for creating knowledge,
dispersing influence, and generating capital. Paolo Virno (cited in Fernandez 2011, p.
40) identifies two figures who have particular currency in the ‘post-fordist economic
system’:4 the artist and the entrepreneur. Drawing from the work of the economist
Joseph Schumpeter, Virno (Lavaert and Gielen 2009, p. 43) outlines that the
entrepreneur has the skills to be able to rearrange existing elements differently in

4

The Post-Fordist economy is considered to have evolved since the 1970s in the US. Differing from
‘extreme functional specialisation’ (the form of industrial production of Fordism), it is an approach that
gave importance to ‘individual assessments and performance reviews’ of workers. Workers were to
take responsibility, be flexible, creatively solve problems, and communicate effectively. Gielen, P. and
P. De Bruyne (2009). Introduction: Fresh Air and Full Lungs. Being an Artist in Post-Fordist Times.
Pascal Gielen and Paul De Bruyne. Rotterdam, ANi Publishers. pp. 7-8
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order to make something new5. Virno (Lavaert and Gielen 2009, p. 43) further likens
an entrepreneur to a wordsmith, who uses the existing elements of language to make
new combinations, bringing a fresh understanding, or new urgency, to a situation.
Fernandez (2011, p. 41) sees strong correlations between the expanded role of the
curator and Virno’s notion of the entrepreneur; she also sees that the
curator/entrepreneur and expanded exhibition formats are ‘symptomatic of the new
economic conditions’. Drawing from Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello’s (2005)
concept of the ‘project-based polis’,6 which constitutes a world structured through
short-term connections, political theorist and sociologist Oliver Marchant (2012, p.
32) sees the curator as ‘conforming’ thoroughly to its demands. Artistic practices are
often seen to draw on the structure and dynamics of ‘project-based work and networkbuilding’. However it is the current practices of the curator, Marchant (2012, p. 32)
says that are ‘positively defined by an activation of a network of institutions, persons
and objects in the form of the project called exhibition’. Further, the range of the
curator’s abilities ‘from pure organizing skills to the knack for marketing himself and
others’ are ‘highly socially desirable and breathe the “new spirit of capitalism”’
(Marchart 2012, p. 32).

Noting how significant visual art has become to world culture, von Hantelmann
(2011a, p. 178) considers that one of the ‘key factors’ contributing to this, ‘above and
beyond’ individual artists’ work, is ‘the format of the exhibition itself’. She believes
that the global prominence of contemporary art cannot be fully explained by a
‘booming market’ or the growing desire for the spectacle, and sees the increasing
5

There is a sense here, too, of Claude Lévi-Strauss’Lévis-Strauss, C. (1968). The Savage mind.
Chicago, University of Chicago Press. conception of the bricoleur, who, he says, performs many
different ‘tasks’ and makes do with whatever is available. The bricoleur collects and retains ‘elements’
because they might later become useful.

6

cf Boltanski, L. and È. Chiapello (2005). The New Spirit of Capitalism. London, New York, Verso.
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number of biennials and triennials being established globally as the distribution of a
particular ‘format’ for viewing art. Von Hantelmann (2011a, pp. 180-1) identifies that
the exhibition, from its nineteenth-century roots, ‘explicitly addressed the individual’,
and the exhibition ‘cultivates the value of the individual’. Perhaps the global success
of the exhibition, von Hantelmann suggests, is due to its ability to accommodate
throngs of people, who are ‘not addressed as a mass of people but as a collective of
individuals’. In addition, the actual process of viewing an exhibition enacts ‘a linear
path of evolution’ that projects the future as ‘a course of limitless development’ (von
Hantelmann 2011a, p. 179). Further, the exhibition highlights the very way
‘individual subjectivity’ is constructed in the West, which is through the acquisition
of ‘material objects’. The power of exhibitions then, von Hantelmann (2011b, p. 7)
says, is the way the exhibition itself creates ‘a site’ in which the basic values of
‘modern societies are enacted and exercised’. In this way, exhibitions foreground the
individual (offering a personalised experience); they propel a sense of continuous
development; and there is a heightened psycho-aesthetic experience of material
objects. The global success of the exhibition format moreover, has meant expansive
opportunities for curators.

Simon Sheikh in a lecture ‘The Conceptual History of the Exhibition’7 identifies the
early 1990s as the time when the curator takes on far more of the role of creator of the
exhibition (as opposed to ‘organising’ an exhibition, or ‘producing’ an exhibition). It
is a role he suggests that ultimately prepares the way for an expanding art market. He
says ‘with the certainty of art history and its presupposed mythological rigour of its
research and modes of display disappearing’, a new figure of the curator emerges in
7

The lecture was given as a key note address at the 1st Former West Congress 5-7 November 2009,
Utrecht, http://www.formerwest.org/VideoRecordings accessed 7th September 2012.
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tandem with the ‘ahistorical’ exhibition. This mode of display, Sheikh says brings
‘order to the chaos and uncertainty of the present’. What results is a ‘thematising of
the present, an investment into the new logic of the new—new discourse, new
subjects, new artists, new products, new markets’.

Von Hantelmann (2011b, p. 8) develops a further argument for ‘the ubiquitous
presence of curators today’. And, this is the centrality of choice in affluent Western
societies. She identifies that in affluent societies with more income and leisure there
are more opportunities to exercise options and choices as to how to shape experience.
With less need for ‘purpose-oriented’ choices, there is greater room for aesthetic
consideration. In the new consumer society, ‘the selector becomes the paradigmatic
personality type’ (Gerhard Schultz cited in von Hantelmann 2011b, p. 9). Now the
curator is an expert in making aesthetic choices. In fact, von Hantelmann (2011b, p.
8) says the ‘exhibition is a narrative written by curatorial choices’, to which viewers
make their responses. And further, it is only through understanding the way the
‘culture of choosing’ has become so far-reaching, that it is possible to recognize ‘the
embeddedness of curatorial practice in the present socioeconomic order of Western
societies’ (von Hantelmann 2011b, p. 8).

1.2 Purpose of the Study
The field of contemporary curating that I have begun to outline is volatile. It seems to
continually propagate and grow in prominence, and its scope goes well beyond art and
collections. In an effort to make sense out of this, Lind (2012, p. 11) unpacks its
etymology; on the one hand, the term curating describes ‘the technical modality of
making art go public’, while on the other hand curatorial has ‘a multidimensional role
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that includes critique, editing, education, fundraising, etc.’. Further, ‘the curatorial goes
beyond “roles” and takes the shape of a function and a method, even a methodology’;
as such, the relevance of the curatorial ‘stretches beyond contemporary art’ (2012, p.
12). Separating terms in this way is useful for my research into the changing domain of
the art curator. However, there are more complexities beyond the volatile expansion of
the field. The consideration of the contemporary curator offered by Rugoff (1999),
Farquharson (2003), (Fernandez 2011) von Hantelmann (2011a; 2011b), and Lind
(2011) locates the emergence of this figure as an outcome of the culture economy, or
enterprise culture, or the entrepreneurialisation of the economy, or celebrity culture.
While these developments are undoubtedly extremely influential, the arguments
presented appear reductionist, and leave little else to be said. One either agrees or
disagrees. Are there other influences, I wondered, beyond these economies that may
have contributed to the defining and shaping of the contemporary curator? Beatrice
von Bismarck, lecturer in the theory of curatorial practice at the Academy of Visual
Arts, Leipzig, notes in a recent discussion (Beckstette and von Bismarck 2012, p. 64)
that perhaps the rise of the contemporary curator has more to do with the nature of art
practices that emerged in the 1990s. These art practices ‘resemble[d]’ what would now
be called curatorial, for they displayed ‘a strong interest in an interdisciplinary, interprofessional way of working’. Insightfully, von Bismarck argues that the figure of the
contemporary art curator emerged from this discourse. However, as I will argue in this
thesis, it is only one of the influential discourses to have affected the emergence of the
contemporary curator.

The conventional understanding of the emergence of art curators is that they come
into existence in late eighteenth century with the creation of public museums (Crimp
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1997, Groys 2008). There, curators are largely invisible and gradually acquired
visibility in the institution after WW11 through the implementation of temporary
exhibitions (McCann Morley 1951, p. 56, Thomas 2002, ix)8 However, I propose
another narrative that sees a longer and more complex history in the making of the art
curator. As I will show, curators—in their earlier embodiment as scholarly collectors
from the late-fifteenth and sixteenth century in Italy, or art advisors in the midsixteenth to seventeenth century in Northern Europe—emerged as opportunistic
responses to transformations in intellectual, social, economic and political discourses
that surrounded those epochs’ art collections. In this thesis, I consider whether the
developing roles of scholarly collectors, art advisors and curators from the past
correspond to contemporary curating cultures. Are there ways in which the lineage of
the art curator is continuous or discontinuous in this context?

To answer this question, the thesis is split into two sections. The first, which
comprises four chapters (Chapters 2–5), traces the historical development of art and
other object collections and the evolving roles of the people associated with them—
collectors, scholarly collectors, art advisors, early curators, and the viewing public. I
will demonstrate how their evolution is an effect of the surrounding political, social,
cultural, and economic discourses. This section serves as an historical
contextualisation to the issues that are pertinent to curating now, and in the second
section, which comprises three chapters (6–8), I continue to trace the historical
development of the role of curating, using three examples of ‘independent’ curators
whose practice has been defined and shaped by dominant discourses. While I will
8

An exception to this is Alfred Barr appointed as curator/director of the Museum of Modern Art in
1929. The Museum of Modern Art, as a single focus museum without a collection, and depended on
publicising changing exhibitions, led the way in bringing business models of advertising and publicity
to the museum sector. Further discussion of MoMA in chapter 5.
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describe these sections in more detail towards the end of this chapter, it is worth
noting here that a particular focus will be on the concept, activities, impact and
relevance of the contemporary independent curator, those who generally are not
employed in a full-time capacity by established art institutions. At one stage these
practitioners had little to do with established art institutions, but more recently there
are increasing overlaps. Of the three curators I discuss, one, Seth Siegelaub, (based in
New York) worked entirely as an independent curator. While the other two, Juliana
Engberg (situated in Melbourne) and Charles Esche (in Eindhoven, the Netherlands),
are currently directors of ‘serious, medium-sized’ (Farquharson 2006, p. 1) art
museums, but their approach to art, artists, exhibitions and audiences has been
strongly influenced and developed by practices outside the traditional art museum.
They are indicative of the phenomenon of ‘new institutionalism’ that Farquharson
(2006, p. 2) identifies, whereby independent curators bring to their employing
institution ‘values of fluidity, discursivity, participation and production’. However,
Farquharson (2006, p. 2) asks whether ‘new institutionalism’ can last or whether
‘collection-based institutions by nature’ are resistant to these differing values. In a
symposium held as part of the Rotterdam Dialogues (2008-2009) on critics, curators
and artists, Kitty Scott, director of Visual Arts, The Banff Centre, Canada, stated that
the concept of the independent status of curators extends the possibilities ‘for more
research, risk taking and creativity’ (2010 p. 76). However, her concluding remarks
were:
I am not sure there is anything called an independent curator anymore. And I
would say curators are dependent on many different things. Everybody in this
room knows what curators are dependent on! (Scott 2010, p. 98)

In identifying how independent curators are integrated into the art world, Boris Groys,
international curator and Visiting Mellon Professor at the Courtauld and Professor of
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Russian and Slavic Studies at New York University, says that the ‘figure’ of the
independent curator plays an essential role in contemporary art (2008, pp. 50-1). In
particular, they lay the groundwork for the art market through initiating ‘diverse
temporary exhibitions’ in which particular artworks are brought to the fore. (He also
highlights that an artwork’s value increases when it is exhibited in a museum or
through its ‘frequent appearance’ in other modes of display.) However, Žerovc (2008,
p. 253) questions any validity of the term ‘independent curator’. She reminds us that
independent curators who require access to both finance and venues must participate
in the hierarchical art world network to gain connections to the social groups who can
provide access to these. Persistent questions arise then: what are the political,
intellectual, cultural and economic ‘rules of formation’ or ‘conditions of existence’
(Foucault 1992, p. 38) in which independent curators emerge? Are there critical
possibilities for independent curatorial practice? I take up these questions in the latter
part of my thesis.

A wide historical inquiry of curatorial practices has changed my understanding of the
domain of the curator. For instance, from examining the collecting impulse during the
Renaissance, I recognise that the practices of contemporary independent curators
appear to have a great deal in common with the activities and aspirations of scholarly
collectors—more in common, I argue, than contemporary independent curators have
with their nineteenth-century counterparts within public museums. By considering
social, intellectual, political and economic discourses following Foucault’s concept of
the ‘rules of formation’ (Burchell, Gordon et al. 1991, p. 54; p. 56; p. 59) it is possible
to see the means that enable curators to emerge as experts of material culture,
intermediaries, translators, trend-setters, chroniclers, scholars and communicators.
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Through this approach I aim to build a greater understanding of the cultural function
of curators and the means by which their practices have shifted with changing
conditions.

1.3 Methodology
Part of the historical research for this study has been spent simply searching for the
curator. What I mean by this is that in the accounts of early object collections,
curators are rarely mentioned; they are sensed in the background but not seen.
Similarly, in the development of museums, curators are mentioned only in passing. In
museum discourse, it is only in the mid-nineteenth century that they are referenced,
and even then, sparingly. Such is the paucity of extant literature on curators that
finding the shape of the curator has often felt like ‘joining the dots’. However, it was
in reading about early object collections from the Renaissance that I recognised
‘proto-curators’ at work, as collections were assembled, interpreted, and displayed for
‘public’ viewing. In this inquiry, then, I wanted to locate a methodology that would
give me the means to consider both collections and the roles of proto-curators as
effects, as arising out of particular circumstances and opportunities. I wanted to be
cognisant of time and place and, at the same time, to be able to analyse and interpret
the roles of proto-curators, and as well to ascertain how their ideas about the meaning
of objects were derived. In addition, I wanted to apply the same methodology to
analyse the practices of three curators—Siegelaub, Engberg, and Esche, whom I had
interviewed earlier in my candidature. Michel Foucault’s concept of an
‘archaeological system’ (Foucault 1973), which is shared between ‘representations’
and ‘products’ dispersed through different fields of a period of time, seemed to be
able to give me a means to make the comparative analysis I sought. In the Order of
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Things, Foucault (1973 pp. x-xi) says in using this approach ‘[f]rontiers are redrawn
and things usually far apart are brought closer, and vice versa…’. In examining the
period between the seventeenth and nineteenth century, Foucault finds ‘a network of
analogies’, ‘isomorphisms that appear to ignore the extreme diversity of the objects
under consideration’. Foucault realised that he was identifying ‘an epistemological
space that was specific to a particular period’. Within this space, he recognised ‘rules
of formation, which were never formulated in their own right, but are to be found only
in widely differing theories, concepts, and objects of study…’ Foucault (1973, p. xiv)
tried to look at specific discourses not from the point of view of the speaker or the
‘formal structures’ of their spoken content, but from the position of identifying ‘the
rules that come into play in the very existence of such discourse’. Gillian Rose (2007
p. 143) says that Foucault uses discourse in a specific way. It is, she says, to identify
‘the groups of statements which structure the way a thing is thought, and the way we
act on the basis of that thinking.’ And further she highlights ‘discourse is a particular
knowledge about the world which shapes how the world is understood and how things
are done in it.’ What Foucault (1991, p. 59) analyses in discourses are ‘the conditions
of their singular emergence; their correlation with other previous or simultaneous
events’. Foucault’s (1991, p. 60) interest in discourses he says is not for ‘their silently
intended meanings’ or their ‘contents which they might conceal’; but rather ‘the fact
and conditions of their manifest appearance’ and the ‘transformations which they
have effected’.

I have been further aided by Foucault’s (1991, pp. 55-6) concept of ‘epistemes’,
which are described as the disjunctions, dispersements, ‘remanences’, and
transformations that ‘constituted change’ [original emphasis]. Foucault is interested in
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change but he believes the concept of change is generally understood in a vacuous
way. He wishes to give change content, not a list of ‘innovations’ but ‘a descriptive
analysis of the different transformations effectuated’ (1991, p. 58). Foucault’s
conception of episteme, he says, was to find a way to intervene in the universalising
of history, wherein epochs and disciplines are traditionally linked through ideas like
‘the progress of reason’ and ‘the spirit of a century’ (1991, pp. 54-5). However,
Foucault (1991, p. 55) emphasises that an episteme is not a unifying element of a
period, but rather ‘a space of dispersion, it is an open and doubtless indefinitely
describable field of relationships’. So, while it is not ‘a slice of history common to all
the sciences: it is a simultaneous play of remanences’. Further, the episteme does not
name ‘a general development stage of reason’, rather ‘a …relationship of successive
displacements’ [original emphases].

I aim to apply this analytic approach in order to bring a new understanding of
collecting, collections and exhibitions in Western culture. In the following chapters, I
will identify the specific discourses relating to collecting that can be said to appear
from the Renaissance on. I will identify and analyse the changes and influences
effected through these discourses in shaping the roles of curators. I then apply this
approach to the study of the three curators. From both these strands of analysis, I hope
to gain a greater understanding of the shaping and defining of the contemporary
curator. In summary, I will use discourse analysis to identify ‘social production and
effects of discourse’ (Rose 2007, p. 147), drawing on historical accounts, first-person
accounts, theoretical contextualisation, catalogue essays, and interviews I conducted
with the three selected curators.
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There have been some distinct benefits in considering the contemporary through the
distant past. It has brought a fresh understanding (in fact, a pre-consumer glimpse) of
the field and passion of collecting, and for surrounding oneself with objects; an
understanding, too, of the ensuing and competing discourses that have come to inhabit
these spaces ‘of object curiosity’ and ‘object love’. It has also brought an
understanding of the enthusiasm for deriving narrative, insight, new knowledge,
reflection, and, indeed, self-importance from objects. Through my research I have
found that contemporary curators—in their interest in the power of objects to move
people, to create memorable experiences, to inspire ideas, narrative and inquiry—
have possibly stronger links with scholarly collectors during the Renaissance than to
their closer counterparts from the public museums of the eighteenth-to-early-twentieth
century. For, the curators in these museum spaces, who assumed the authority of the
institution, became separated from the objects themselves; they move behind the
scenes in undertaking the taxonomic and theoretical pursuits of assuring authenticity
and the ‘rightness’ and suitability of objects for the collection.

1.4 A Gap in the Literature
When I began this study several years ago, I soon realised that, despite the growth of
inquiry into museums and their culture, there was very little literature that analysed
the changing roles of the curator. I noted the professional manuals in circulation
(Thompson 1984, Belcher 1991, Dean 1994) that covered the curator’s conduct in
relation to care of collections, responsibilities to the public and professional
colleagues. There were also functional manuals that described the process of
developing a concept for an exhibition, preparing an exhibition, considering the
positives and negatives of installing labels, and providing guidelines for
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communicating with designers, education officers, and the publicity team—in other
words, the pragmatics of caring for and exhibiting art. Since the late 1990s and early
2000s, an increasing number of curatorial-oriented publications emerged, which
O’Neill (2007a, p. 14) describes as ‘curatorial anthologies’ that are derived from
transcripts from ‘curatorial summits’, symposia and conferences.9 Furthermore, there
have been ‘hand books of curatorial practice’ that follow a similar format to the
curatorial anthologies.10 Both of these forms of publication largely focus on the
independent curator, recent curatorial projects and relationships with artists and
audiences. These accounts were interesting, providing informative descriptions by
curators of curatorial practice as it was evolving. However, as O’Neill (2007a p. 14)
notes, that by emphasising individual practice through interviews and exhibition
statements, these publications create ‘first-person narrative and curator selfpositioning…’. And, elsewhere O’Neill (2012, p. 2) says these forms of discourse
tend ‘to overstate the significance of the individual curatorial position’. In the efforts
to ‘define and map’ out the area of the emerging new curator, the broader questions of
how opportunities were arising, and what effect they might have on cultural
production were not addressed in any depth. When criticality was apparent, it was
directed as a reflection on a specific curatorial practice, or else against major art
institutions. The attention claimed by the independent curator in the scramble to

9

Such as Hannula, M., Ed. (1998). Stopping the Process: Contemporary Views on Art and Exhibitions.
Helsinki, Nordic Institute of Contemporary Art, Wade, G., Ed. (2000). Curating in the Twenty-First
Century. Walsall, New Art Gallery Walsall , Kuoni, C., Ed. (2001). Words of Wisdom A Curator's
Vade Mecum on Contemporary Art. New York, Independent Curators International, Townsend, M.,
Ed. (2003). Beyond the Box Diverging Curatorial Practices. Banff, Alberta, Banff Centre Press.
Thomas, C., Ed. (2002). The Edge of Everything Reflections on Curatorial Practice. Alberta, The Banff
Centre, ibid. White, P., Ed. (1994). Naming a Practice: Curatorial Strategies for the Future. Banff,
Alberta, Banff Centre for the Arts, ibid., Marincola, P., Ed. (2001). Curating Now: Imaginative
Practice, Public Responsibility. Philadelphia, Philadelphia Exhibitions Initiative, Gillick, L. and M.
Lind, Eds. (2005). Curating with Light Luggage. Munich Kunstverein München and Revolver.
10
Such as Tannert, C. and U. Tischler, Eds. (2003). Men In Black: Handbook of curatorial practice.
Berlin, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, ibid. Eigenheer, M., Ed. (2007). Curating Critique. Frankfurt am Main,
Revolver.
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define the creative opportunities he or she was seizing replicated in many ways the
‘reflexive investigation’ of conceptual artists in the 1960s (Farquharson 2003, p. 7).
The curatorial projects described were bold and compelling. For the most part, they
involved forms of institutional critique, and individual determination to break down
the barriers of audience receptivity or resistance to unfamiliar sites or
uncompromising art. Experimentation was important to these projects. Terms such as
‘construction site, ‘laboratory’, ‘think tank’ and ‘distribution channel’ (Lind cited in
Farquharson 2003, p. 8) were used to describe the approach and attitude these curators
had towards traditional modes of exhibition. However, despite curators’ own critical
rhetoric, I recognised that there was an omission of any in-depth analyses of curators’
oeuvres or a critical overview of their practices.

During my candidature, literature on all conceivable aspects of curators and
curatorship has escalated, including a vast in-depth analysis of Harald Szeemann’s
entire projects (Bezzola and Kurzmeyer 2007). O’Neill’s excellent edited publications
(O'Neill 2007b, O'Neill 2010) capture a critical response to the evolution of curatorial
practice, where there is a sense also of an evolving curatorial discourse. As well,
O’Neill’s most recent publication (2012) undertakes an analysis of curatorial
discourse since the 1980s that particularly is constituted around exhibitions. His
interest is not in individual practice as such but in the valuable pursuit of investigating
discourses formed around curatorial practice. While the topic of curating has been
discussed in art journals and art collectors’ publications for some years, in the last few
years several journals have emerged that specifically focus on curatorial discourse,
including Manifesta Journal, The Exhibitionist, and Journal of Curatorial Studies, as
well

as

an

online

journal

(oncurating.org),

an

on-line

archive
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(curatingdegreezero.org/archive), many blogs, network exchanges, and the facilitation
of numerous curatorial residencies. This recent flourish of opportunities for curators
has expanded through the increasing number of academic courses in curatorship, and
through the international-exhibitions-and-fairs culture of the global market economy.
Testifying to the increased desire to understand the shifts taking place in
contemporary art and theory (which includes exhibitions), there are now several
transdisciplinary and transnational research centres with a focus on publishing that
hold symposia and undertake research exhibitions, such as Former West, initiated in
2008 by BAK11, Utrecht, and IF I CAN’T DANCE I DON’T WANT TO BE PART OF YOUR
REVOLUTION

12

formed in 2005 Amsterdam.

Nevertheless, there is still no significant overview that has looked at the means by
which the political, intellectual, social and economic space for the new art curator has
formed over time, or considered the way competing discourses have shaped and
defined the changing role of the art curator. Lind (2011 p. 51) recognises this, noting
‘the histories and practices of curating are desperately under-researched’, and O’Neill
(2012, p. 7) acknowledges that the forms of ‘curatorial knowledge’ have been
developed ‘with relatively unstable historical foundations’. Debora Meijers (1996, pp.
7-19) highlights the value in understanding the dynamics of contemporary exhibitions
through an historical overview of exhibitions. She reminds us of the criticism levelled
at curators of ahistorical exhibitions, using Harald Szeemann’s A-Historische Klanken
(1988), and Peter Greenaway’s The Physical Self (1991–92), both shown at the
Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam, as examples. Meijers says with some

11
12

www.BAK-utrecht.nl; www.formerwest.org accessed 1st February 2013.
www.ificantdance.org accessed 9th February 2013.
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historical overview it would have been clear that this was not the ‘latest gimmick’
used by egoist curators but a form of exhibition display used over time by aristocratic
collectors, the classical Academy, the mixed arrangements of eighteenth-century
galleries, the experimental display of African sculptures and masks with early
expressionist art, and the influence of Malraux’s concept of the imaginary museum.
My study will be developed by investigating the junctures of social change through
which curatorial practices have evolved over three periods—the Renaissance,
modernity, and contemporaneity. I will identify the ‘rules of formation’ by, and
through which, scholarly collectors (whom I call proto-curators) and princely art
advisors formed collections during the Renaissance. The emergence of ‘a public’ and
the aspirations of modernity between the eighteenth and twentieth century had
decisive influence on the means by which the roles of early curators were fashioned.
Scholarly education for curators is discussed through the career of Alfred Barr,
appointed as the first director/curator in 1929 of the Museum of Modern Art New
York. Barr’s career captures the shift between the gentlemanly pursuits of scholarship
and connoisseurship and the demands of corporate governance, public education, and
the publicity machine of capital. Finally, a focus on three curators will complete the
study. These curators have been selected for different reasons. While Seth Siegelaub’s
practice in New York was only brief (1967–72), he was selected because he provides
an early example of a curator who worked outside of an art museum. Siegelaub called
himself an ‘exhibition organiser’; however, the curatorial model he intuitively
developed has since been fully embraced by the art world. Juliana Engberg was
selected because I was interested in considering whether there were specifically local
Australian issues that might impact the shaping of curatorial practice. Engberg is
innovative, a fiery advocate for contemporary art, and a compelling writer. Charles
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Esche was chosen because he advocates collaboration with artists in developing
projects and exhibitions. I was particularly interested in his work at a new art centre
Rooseum, Malmö, that had created an international Critical Studies research program
with Malmö Art Academy. Thus, the selection of curators was loosely based on time,
place, and practice, as well as a diverse spread of locations: New York, Melbourne
and Eindhoven, and the good fortune to be able to interview all three curators in the
same year.
1.5 Research Questions
As stated at the start of this chapter, the overarching question posed by this thesis is:
how is the role of the curator shaped, defined and constrained by competing
discourses? I will identify within discourses of the Renaissance, modernity and the
contemporaneity, the rules of formation that provide the conditions for collectors/art
advisors/curators to emerge, the ways art and objects of interest are declared, and the
ways and purposes by which museums and exhibitions emerge and become
significant. For, as has been noted earlier, the curator is the archetypal intermediary,
interspaced between artists and museums, and, more recently, audiences and formed
by competing interests, drives and economies. A number of sub-questions arise:
•

What are the cultural and historical processes through which a variety of
aesthetic object experts, such as collectors, curators, critics and art advisors,
emerge?

•

What are the critical discourses, key historical moments and processes that
contribute to the development of art collection and display cultures? And how
do these processes relate to the development of systems of cultural expertise
and power-knowledge?
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•

How are these historical processes reflected in contemporary curating cultures,
and in what ways is the lineage of the curator continuous or discontinuous in
this context?

1.6 Structure of the Thesis
Section 1
Chapter 2: Early Forms of Object Collections
Historically, objects have been central to the field in which curators operate. This
chapter considers how objects in the early modern period gained traction and
significance, and how meaning came to be lodged within them. As I will relate, from
the late-fifteenth century, humanists begin to study and collect a new class of objects
derived from antiquity. They are drawn to these objects for the knowledge they can
derive from them. I consider here a set of related questions. How do humanists find
value in natural and artificial objects previously overlooked? How do they create their
own collections? What knowledge do they derive from objects? How is this different
from the teachings of the Church? As I will show, over time, these object collections
accord a new social status to these scholars. In my focus on scholarly collectors who
emerged in Italy from the mid-sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, I argue their
roles and practices, constitute early curatorial practice. They aspire to the humanist
ideals of imitatio, exempla and invention, which, I believe have much in common with
the ambitions of contemporary curators.

Chapter 3: New Sites of Power and Knowledge
This chapter tracks a key historical moment in the formation of collections: the
creation of the Kunstkammer (chamber for artistic objects) from the mid-sixteenth
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century in the Royal houses of Northern Europe. The Kunstkammer marks a political
and intellectual shift away from amassing treasure for wealth, influence and
magnificence, to the creation of a world of objects collected for reflection, display,
self-importance, and the development of new knowledge. The Kunstkammer
represents and reflects all that is known, and is a key example of the way discourses of
knowledge and power are derived from new kinds of object collections. At this point,
the art advisor/curator secures an identified and discrete role, beyond that of the
collector, in order to advise, interpret and display the collection. The first treatise on
collections and a system of arrangement, written by the art advisor Samuel
Quiccheberg, is discussed. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the discourses
that further transform knowledge and power through forms of emerging
‘professionalism’, and the impact this has over time on object collections open to the
public.

Chapter 4: Formation of Public Museums
This chapter discusses the formation of the British Museum13 from a place of
exclusion and privilege to a public museum. It is contrasted with the creation of the
Louvre forty years later, which was a vehicle for revolutionary zeal and open to all
citizens as a right. In this period, the art advisor/curator leaves the prestigious role of
interpreting and displaying princely and aristocratic collections. They re-emerge at the
British Museum as keepers of the chaotic public collection, and later as scientists,
using the collections to undertake research. At the Louvre, initially artists, sculptors
and architects take on the highly politicised roles of being curators. Later, through
leadership and exposure to extraordinary art (the vast quantity confiscated from
13

The British Museum as a universal museum, also had paintings, drawings, prints and sculpture in its
collection from its foundation.
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neighbouring parts of Europe), they rapidly develop expertise as connoisseurs. In both
institutions, curators’ roles become more defined, professionalisation increases, and
their expertise becomes identified with the authority of the museum. In this chapter, I
also discuss the discursive field Foucault identifies from the mid-eighteenth century in
Britain as the ‘economy of government reason’, or the model of effective government,
derived from the principle of marketplace exchange. I argue that this discursive field
had far-reaching effects on the formative discourses of education, civility, the
development of the public sphere, the authority of the museum, and the mutual
legitimisation of curator and museum. This is followed by a discussion that
contextualises the modern curator. Here I draw from Jennifer Barrett, Anthony
Shelton, Pierre Bourdieu, Simon Knell, and Howard Fox to theorise issues of power
and authority invested in the museum and curator. To conclude, I consider the work of
Bruno Latour who proposes a very different relationship between people and objects,
and in turn, the role of the curator.

Chapter 5: The Model of the Connoisseur-Curator-Scholar
This chapter investigates the development of the public collection and display of
modern art in America in the early-twentieth century. I focus on the elements of the
museums program, designed to educate the connoisseur/ scholar/curator, developed at
Harvard after WWI. Alfred Barr, a graduate from the Harvard program, becomes the
first director/curator of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1929 and puts into
practice much of his training, coupled with his own exploration of European
modernism. The analysis of Barr’s work at MoMA and the identification of
influencing discourses on his practice form a prelude to the three following chapters
on the examples of practice of contemporary curators. The formative discourses I
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identify in relation to Barr are discourses derived through scholarly art history,
exhibition making and display, education and communication, business and
marketing, and interconnecting them all, discourses on connoisseurship.

Section 2
Chapter 6: Seth Siegelaub—Art World Outsider and Exhibition Innovator
Siegelaub is an early example of curator who developed his practice outside of an art
museum. I argue here that although Siegelaub begins as an outsider as well to the art
world generally, he acquires traction largely through friendships, effective
networking, organisational ability, and his innovative ideas for exhibiting, and
distributing artists’ work. Through an analysis of an interview I conducted with him,
as well as his writing, and other accounts of the time, I identify the following
discourses that I argue are influential to his practice: institutional critique,
foregrounding of the individual and collaboration, and entrepreneurial creativity.

Chapter 7: Juliana Engberg—Independent Thinker and Nurturer of Artistic Practice
Engberg developed her interest in contemporary art through being drawn to the
experimental exhibitions and scholarly events at the Ewing and George Paton
Galleries, Melbourne University, in the early 1980s. It was a place where artists,
musicians and students converged to discuss and debate the political issues of the day,
and generate new ideas and projects. As such it was a fertile place from which to
develop an interest in curating contemporary art. The chapter has been informed by an
analysis of my interview with Engberg, as well as her catalogue essays, articles and
other relevant scholarly texts. The significant related discourses that have emerged
from this process are those that highlight tensions between national identity and
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international aspirations, those that consider the enrichment of close working
relationships with artists, those that embrace the politics of institutional critique and
new institutionalism, and those that unravel the entanglements entrepreneurialism.

Chapter 8: Charles Esche—Optimist, Pragmatist, and Agent of Change
Living in the United Kingdom in the 1980s, Esche developed an interest in art at a
time when he was disillusioned with mainstream left politics. When viewing an
exhibition of the work of Stephen Willats, Esche discovered there were artists
interested in socially engaged art, which questioned the meaning and intention of art
while speculating about how things might be different. This speculation has continued
since to inspire Esche, and his curatorial practice has been shaped by the broad
discursive field of art and politics. Within this field are particular discourses around
key ideas that Esche frequently references in his writing, including engaged
autonomy, agonism, modest proposals and possibility. I argue that the tensions,
ambiguities and contradictions within these ideas drive Esche’s practice, making it
adaptable, attuned to changing conditions and situations, and very productive.

Chapter 9: Conclusion
The two parts of the thesis are linked through the methodology of analysing
discursive formations around object collections, display practices, and the ensuing
search for knowledge. For this is the domain of the curator tracking back well over
500 years. In the conclusion I summarise the main ideas that have emerged from both
the historical contexualisation and the detailed discourse analyses undertaken using
three examples of practice. What has emerged through this study has been recognition
of how across time there is a duality of discourses at the core of curatorial activities.
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And far from undermining or weakening the practice, I suggest this duality plays a
dynamic and regenerative role in forming the relationships produced between place,
ideas, objects, artists, viewers and capital.
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Chapter 2: Early Forms of Object Collections

2.1 Overview
This is the first of a suite of four chapters that will historically contextualise the
emergence of the art curator. In an effort to chart the recent dramatic changes that
have occurred globally and have impacted the nature of art and its exhibition, most
accounts of curatorial practice largely position the practice in the present.14 What I
mean by this is that the contemporary art curator appears to be without a history. In
fact, O’Neill (2012, p. 6), arguing that ‘curating changed art and … art has changed
curating’, sees that ‘the contemporary praxis of curating’ as ‘fundamentally different
from earlier historical forms of curatorship’. I contest this position. By drawing on
critical discourses and uncovering the development of systems of cultural expertise
and power-knowledge, I will reveal certain continuities between historical practices of
collectors/art advisors/curators and the contemporary curator. In the following study,
curators in all epochs emerge as a response to the intellectual, social, economic and
political possibilities that arise with assembling collections of important objects.
Uncovering the lineage of the curator over time, I argue, brings a richer and less
reductive response to the power-knowledge at stake in the role of contemporary art
curator.

Since the Renaissance, collectors/art advisors/art experts/curators have inhabited the
shifting political, intellectual and economic spaces that form around transforming
14
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object collections and their display. Following Foucault, I plan to consider the
transformations in dominant discourses, beliefs and practices that contribute to the
assembling and interpretation of collections of significant objects (Foucault 1973,
Foucault 1977, Burchell, Gordon et al. 1991). I will consider the power shifts that
occur between the Church and sovereign princes in Western Europe and the role of
humanist expertise in stimulating wide collecting cultures. At this time discourses of
knowledge and power are derived from the value of new kinds of object collections.
The first discourse on the symbolic significance and intellectual importance of
princely collections was written in the mid-sixteenth century in Northern Europe. As
the enthusiasm for the symbolic and prestige value of collections increased,15 so
opportunities arose for curators, art advisors and art experts to assemble and care for
collections, to display them, to interpret them, to theorise about them, and to promote
their significance. Prior to these collections, in Italy, during the fifteenth and earlysixteenth century, a whole field of collecting practices and display techniques were
developed by scholarly collectors, whom I recognise as proto-curators. These
scholarly collectors substantially contributed to the social elite’s enthusiasm for
inquiry into these collections of natural and artificial objects. From the lateseventeenth century, the social class of collectors broadened and with it a wider public
enthusiasm for viewing collections of the strange and curious. A reaction to this form
of knowledge creation is led by natural philosophers, such as Francis Bacon and René
Descartes, who call for knowledge to be evidence-based, rather than fueled by
resemblance, suggestion, and the imagination. As collections move in the mideighteenth century from royalty and private hands into the public domain, a widely

15

The princely collections provided the model for many, smaller encyclopedic collections by people of wealth
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Routledge/Thoemmes Press.
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accepted belief develops across Western Europe that viewing collections of objects
has important value in a civil society.

This chapter will consider how early collections of significant objects are assembled
and interpreted. For the gathering together of objects is central to my overall study
because it is collectors, art advisors and curators who come to inhabit the cultural
space created by significant objects. I will consider how new objects acquire meaning,
and how objects contribute to, and become the carriers of, knowledge and power. In
following Foucault (1991, pp. 54-5), I argue new forms of object collections assemble
through transformations in dominant discourses. The focus in this chapter will be the
manner in which collections and their significance were transformed from the early
modern period to the early Renaissance in Italy.

2.2 The Church and Power, Ritual and the Agency of Objects
Objects that have no practical use are collected because they give some sort of
agency. They are catalysts in creating links between one individual and another, one
place and another, one time and another, or one world (material) and another
(immaterial). Up until the mid-fourteenth century in Western Europe, objects
accumulated in churches and royal treasuries took on importance through the
identified significance residing within them. Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach (1980,
p. 451) argue that objects and paintings within ‘a church, temple or palace’ meld with
that place itself. They become like a voice for such ceremonial places and reinforce
the values celebrated there. At a fundamental level, these objects were used to
reinforce systems of power and control (Pomian 1990, pp. 37-8). They were acquired
as tributes, offerings, gifts and booty (Pomian 1990, Kaufmann 1994, Shelton 1994),
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and, as Martin Prösler (1999, p. 28) notes, they were acquired ‘for the most part
without system’. Nevertheless, as Susan Pearce (1996, p. v) reveals, these collections
of objects form ‘part of the history and philosophy of knowledge … and this history
and philosophy is in part also created by them’. Krzysztof Pomian (1990 p. 16-17)
highlights that it was Christianity, with its ‘cult of the saints’, that created the
widespread desire for relics collected in churches. Relics were objects that, through
specific contact with the sacred, retained the power to mysteriously affect a place,
person, a community or a situation. For instance, in the Abbey of St Denis, Paris,
there was a jewelled gold cup that was said to be passed down from King Solomon
(John Evelyn cited Murray 1904, p. 3), or in San Ambrogio, Milan, there was the
‘brazen’ serpent raised by Moses in the wilderness (Murray 1904, p. 3). In all
churches was a treasury or repository that contained relics and curiosities, which were
often the gifts of travellers; some repositories also contained illuminated manuscripts
and paintings (Murray 1904, pp. 6-9). Many of the natural curiosities had symbolic
significance, such as ostrich eggs and unicorn horns (Balsiger 1970, p. 510). Often
whale ribs and ‘griffin claws’ (actually goat’s horns) were suspended within the
church building along with giants’ bones, which Durandus (AD 1237–1296), a
medieval liturgical writer noted, ‘were kept as attractions’ (cited in Murray 1904, p.
9).

Pomian’s central argument (1990, pp. 22-4) is that objects in these collections were
able, through their links with the sacred (or strange), to operate as intermediaries
between one place and another, or one world and another. Thus, while the objects
were ‘at the very heart of the secular world, [they were] symbols of the distant, the
hidden, the absent’—the invisible. Pomian (1990, p. 22) notes that to give certainty
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and legitimacy to the relics, they were accompanied by documents of authentication
that attested to their ‘sacred history’. They possessed symbolic significance for they
were able to represent (or provide direct communication with) places spatially and
temporally distant—places or times from the past, or places or circumstances desired
in the future. The link created between the visible and the invisible also established a
counter bond. On the one hand, the role (and value) of these collected objects kept
them out of the market place, and, on the other hand, through their significant value,
there was always the pressure (‘temptation’) to reintroduce them into the market
place, which meant they required guarded protection. Yet, in order to maintain
symbolic power, the objects in these collections had to be seen. For, communication
‘between the two worlds’ was dependent on being ‘displayed to the inhabitants of
both’ (Pomian 1990, p. 24). The Church, with its hold on sacred history, its moral
authority, its rituals and space, was able to provide the presence of both worlds.
Festivals, ceremonies and banquets gave additional opportunities for heightened
symbolic displays (Pomian 1990, Kaufmann 1994, Shelton 1994).

Pomian argues that in the second half of the fourteenth century there was a change in
attitude towards the invisible in Western Europe (1990 pp. 34-44). This was expressed
in a new interest, admiration and reverence towards material evidence of the past,
towards strange places on Earth, and towards unseen parts of nature. The enthusiasm
for new sources of knowledge led to power shifts, which slowly prized apart the
power nexus held through the Middle Ages by the Church and various rulers (Pomian
1990, pp. 34-41). However, it was not until the late-sixteenth century that museums
replaced churches as repositories of significant objects. In fact, towards the end of the
Renaissance, objects, Paula Findlen (cited in Arnold 2006, p. 96) says, were taken
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frequently from churches to museums, transferring to a secular space ‘the aura of
sanctity’. Objects sanctified by display within or by attachment to the Church acted as
intermediaries between the secular and the sacred worlds. They were receptors of
ordained knowledge but to be effective in this role, individual attachment was
required. It would be the individual attachment to a whole set of new objects that
would, over time, seriously challenge the Church’s power over symbolic objectknowledge, opening a place for other interpreters of object-knowledge.

2.3 The Social Influence of New Actors and a New Class of Objects
At the end of the fifteenth century there was a revival of the ancient past, led by a ‘a
whole new social group’ who became known as the humanists (Pomian 1990, p. 35).
The humanists had a profound influence on the creation and growth of collections of
antiquities in royal, papal and cardinal courts, beginning in Italy and spreading to the
rest of Europe (Pomian 1990, p. 35). While the humanists did not appear to question
authority, and pursued their studies and inquiry in ‘a highly Christian framework’,
their approach to learning began to wedge apart traditional power and knowledge
(Findlen 1994, p. 55).

Joseph Alsop (1982, p. 304) asserts that the awakening of interest in classical learning
also stirred a renewed interest in classical works of art, and works such as the
Lysippus Venus discovered in Sienna in 1357, were being uncovered through
excavations for new building works. As well, the remaining classical buildings and
sculptures in places such as Rome were being viewed with an increased interest.
Giovanni Dondi dall’Orologio (1330-1388), a friend of Petrarch, described this
interest in the following way: ‘they are avidly sought for and gazed at by those who
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have perception in these matters…’. Petrarch also draws attention to the response of
contemporary artists whom he says ‘were overwhelmed by amazement’ (cited in
Alsop 1982, pp. 308-9, n. 85). In addition, texts of Aristotle (384–322 BC) and St
Augustine (AD 354–430), which had been part of university curricula since the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries were reappraised, together with an increased search
for manuscripts of other ancients lying forgotten in libraries. Charles Nauert (1979,
pp. 73-5) notes that what occurred at this time was not ‘a simple rediscovery of lost
books’ but rather ‘shifts in interests and values’, such that ancient texts became
‘interesting in new ways’. Pliny the Elder’s (AD 23–79) Natural History, for instance,
had never been ‘lost’; however, renewed interest in it shown by humanist scholars of
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries would see it used it very differently. Their
medieval forebears had used it as ‘a storehouse of useful information’. They sought
‘facts, anecdotes, names’, were satisfied with excerpts and partial copies, and were
not too concerned with accuracy of the text (Nauert 1979, p. 74). Further, there were
no commentaries on the text written in this period, nor was it taught in the
universities. The humanists’ interest in Natural History was not only for its scientific
material but also for its descriptions of classical civilization, its overview of art, and
its literary and linguistic clues to other texts and cultures. Further, Nauert (1979, pp.
76-7) argues, it was in preparing a copy for printing (the first edition of Natural
History was printed in Venice in 1469) that humanist interests came to the fore in
establishing methods for restoring the ‘integrity of original wording’ and methods of
interpretation, criticism, commentary and evaluation. Importantly, the content of
ancient texts was no longer seen to be absolutely definitive, but rather ‘infinitely
permeable’ (Findlen 1994, p. 55).
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Inscriptions on monuments were reviewed as well and were seen as a means of
contact with the ancients; they were catalogued and used in interpreting the classics
and ‘amending texts’ (Murray 1904 pp. 15-16). Collections of ancient medals and
coins ‘grew apace’ and engraved gems were ‘specially coveted’ (Murray 1904, pp.
13-15). With the few exceptions of relics and ancient cameos, objects and fragments
being unearthed at this time were formerly of little interest, Pomian (1990, p. 35)
notes. Yet, they now embodied meaning having been contextualised by the ancient
texts. Murray (1904, p. 14) cites that from 1450 and 1550, between 60,000 and
170,000 sculptures were recovered in Rome and its environs. Importantly, it was not
just the appearance of ‘new’ objects but, as Pomian argues (1990, p. 35), a new class
of objects that had emerged for study and inquiry.

According to Pomian (1990, p. 38), the objects that came into circulation or were part
of the new interests and inquiries—what he calls the new semiphores (objects that
carry significance), included manuscripts, scientific instruments, relics, strange
curiosities, and works of art—were drawn into the collections that began to
accumulate in the libraries and studios of humanists, scholars and artists. Such objects
on the one hand, through the intellectual inquiry of scholars, were the means to new
knowledge, but, as semiphores, the objects also came to represent the owners’ social
status (Pomian 1990, p. 38). Not to be outdone by the fashion for new objects and
their sources of knowledge, clergy and rulers sought the advice from scholars and
artists in order to create their own collections on a grand scale.

Marjorie Swann (2001, pp. 20-2) notes that through displaying the effects of new
knowledge, humanists were able to exercise influence in relation to the ruling elites.
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In addition, the humanists were also able to provide a justification for collecting and
patronage, through popularising ‘a doctrine of magnificence’ drawn from Artistotle’s
Ethics (Kaufmann 1994, p. 140). Further, Swann (2001, p. 21) identifies that although
the humanists saw their education and training as complementary to ‘absolutist
government’, nevertheless, by claiming that ‘moral virtue’ was the just means for
claiming status, they set in motion an indirect challenge to the blood lineage traditions
of ruling elites. This could be seen as an instance of cultural change that Foucault
(1973, pp. xx-xxi) describes in the following way: initially, there is an ‘intermediary’
form of perception where a sense of awareness develops that ‘imperceptibly’ deviates
from previous cultural codes. This in turn causes the imperceptible codes to be seen as
belonging to ‘a certain unspoken order’. Through this awareness, previous ‘codes of
language, perception, and practice are criticized’ and their claims begin to be seen as
‘partially invalid’.

Curiosity was a large intellectual driver of the humanists’ inquiry. However,
intellectual curiosity since St Augustine had been identified as a vice, a distraction
from God that led ‘towards the deadly sin of pride’ (Bujok 2009, p. 20). Gradually,
though, an easing of the Church’s hold over attitudes towards curiosity began to take
place (Marr 2006, p. 150). Although the belief that curiosity led ‘to a useless and vain
search for knowledge’ (Bujok 2009, p. 20) was tempered from the thirteenth century
onwards, it was not fully broken until the seventeenth century, by which time
curiosity came to be seen as a virtue that spurred ‘a credible desire for knowledge’
(Bujok 2009, p. 21). Studying nature, it was now said, brought scholars closer to the
wonder of ‘God’s work’ (Bujok 2009, p. 21).
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However, as the Church feared, the quest for new knowledge led to new forms of
power, and it was the humanists who were seen to have a monopoly over ‘certain
areas of knowledge and know-how’ (Pomian 1990, p. 38). The humanists and
antiquarians, through their knowledge of Latin (and, increasingly, Greek) had a direct
line of contact to the past and to a cross-national network of like thinkers. Scholars,
through the new technologies of measurement and application of inquiry, were
gaining a very different understanding of the physical world and the cosmos (Pomian
1990, p. 38).

Foucault’s (1973, p. 131) description of the opening of a social and cultural space
through a change in the perception of previous codes of being and thinking is the very
space that the collector/curator comes to inhabit. As indicated here, it is a space that is
an effect of changes; for instance, in technology (printing press, travel, instruments of
measurement); in knowledge (increased opportunity for scholarly exchange through a
shared language); in moral principles (bad curiosity, now good curiosity); in
population growth (excavations created through erecting new buildings in Rome); and
in trade (increased means of the distribution of curious objects and increased wealth).

2.4 Power in New Forms of Collection and Display
In Italy during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, collecting became a
widespread practice and pastime of ‘the social and educated elite’ (Findlen 1994, p.
3), stimulated through the humanist search for understanding the past as well as the
intense inquiry into nature that was taking place in universities, courts and academies.
This section will focus on the scholarly collections that were assembled by humanists,
physicians and botanists, such as Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522–1605), a professor of
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natural philosophy and in charge of the University of Bologna’s botanical garden;
Francesco Calceolari (1521–1600), a pharmacist in Verona; Ferrante Imperato (1550–
1625), a pharmacist in Naples; Michel Mercati (1541–93), a physician at the papal
court and caretaker of the Vatican botanic gardens; Manfredo Stettala (1600–80) an
inventor in Milan; and Athanasius Kircher (1602–80), a Jesuit scholar in Rome. These
scholarly collectors have been identified because of the extant literature, catalogues,
illustrations on their collections, and even artefacts, in the case of Aldrovandi.16 I
argue that scholarly collectors at this time establish what can be seen as patterns of
curatorial practice due to the particular management systems they put into place; the
attention given to display and care of objects; the way meaning and significance is
drawn from objects, as well as the way meaning is layered upon them; the
engagement they sought with other scholars; and the encouragement of viewers to
their collections.

The scholarly collections at this time were always personal and often eccentric
assemblages of found objects (animal, vegetable, mineral), and paintings and
antiquities. Findlen (1994, p. 1) describes the objects in the collections as often
‘remnants’. They were objects that aroused curiosity, wonder and surprise. Many
objects had ‘magical-therapeutical value’ (Olmi 1993, p. 241) and many possessed
symbolic or emblematic significance (Olmi 1993, p. 245). The collectors had an
encyclopedic zeal; they were driven ‘by the desire to possess all the facts of nature’
(Findlen 1994, p. 63), and to integrate all of this—‘everything new, unknown or
unseen’—into the established interpretation of the world (Prösler 1999, p. 28). For,
the overall intention of creating collections of things was not so much to create ‘a real

16

The remains of Aldrovandi’s collection is in the Museo di Palazzo Poggi, Bologna.
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and integral microcosm’ of the world but rather to create ‘a picture of the world
achieved through its most curious aspects’ (Olmi 1993, p. 242).

Two ancient philosophical strands informed discourses of collecting from the earliest
phase in the early modern period. One strand, derived from Pliny the Elder’s
encyclopedic approach, encouraged the assembling of ‘everything in the world
worthy of memory’; the other strand, derived from Dioscorides (AD 40–90) and
Galen (AD 129–200), encouraged an instrumental study of nature leading to useful
outcomes for medicine (Findlen 1994, p. 3). Neither strand of inquiry considered
nature in any evolutionary sense. There was no conception of change over time
(Bredekamp 1995, pp. 7-8), a view Horst Bredekamp notes was fully in keeping with
the Biblical determination of the creation of the world in six days. The research
methodologies employed were firstly reading the ancient texts, and then closely
examining ancient artefacts seeking knowledge about nature from them. Bredekamp
(1995, pp. 12-13) notes that ‘the art of antiquity’ was believed to be the synthesis
between man and nature (after all, many antiquities were uncovered from beneath the
ground). A synthesis also found in the belief that nature had the ability to create works
of art, revealed, for instance, in ‘chance’ images in marble.

Collectors in the sixteenth and seventeenth century aesthetically arranged their
objects. They were usually separated into the broad categories of the natural and the
artificial (Olmi 1993, pp. 237-9). Michael Baxandall (1991, p. 34) argues that well
before labels and catalogues were a feature of display, there was always a form of
‘construction’ put onto exhibited objects; there was always a play of ‘ordering
propositions’. In these displays, homology was the organising principle (Findlen
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1990, p. 306) and concordant links were applied using all manner of tropes (Findlen
1990, p. 310). William Ashworth (1996, pp. 21-2) highlights the delight that
Renaissance scholar-collectors took in assembling the ‘allegorical and adagial’,
emphasising the symbolic charge in all things. The explanation for strange and
perplexing objects was often given through discourses of resemblance, where the
narrative and the anecdotal came to the fore and where ‘language and things were
endlessly interwoven’ (Foucault 1973, p. 54).

Collectors at this time integrated museums into their living quarters or as an adjunct to
a professional space. Objects were tightly packed and hung from walls and ceilings,
using every available space for display (Olmi 1993, pp. 237-9). In these conditions,
little space was made available for common objects, rather the odd, the strange and
the different took priority, and collections in turn gained recognition and notoriety
chiefly due to their range of curiosities or rarities (Olmi 1993, p. 242). While nature
was prominent in collections, ‘art, antiquities and exotica’ were all desirable (Findlen
1994 p. 3). Olmi (1993, p. 244) argues that the incorporation of art and antiquities
with nature was not so much creating a vision of unity between all things, but rather,
these naturalists and collectors were engaged in a study of all things. Findlen (1994, p.
5) clarifies that while collecting natural specimens did not initially steer in ‘a new
philosophical definition of and structure for scientia’, it did, however, increase the
activities and the enthusiasm for inquiry. Importantly for this study, collectors began
to link philosophical inquiry to the outcome of ‘a continuous engagement with
material culture’ (Findlen 1994, p. 5). In addition, the advent of a viewing public (at
this stage ‘the public’ were like-minded individuals from civil society—students,
scholars, the social elite), led both to a widening of shared knowledge and the
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emerging ‘of discursive practices’, centred within and around collections (Findlen
1994, p. 5). The site and display of collections were both ‘places for research’ and
‘fashionable meeting places’ (Olmi 1993, p. 238). Findlen (1994, p. 9) goes as far to
say that these collections became ‘the centerpiece of the humanist vision of
knowledge’.

As identified in this section, distinct discourses emerge through humanist inquiry,
which in turn inform the way objects are assembled. Methodologies for gaining
knowledge from objects evolve, and their manner of display established. The
reputation of a collection draws students, other scholars, and the social elite, creating
an environment where cultural meanings are articulated, and ordering narratives
emerge through the assembly of objects.

Collections required narration and scholarly collectors showed themselves to be
formidable communicators. With their knowledge and erudition, collectors sought
attention and recognition from patrons, other collectors, and visitors, as well as from
readers of their museums’ inventories and catalogues (Findlen 1994, p. 294). The
‘joke of nature’, lusus naturae, and the ‘joke of knowledge’, lusus scientiae, were
often the explanations given by collectors for nature’s paradoxes or nature’s
ingeniousness, or simply for the inexplicable. Lusus naturae could also be a way that
the magical or mystic properties of nature might be revealed (Findlen 1990, p. 293).
Lusus, Findlen (1990, p. 310) says, captures the ‘poetic construction’ of science
during this period, revealing the flexibility of boundaries between the material and the
immaterial. It also was a distinct means through which scholarly collectors could
display their knowledge and wit.
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Findlen (1994, p. 296) identifies three models of behaviour traits derived from
humanist discourse, through which collectors could fashion themselves: imitatio,
exempla and inventio. Scholarly collectors were able to excel in all of them. Both
imitation (imitatio) and the search for exemplars (exempla) led collectors back to
ancient knowledge and ideals, while and invention (inventio) used the knowledge of
the past to make discoveries in the present. Collectors linked themselves to ‘familiar
narratives’ (readily recognised by the visitors to their museums), as well as to the
esteemed ancient luminaries of inquiry, namely Aristotle, Theophrastus and Pliny.
Invention situated the collector as a bridge builder between past knowledge and
present adaption and discoveries (Findlen 1994, pp. 297-8).

Increasing knowledge through the study of objects transformed the discourses of the
natural world, and in the process, defined the collector. The possession of objects was
a show of knowledge; and, in a similar way, through the careful display of the objects,
a collector ‘symbolically acquired the honor and reputation that all men of learning
cultivated’ (Findlen 1994, p. 3). Many of the scientific collections of naturalists in the
sixteenth century were built up through gifts; in fact, gifts mapped the social standing
of the collector and the audience for a museum (Findlen 1991, p. 7). Gift-giving was
more than a form of social conduct, it was ‘a strategy for success, an external display
of power’ (Findlen 1991, p. 6). Scholarly collectors were like others in the
competitive, cultural and political domain of elite society and ‘virtually obsessed with
the question of identity’ (Findlen 1994, p. 293). Findlen (1991, p. 16) identifies the
way discourses were built around them, positing naturalists as ‘mediators between
nature and the audience for natural history’, which legitimised their scholarly work
and confirmed their social standing. Collections were a means through which to
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construct an identity and ‘a means to publicize it’ (Findlen 1994, p. 294). Findlen
(1994, p. 295) also says that the shaping of individual identity through collecting
provided a very interesting example of the ‘creativity of humanist discourse’. For,
while scholars continued to draw on the Augustinian practices of seeking inner
knowledge through introspection, a transformation of how the ‘outside’ world was
viewed was also taking place. No longer a temptation away from introspection,
involvement with the surrounding world came to be understood as a ‘means of
illumination’ (Findlen 1994, p. 294). Discovery through travel and acquiring
collections led to deeper self-knowledge. In the sixteenth century, ‘displaying
knowledge’ (Findlen 1994, p. 295) was a sign of civility (Tribby 1992, p. 140) and
courtly propriety. As the symbolic value of a collection increased, so the identity of
the collector became more closely linked with objects in the collection (Tribby 1992,
pp. 152-5).

In summary, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Italy, scholarly
collectors established themselves as articulate individuals with good social standing.
Through the study of objects, discourses about the natural world were transformed,
and scholarly collectors were seen as mediators between nature and knowledge. Their
collection of objects not only constructed their identity but also gave the collector the
means to exhibit and publicise it. They displayed the esteemed humanist
characteristics of seeking to imitate and search for exemplars from ancient knowledge
and ideals, while being inventive by using the past to make new discoveries in the
present. These traits resonate with the skill set evident in many contemporary
independent curators, a discussion to which I will return in the three examples of
contemporary curatorial practice.
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2.5 Collections Replace Public Art Patronage
In Italy in the fifteenth century, collections began to be assembled by wealthy
families, who drew upon the knowledge and object-expertise of scholarly collectors.
However, prior to collecting art and precious objects for their aesthetic value, wealthy
families in Florence were drawn to the social and religious duty of public art
patronage. This patronage took the usual form of a gift of the family chapel to a
church, and while this was often competitive between families, it was also a
legitimate show of piety (Alsop 1982, p. 365). Religious conviction and politics are
seen to be the motivating forces in Cosimo d’Medici’s (1389–1464) largess. The
Medici commissions, renowned for their generosity, extended to the most talented
artists, including Brunelleschi, Donatello, Ghiberti, Fra Angelico, Macaccio,
Ghirlandaio, Botticelli, Perugino, Filippino Lippi, and the young Michelangelo. As
Alsop (1982, p. 339) says, such commissioning support ‘fed back indirectly but
importantly’ into art collecting beyond the fifteenth century. In comparison to public
patronage, private patronage in Florence was very modest. Alsop (1982, p. 361)
attributes this to the fortress-like dwellings ‘with bleakly functional interiors’ of the
leading families. This changed when Cosimo began to build in 1444 a new large
palazzo on Via Larga. Cosimo and the next two generations of Medicis were to
decorate the interiors excessively (Alsop 1982, p. 366); works from commissioned
artists added to the splendor of vessels of precious metal and stone as well as a
classical art collection and a large library of classical texts (Alsop 1982, pp. 336-72).
Other wealthy families in Italy and beyond followed this model for the display of
prosperity, influence and taste. In the early-sixteenth century, the next phase of art
collecting began when the wealthy replaced private art patronage through buying
‘ready-made’ art, that is, contemporary Renaissance art (Alsop 1982, p. 369-70).
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In emphasising the shift between patronage and collecting, which this moment marks,
Alsop (1982, pp. 376-7) asserts that commissioned art works prior to this moment,
were not seen as ‘collectors’ prizes’. Wealthy art collectors rather sought to collect
almost exclusively ancient gems, medals, coins, vessels and classical sculpture.
Although, when Lorenzo died in 1492, the Medicis owned several paintings imported
from the Low Countries—namely Deposition by Rogier van der Weyden and St
Jerome by Jan van Eyck—‘these were still esteemed for little’ (Bazin 1967, p. 44). In
the mid-sixteenth century, this attitude towards art made by living artists was about to
change, and it involved ‘a deep change in ways of thinking about and responding to
art’ (Alsop 1982, p. 411). Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann (1995, pp. 167-8), commenting
on the situation in Central Europe at this time, describes the changes as ‘a new
definition of art was in the making…that would ultimately justify the creation of art
for the sake of art’.

By the second half of the sixteenth century the drive and passion for collecting
antiquities had expanded across countries and social circles. Pomian (1990, p. 35)
cites that the Belgian collector and engraver Hubert Goltzius, on his journeys through
Belgium, to Holland, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Italy and France between 1556
and 1560, listed visiting an extraordinary number of 968 collections. The collectors
consisted of a pope, cardinals, an emperor, kings and princes, theologians, lawyers,
doctors, scholars, poets, priests, monks, and artists. Pomian (1990, pp. 34-44)
attributes the change in attitude towards collecting objects at this time as due to the
creation of new classes of semiphores, and an expansion of the concept of the
invisible.
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2.6 The Church Reconciles Pagan Antiquities
In time the hierarchal members of the Church became avid collectors of antiquity (and
much else), but not before the problem of reconciling the relationship between ‘the
Christian and pagan past’ took place (Pomian 1990, p. 34). The Church’s change in
attitude towards the nude sculptures of antiquity presents a revealing example of the
effects of the transformation of discourse. The introduction of Aristotle’s works into
university teaching seemed to have created a pact between the sacred and the secular;
however, as Pomian (1990, p. 34) points out, it was an ‘alliance … doomed to be
transitory’. Initially in reaction to the new class of significant objects, iconoclasm
occurred, as churches were cleared of any object or image that might distract from
divine worship. This happened in Florence, after Lorenzo d’Medici’s son Piero fled to
Naples (Bazin 1967, p. 46). During the Medici reign in Florence in the fifteenth
century, there was an easy coexistence of sacred images and antique sculptural nudes
because both forms of representation were seen as ‘a continuation of antique wisdom’
(Bazin 1967, p. 46). These attitudes were suddenly stifled when Girolamo Savonarola
(1452–98), a popular leader and priest came to wield power in Florence. He
admonished the display and love of worldly things as being un-Christian, and even the
newly erected altarpieces in churches were criticised (Von Holst 1967, p. 65).
Rapidly, the centre of art and artistic activity moved to Rome, ironically under the
patronage of the popes and the papal office, and artists from all of Italy took the
journey to Rome (Von Holst 1967, p. 70). In 1508, Michelangelo’s (1475–1564)
commission of the Sistine Chapel began, as well as Raphael’s (1483–1520)
commission of wall paintings in the Vatican and the Villa Farnesina (Von Holst 1967,
p. 74). However, in Rome, the expansive artistic projects were in part inspired and
fuelled by the recovery and restoration of ancient sculptures. For, the active building

47

and refurbishing program brought to light large quantities of classical marble
sculptures. By the sixteenth century, these were very valuable and possession of them
was ‘emblematic of social rank’ (Pomian 1990, p. 39). Pearce (2001 p. x) reminds us
that the political motive behind collecting is overall that of display, through which
authority is conveyed. Sixteenth-century Rome was now seen to be sitting on top of a
gold mine, and Pope Julius II (1443–1513) had visions of returning the papal city to
the glories of Rome at the time of the Caesars (Bazin 1967, p. 49). In 1502, the
Apollo figure (which became known as the Apollo Belvedere) was brought by Pope
Julius II to the Belvedere Court to be joined in 1506 by the Laocoön group, which
was unearthed and rapidly obtained by Julius II. The Belvedere Court was rebuilt as a
sculpture court into which these works were placed as well as the Venus Felix and
Emperor Commodus, Hercules and Antaeus, Aphrodite and allegories of the Tiber
and the Nile (Bazin 1967, pp. 50-1, Von Holst 1967, pp. 71-2). Von Holst (1967, p.
72) notes that during the first half of the sixteenth century, Rome had approximately
twenty other Gardens of Antiquity or interior rooms with Greco-Roman excavated
sculptures. Succeeding the ten-year reign of Julius II, Pope Leo X (1475–1521),
second son of Lorenzo d’Medici, began a program of conserving monuments, which
involved further excavations. The appointment in 1515 of Raphael to oversee
excavation and restoration projects at the same time as his own major painting
commissions suggests a positive confluence of pagan and Christian imagery within
the ambitions of religious power and influence (Bazin 1967, p. 51). Thus, while
acquisition of these ancient sculptures of great beauty brought fame, high esteem,
influence and authority to the popes, bishops, and cardinals of the time, it also could
be seen to mark the decline of the Church’s total hold over what constituted the sacred
and the symbolic (Pomian 1990, pp. 34-41).
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2.7 Curators as Go-Betweens: The Typology of Social Leverage
The social flux of the Renaissance enabled a number of forms of social mobility to
occur. Andreas Höfele and Werner Koppenfels (2005, p. 10) describe the Renaissance
as a time when ‘go-betweens’ flourished. Go-betweens, they say, were individuals
who shaped and were shaped by the ‘cultural topography’ of ‘networks of exchange’
over this period. What was apparent was their ‘potential for innovation inherent in
their extraordinary mobility’. While ‘merchants, couriers, travellers, diplomats and
spies’ were active as go-betweens, the authors focus on ‘the intermediaries of learning
and ideas’, such as ‘translators, migrant scholars and printers’. The authors note the
fluid nature of the term go-between and caution against including ‘virtually everyone’
into the concept. Nevertheless, I believe the concept provides an interesting way to
consider the role of the art advisor and curator, a role that can be said to emerge in a
distinct way at this time. Peter Burke says translators exercised a certain freedom or
creativity that came through using the work of other ‘go-betweens’. For instance,
Italian and Spanish texts were translated into English from an earlier French
translation (Burke 2005, p. 25). The other ‘freedoms’ Burke (2005, pp. 24-7)
identifies in translators’ practices are contraction (abridging long texts); amplification
(adding words and phrases to reinforce or to even introduce other ideas); adaption or
transposition (setting or location change); and emulation (where some translators saw
themselves in competition with the authors they were translating). Franssen (2005, p.
78) reinforces this reading of go-betweens. For, while ‘intercultural explorers’
interpreted and opened up nations to each other, they were not necessarily without
their own ‘agendas’: ‘they select, distort, and they bring …their own cultural
presuppositions’ (Franssen 2005, p. 78). Burke (2005, p. 18) citing André Lefevere
(1992), says translators are people ‘who do not write literature but rewrite it’.
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Are there correlations to be found between translators and art advisors, curators and
collectors during the Renaissance? What could be said was being translated or indeed
rewritten in the relationship between the advisor and a collection? Like other
humanists at the time, art advisors had to fundamentally negotiate and integrate ‘the
Classical and the Modern, the Christian and the Pagan, the Native and the Foreign’
(Höfele and von Koppenfels 2005, p. 4). The art advisors from the late-sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, particularly in Northern Europe, had to be go-betweens
between the princely court and the market place in negotiating with merchants,
travellers and racketeers. They had to play an intermediary role between collectors
and artists, and artists and artisans. As well, they had to manage the information
between the collector and other collectors, and of singular importance was their
ability to interpret, decipher and communicate the relationship between the visible
object and its invisible possibilities. The analogy of the go-between provides another
way to consider a further phase of the roles of art advisors and curators, which I will
develop further in the next chapter.

2.8 Conclusion
This chapter has focused on how certain classes of objects, both natural and artificial,
acquire meaning and significance and in turn become carriers of knowledge and
power. This is central to my overall study because it is collectors, art advisors and
curators who come to inhabit the space created by significant objects. They come to
know the objects through study and discourse; they display them; create narratives
about them; use them to interpret the world; use them to make sense of the world; use
them to pass on knowledge about the world; and ultimately use them to make their
own way in the world. How is it, I’ve asked, that objects come to occupy such a
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central position in Western cultures? Drawing from Pomian’s study, I argue that
objects have gained this status through the agency they bring to social and spiritual
life. Objects exist firmly within the visible material world, but are also the means to
the invisible world of feelings, memory, desire, and curiosity. Their ability to straddle
both worlds is the source of their knowledge and power. In developing the study of
objects in this chapter, I consider the way a new class of objects, derived from
antiquity, emerges in the late-fourteenth century in Italy. These objects trigger an
entirely new study of the world. Foucault’s theorisation of social change has been
helpful in understanding how social and cultural shifts open spaces through changes
in the perception of previous codes of being and thinking. Scholarly collectors, in
establishing both new ways to look at objects and also new objects to look at, begin to
occupy such a cultural space. Collections created environments where scholars and
the social elite met, leading to the widening of knowledge, centred within, and
around, the object collections. Collections of objects came to be central to the way the
gathering of knowledge was visualised. I included Findlen’s three models of
behaviour traits, around which scholarly collectors fashioned themselves—imitiatio,
exempla, and inventio. When I first encountered these terms, I was struck by the clear
links that could be made with them and the profile and activities of contemporary art
curators. What scholarly collectors sought to do was to establish a credible knowledge
of ancient scholars and their teachings, to seek from these studies outstanding
examples of practice, and to use this knowledge and methods of discovery to create
new knowledge and understanding through the gathering of new data, and new
observations. Their reputations were made by the way they could link new discoveries
with ancient learning. Furthermore, scholarly collectors were active promoters of their
own learning and standing in the world, which was a sign of civility. The possession
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of objects was a means to show knowledge, and in turn to display reputation and
standing. I argue that contemporary art curators establish reputation and standing in
quite similar ways—through their knowledge base (canon of artists), and, importantly,
through their ability to link new expression with old significance. Displaying
knowledge is a means of recognition in the art world, and the identity of the
contemporary art curator becomes closely linked to the objects, and makers of the
objects—the artists, and exhibitions with which they work. As, the symbolic value of
these objects, artists and exhibitions increase, so the identity of the contemporary art
curator becomes more closely connected with them. This will be demonstrated in
Section 2 of the thesis, in the three examples of contemporary curatorial practice.

In this chapter, I have also considered transformations; and objects, so linked to
knowledge, are at the centre of epistemological transformations. Thus, I have
considered the gradual shifts in the power from the sacred to secular, and the roles
played by objects in this. I have also looked at transformations in the way patronage
by the wealthy is displayed, from erecting public buildings to lavishly furnishing their
own, newly built palaces. An effect of this transformation is that collecting among the
wealthy, the princes, and the papal and cardinal courts, begins in earnest and with it
an increased level of interest in the power and knowledge of objects. Art advisors are
needed to create new systems and narratives of order and significance. This
transformation of collections is discussed in the next chapter through the formation of
the princely Kunstkammer in Northern Europe.

52

Chapter 3: New Sites of Power and Knowledge

3.1 Overview
This chapter will focus on the Kunstkammer, the new type of princely collection that
emerged from the mid-sixteenth century in Northern Europe. The Kunstkammer, a
symbolic collection of natural and artificial objects, represents a distinct
transformation in collecting cultures. It also provides another example of the way
discourses of knowledge and power are derived from new kinds of object collections.
While previous generations of royal households had hoarded treasure, they now
collected significant objects, paintings, coins, antiquities, wonders, scientific
instruments and many other categories of objects that were determined by the
collector’s particular interests. The first philosophical treatise to provide a
comprehensive system to order, arrange and interpret the diversity of a collection is
written for the Kunstkammer. While the Kunstkammer provided a place for royal
reflection and for scholarly inquiry, above all, it served to demonstrate a prince’s
magnificence, nobility, knowledge, and power. This chapter will also consider the
role of the art advisor, who, as the humanist and the go-between in the previous
chapter, comes to attach themself to, and occupy the cultural and political space of,
the collection. The chapter concludes by considering the transforming discourses of
professionalisation and the effects these discourses have on modes of collecting and
the display of collections.
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3.2 The Kunstkammer becomes the Symbolic World of Knowledge, Reflection
and Display
In the 1550s the word Kunstkammer was created to describe the allocation of a special
chamber for art at the court of Emperor Ferdinand I (who reigned from 1521 to 1564)
in Vienna. As a highly symbolic collection of objects, the Kunstkammer came to
represent ‘a distinctive development in the history of collecting’ (Kaufmann 1995, p.
171), and, by the late-sixteenth century, princely Kunstkammern were created in
Vienna, Munich, Prague, Dresden, Gottorf, Cassel, Stuttgart, Ambras and many other
locations. In this chamber, valued objects, paintings, coins and antiquities were
brought together. The collections thus formed were seen to be distinctly different
from the medieval Schatzkammer (treasure chamber) of previous royal generations in
Northern Europe. Reportedly, Ferdinand’s patronage was influenced by ‘a newer
understanding of art’ that was informed from both Italian sources and his ancestral
links with Burgundy (Kaufmann 1994, pp. 140-1). Lorenz Seelig (1987, p. 76)
suggests the distinction between the Kunstkammer and Schatzkammer accords with
emergent ideas of the modern ‘princely state’, where ‘inalienable heirlooms’ were
beginning to be established by decree to symbolise the continuity of a dynasty and its
property. Francis I of France issued such a decree in 1530, followed in 1564 by
Emperor Ferdinand I, and in 1565 by Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria (who ruled from
1550 to 1579). By 1565, the terms ‘Kunst- und Wunderkammern’ were in print in
Samuel von Quiccheberg’s (1529–67) treatise on the arrangement of a museum,
where he defines them as the ‘special collections North of the Alps’; ‘Kunstkammer’
being ‘a chamber for artistic objects’ and ‘Wunderkammer’, ‘a repository for
extraordinary objects’ (Schulz 1990, p. 208).
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At this time the emphasis on accumulating wealth through amassing treasure gives
way to the creation of a highly symbolic world of objects for reflection and display.
The inventories drawn up for Schatzkammern consisted of pragmatic lists of the
contents (Raby 1987, p. 251) without any systematic ordering as to categories, species
or materials (Balsiger 1970, p. 508). On the other hand, the Kunstkammern catalogues
present, Barbara Balsiger (1970, p. 508) says, the conceptual organisation of the
collections ‘even better than tangible reality’. They were ‘a visible sign’, Adalgisa
Lugli (1986, p. 112) asserts, that collectors needed and desired to bring to their
collections ‘some semblance of order and classification’. Further, Balsiger (1970, p.
509; p. 514) argues that it is the emerging ‘different spirit’ that both motivates the
making of collection catalogues, and that heralds the formation of the Kunst- und
Wunderkammer. (Other authors appear not to place so much weight on catalogues as
a marker of change.) Nevertheless, Kaufmann (1978, pp. 23-4 ) makes it clear that
inventories at the beginning of the seventeenth century are much more complex; they
are no longer lists of objects and a purchase price (as in the inventory of Lorenzo’s
collection in Florence in 1492), but rather a record of the collection as a
‘programmatic arrangement’ of materials, their size, and the overriding categories of
artificialia and naturalia.

In The Lure of Antiquity and the Cult of the Machine, Bredekamp (1995, p. xii) argues
that the Kunstkammer was considerably more than collections of art and nature. It
was a means through which a new way of seeing nature occurs, which led to an
understanding that art and nature were subject to historical change. Pamela Smith
(2008 p. 116) argues the change in the form of collecting ‘was part of a new
conception of philosophy that viewed knowledge as active, [and] productive ...’.
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Natural philosophers, such as Francis Bacon, Johannes Kepler, René Descartes and
John Locke were all inspired through the wealth of the visual stimuli in
Kunstkammern to speculate on the relationship between nature and human creativity,
and knowledge and the ‘structure of the human mind’ (Bredekamp 1995, pp. 6-7; pp.
37-45).

Remarkably, we know precisely what the duties of an art advisor were in the latesixteenth century. Gabriel Kaltemarckt’s treatise ‘Thoughts on How a Kunstkammer
Should Be Formed’, which lay unpublished for 400 years, was translated and
compiled in 1989 by Barbara Gutfleisch and Joachim Menzhausen. It is thought
Kaltemarckt wrote the treatise in 1587 in his efforts to secure employment as ‘an art
advisor’ to Elector Christian 1 of Saxony. In his mapping of what a ‘well equipped art
collection ought to have…’, Kaltemarckt also reveals what an art advisor might be
expected to do. He shows a sophisticated knowledge in a range of activities, including
the local intellectual and political situation. Importantly, Kaltemarckt finds argument
to persuade the Lutheran prince on the value of collecting the art of both the Catholics
and of the pagans of antiquity. In identifying many artists, Kaltemarckt also gives a
commentary on some of these artists, indicating in which collections their works are
to be found, in which cities the works might be able to be acquired, how sculptures
might be brought home, and the cost of transport. He suggests the benefits of taking
copies of sculptures and paintings through moulds and prints. Kaltemarckt (cited in
Gutfleisch and Menzhausen 1989, p. 29) says the art advisor should be:
… knowledgeable about art…well versed in history and poetry…capable of
distinguishing the principal works of art of the ancients as well as the middle period
and the new period, capable of also recognizing the style and hand of almost every
master.
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Further, in knowing what should be the contents of an art collection, the art advisor
needs to know ‘how it should be arranged and how it can daily be enlarged and
improved’. The art advisor also needs to be ‘considerably practiced and experienced
in engraving, painting, sculpting, making moulds and casting’, and, of course,
‘dutifully devoted to his Electoral Grace’ (1989, pp. 3-32). These sentiments echo
Beti Žerovc’s (2008, p. 252) commentary on contemporary curators, noted in the
Introduction. Žerovc says that with the flow of finance to the new contemporary art
economy, there is a need for people with skills to ‘manage and organise’ between
parties. It is the curator, Žerovc (2008, p. 252) says, who possesses such a
‘contradictory sets of skills’ that enables them to ‘manoeuvre between artists on the
one side and today’s funders of contemporary art on the other’. In the sixteenth
century, such a ‘contradictory sets of skills’ appear to be just as required.

Keen interest in the significance of placement and display of objects marks the point
in time, I would argue, where art advisors/curators take on a more defined and
authoritative role in the management of princely collections. The art advisors are
knowledgeable about art and other objects of interest, but were now also essential in
organising the displays, compiling inventories and catalogues and, importantly, caring
for the collection. This becomes all the more important given the new expectations of
dynastic perpetuity for significant objects, and the collection’s role as ‘a reflection of
the collector’s sublime spirit’ (Schulz 1990, p. 209). Kunstkammern were also to be
places of introspection and reflection and places where new knowledge, derived from
the study of nature and objects, was produced.
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3.3 The Kunstkammer: ‘An All Encompassing Theater’ of the World
Arising out of princely courts of the late-sixteenth century, Kunstkammern create a
striking difference to the scholarly collections discussed in the last chapter. While
scholarly collectors gathered and made sense of the strange fragments of the world
around them, princely collectors came to see their collection as a complete
representation of the known world. Nevertheless, nature, in all its manner of artifice,
was central to both forms of collecting. To represent the known world required a
system, and this was articulated by Quiccheberg in 1565, when he completed what he
describes as the ‘the first philosophy [of collecting]’ (Smith 2008, p. 115). The
publication’s extended title is translated as: Inscriptions or Titles for an Ample and AllEncompassing Theater which Includes Particulars of the Whole Creation and Outstanding
Images, Or…A Storehouse of Artful and Wonderful Things…Which Will Bring about a New
Knowledge of Things and Admirable Prudence, Or Wisdom in Stagecraft (cited in Smith

2008 p. 115). Murray (1904, p. 28) identifies that this publication differed from other
texts linked to museums in that it was not a catalogue of a collection; rather, a
practical guide outlining ‘a scheme for a general antiquarian and ethnographic
collection’. This is supported by Smith (2008, p. 117) who sees the Quiccheberg’s
treatise ‘as pragmatic rather than systematic’.

In 1553 Quiccheberg came to the Bavarian court of Duke Albrecht V, and, while
Quiccheberg’s duties at court are not entirely clear (he was also a physician to the
Duke), it is known that he worked with the painting collection for six years (Balsiger
1970, p. 519). Quiccheberg travelled widely through Europe visiting other collections
and is known to have made contact with significant naturalists and collectors (Lugli
1986, p. 112), including Ulisse Aldrovandi in Bologna (Findlen 1994, p. 137). It is

58

thought that Quiccheberg was very likely to have purchased objects for the Duke’s
collection during his travels (Balsiger 1970, p. 519; n. 34 p. 536). Quiccheberg had
wide cultural interests, publishing on medicine (possibly another practical guide, to be
used by physicians and students), contributing to historical biographies, and writing
commentaries for court musicians (Balsiger 1970, p. 520-1).

Many scholars (Balsiger 1970, Kaufmann 1978, Lugli 1986, Olmi 1987, Seelig 1987,
Schulz 1990, Kaufmann 1993) generally agree that Inscriptiones vel Tituli Theatri
Amplissimi, Quiccheberg draws closely from the texts, and ideas of structure of Guilo
Camillo (1480–1544), a follower of Neoplatonism and ‘scholar of universal scope’
(Bernheimer 1956, p. 225). Although Camillo’s main publication Idea del teatro was
printed in 1550 after Camillo’s death, Richard Bernheimer (1956, p. 30) notes that the
high number of books that use theatrum in their title produced from the mid-sixteenth
century on, can be seen as a tribute to Camillo (Bernheimer 1956, p. 30). When
Camillo spoke of theatre it was a literary conceit, and while theatrum in the Middle
Ages meant a gathering place or a marketplace, it came to mean ‘a complete exhibit
of a certain kind of species’ (Bernheimer 1956, n. 34 p. 230). Drawing on his
knowledge of classical mythology, Camillo’s theatre was a device that overlapped
with Cabala mystical knowledge and Christian imagery to form an ordered structure
in which every part of it became a resemblance of the ‘Divine plan’ (Bernheimer
1956, p. 227). Despite its ‘surface paganism’, what is of particular interest in
Camillo’s theatre’s subsequent impact on the philosophy of Kunstkammern is its
employment of the Christian vision of heaven—where all parts were ‘symmetrically
and concentrically arrayed around the pivotal figure of God’ (Bernheimer 1956, p.
228). For princely collectors, the vision and model of theatrum mundi place the

59

collector at the pivotal centre, and the surrounding display of objects firmly reflect his
or her magnificence. Such an interpretation is supported in the belief of the overlap
between the political and the metaphysical (Bernheimer 1956, pp. 226-8). In addition,
theatrum mundi was to have a ‘useful function’; it provided a form of mnemonic
training ‘to be learnt by heart and imposed on unprotesting minds’ (Bernheimer 1956,
p. 230). The concept of use also rippled through Quiccheberg’s vision for the
Kunstkammer—it was a site for learning and generating new knowledge (Meadow
2005, p. 49). Quiccheberg clarifies from the outset, Smith (2008, pp. 117-8) says, that
the purpose of a collection ‘should be’ to represent the power, wealth, prestige and
‘noble characteristics of the ruler’; it was to demonstrate ‘princely mastery, including
mastery of nature’. Mark Meadow (2005, p. 49), while recognising the capacity of the
princely collection to mirror the attributes of the founder, he also highlights
Quiccheberg’s intention that the collection was also to be a place and means to
generate new knowledge. Quiccheberg says:
For there is no discipline under the sun, no field of study, or pursuit, which
cannot most justifiably seek its own instruments from these prescribed
furnishings (of the collection) (cited in Meadow 2005, p. 48)

There is still a further reason for creating a collection that Quiccheberg identifies. The
first collections described in the Old Testament of the Bible were those of King
Hezekia’ah and King Solomon. Quiccheberg saw the Temple of Solomon as a
forerunner to the princely collection, where ‘God’s omnipotence’ is heightened by the
very impermanence of everything assembled by man (Schulz 1990, p. 209).

Quiccheberg’s text laid out a symbolic map of the cosmos achieved through a linked
system of different classes of objects. It was to represent ‘all possible things’ and ‘all
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possible knowledge’ (Meadow 2005, p. 51). Smith (2008, p. 118), however, cautions
that it was not so much a space that Quiccheberg describes but ‘a set of objects and
their labels’. No doubt the space was formed anew through the presence of each
collector. Quiccheberg identifies five ‘classes’ of objects within the universe, each of
which is divided into ten or eleven sub-classes called ‘inscriptions’. Class I,
Inscription I, begins with the assembling of sacred objects and portraits of saints
(Smith 2008, p. 118), while Class I, Inscription 2, follows with the founder’s lineage,
which is made up of portraits of ancestors, demonstrating origins and importance.
Paintings of military campaigns, the founder’s places of residence, views of regions
and monuments were all clustered here. Maps marked out territorial possession,
including maps of the world. However, it was the representation of the founder’s own
territory that ‘must be’ more distinct, more lavish, more ornate than the other maps
(Smith 2008, p. 118). There was also paintings of large and rare animals found in the
province, and models that demonstrated human skill and ingenuity, such as buildings
and structures of all types, ships, wagons, and bridges, as well as scale models of
pumps, mills and dams. In their various ways, all these images and objects contributed
to emphasising the ruler’s political power and control (Smith 2008, pp. 118-9), but
also, as Meadow (2005, p. 49) argues, they inspired the creation of improved
machines. The further four classes draw attention to the relationship between nature
and human dexterity where materiality is foremost. Class II focuses on inorganic
materials of stone, wood, marble and all metals fashioned into statues of the famous
and revered, divine beings, animals, and, of particular interest, coins and medals.
Quiccheberg emphasises wonder, diversity of materials and skilled processes of
production. Class III assembles organic materials, representing the ‘three realms of
nature…earth, water, air’ (Schulz 1990, p. 206). Preserved animals are grouped here
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as well as human skeletons and parts of animals, including horns, teeth and organs.
Life-like casts of animals and plants are here too for their uncanny lifelikeness (Smith
2008, p. 120). Class IV comprised tools, instruments and machines of all sorts, which
revealed how ‘artisans all over the world in our time nourish the world’ through all
human activity, such as writing, hunting, making music, making war or, conducting
surgery (Quiccheberg cited in Smith 2008, p. 121). Exotic clothing was positioned
here as well as items of amusement and games (Schulz 1990, p. 206; p. 208). Class V
included two-dimensional representations, including ‘meta-collections’ (Meadow
2005, p. 51)—painted, engraved, drawn, woven (i.e., tapestries), inscriptions,
genealogies, portraits of famous people, emblems and coats of arms, which were all to
be framed or painted directly on walls. Small and more personal items and containers
were grouped here in cabinets. In this final cluster, Quiccheberg very pointedly
highlights the importance of the collector and the collector’s ‘geneological links to
other scholars’ (Schulz 1990, p. 208).

A unique part of Quiccheberg’s scheme is that the five classes represent an
interconnected schema, an open-ended system (Meadow 2005, p. 51). Objects were
not categorically positioned in one place for they could also belong in other places. To
demonstrate the flexibility of the system, Meadow (2005, p. 52) uses the example of
Wenzel Jamnitzer’s silver writing box (c. 1560–70), found in the collection of
Archduke Ferdinand II (governor of the Tyrol 1564–95) in a cabinet corresponding to
Quiccheberg’s Class III, Inscription 7 (‘metals in raw, refined and worked forms’).
Meadow (2005, pp. 52-3) notes that while the silver box (which contained writing
instruments) was housed in a cabinet with other objects made from silver, it could
easily be placed among objects in other classes. As the box was also covered in cast
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creatures (including a frog, a mouse, lizards, crayfish, beetles, sea shells, a
grasshopper and a cicada) as well as cast flora, it could easily have been part of
Inscription 2 (cast animals) or Inscription 6 (cast plants and flowers). Further, it could
also be placed in Class IV with other instruments, tools and implements, or, as a
container, it could be placed in Class V among the ‘meta-collection’, consisting of
charts, genealogies and ‘ containers that can be viewed from all sides, so that objects
can be stored or hidden in them’ (Quiccheberg cited Meadow 2005, p. 53). Meadow
(2005, p. 53) suggests that, in placing containers in the last inscription of the last
class, Quiccheberg highlights the idea that classes and inscriptions are just like
containers, for they hold the knowledge of all the objects in the collection.

Continuing the focus on Jamnitzer’s writing box further, Meadow (2005, p. 54) says
that there are ‘different forms of knowledge’ that can be elicited from considering this
object. He lists these as the following: outstanding skills of fine craftsmanship; the
details of nature revealed through the casting of animals and plants and the properties
of the metal used; a reflection on the tools of writing and the processes and outcomes
of scholarship; a consideration of the ideas of containment and ordering; and the
processes of fabrication. These ‘different forms of knowledge’, Meadows deduces,
would be of great value to ‘different specialists’.

Like Camillo’s zeal for practical self-improvement in the application of the theatrum
mundi mentioned earlier, so Quiccheberg also believed collections were to be
purposeful (Schulz 1990, p. 208, Meadow 2005, p. 49). To this end, the collection
was the hub of the working palace. Rooms were created for close observation and
experiment (Lugli 1986, p. 114). A library was attached (organised around subject
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and topics), as well as workshops for casting and stamping, a forge and alchemical
furnace, a printing press, a lathe room, a pharmacy, an armory, a map room, a music
room and stables (Meadow 2005, p. 49). As a still further addition to the theatrum
enterprise, Quiccheberg encouraged the establishment of specialised collections based
around the collector’s own interests (Schulz 1990, p. 208). Specialised collections
would provide places for study ‘to serve for the glorification of the creative God’ and
through which could be found a greater understanding of ‘phenomena which shape
the universe’ (Schulz 1990, p. 208). Catalogues, ‘the enumeration, description and
categorisation of all objects collected’ (Quiccheberg cited in Schulz 1990, p. 209),
were to be part of the overall project and also seen to be ‘a reflection of the collector’s
divine spirit’ (Schulz 1990, p. 209). And, while not every collector needed all these
components to make a Kunstkammer—just those sections that could be afforded or
met his or her interests—what was required, however, was the employment of
advisors. This person needed to be able to be ‘sen[t] into all regions of the earth to
seek out wonderful things’. In addition, other advisors were required ‘who are
knowledgeable about the objects in the collection’ (Smith 2008, p. 122). Thus, by
1565, advisors are recognised as the means to locate ‘wonderful’ objects, and to
release the knowledge to be found within them. Quiccheberg advocated that objects
were the key to new ways of knowing. He believed more could be gained from them
‘because memory was impressed more deeply by things and pictures than by books’
(Smith 2008, p. 130). As well, he believed that collections had a metaphysical power
in the way that they opened up ‘the doors of wisdom in all the sciences’. In this way,
the Kunstkammer could ‘generate new inventions’ because nature, as displayed, ‘was
the source of all productive knowledge’ (Smith 2008, p. 130).
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Two other physician-collectors produced museological texts over the next 150 years.
In 1674 Johann Daniel Major produced a publication in Kiel that discusses the
reasons that people collect (‘the scholar achieves his fame by collecting alone, not by
birth’), what people collect, and ways collections could be arranged and cared for
(Schulz 1990, p. 210). Michael Bernhard Valentini followed thirty years later with his
illustrated publication in two volumes produced over a ten-year period. Both these
chroniclers refer to the biblical antecedents for collections but neither author refers to
Quiccheberg, which Schulz (1990, p. 210) finds puzzling given that his ideas appear
influential, and Lugli (1986, p. 115) states that Quiccheberg was ‘the standard of
reference’. Perhaps Quiccheberg is distanced in later museological writing because of
the transformations that took place within collections: the universal had lost its
appeal, or, rather, Quiccheberg’s vision of how the universal could be assembled had
lost its appeal. Collections became more specialised and a separation of naturalia and
artificialia was taking place (Lugli 1986, p. 111, Schulz 1990, p. 212). This marks a
transformation in the discourses of object collection and display brought about
through an epistemological shift that herald the move to modernity.

3.4 Reformed Learning Leads to a Restructuring of Knowledge
As I have previously identified, the creation of narratives around collections is the
means by which cultural meanings of objects are produced and understood. The
scholar and natural philosopher Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was concerned about the
way many narratives that attempted to explain natural phenomena were unverifiable.
In the last decade of the sixteenth century, he turned his sights to the intellectual
reform of natural philosophy. As Dalston (1991, p. 345) notes, the innovation that
Bacon brought to ‘inquiry’ was to invert the relationship of natural history to natural
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philosophy, seeing in natural history—rather than natural philosophy—‘the core of
knowledge’. Bacon believed that the ‘modest particulars of natural history’ were
‘more certain and immutable’ (cited Daston 1991, p. 345). Influenced by Puritanism,
Bacon disliked indulgent courtly life, where nature was not studied but employed for
trivial entertainment. Drawing on his legal background, Bacon called for a ‘sifting of
evidence’. He wanted to isolate facts from general experience, warning against the
‘tendency to premature generalisation’ drawn from ‘a meager store of particulars’
(cited Daston 1991, p. 344). The current state of knowledge, Bacon believed, was
undisciplined through lack of method. He called for the narrowing of the enterprise of
natural history, turning away from the encyclopedic approach, to be able to elicit the
‘fundamental properties of nature’ (Findlen 1997, p. 253). He aimed particularly
scathing criticism at the aristocratic cabinets of curiosities. These, Bacon believed,
trivialised natural history, creating ornaments for social prestige and entertainment but
with little effect on knowledge (Findlen 1997, p. 254). Other scholars also criticised
the use of curiosity and wonder to categorise knowledge. For instance, Descartes
(1596–1650) criticised unrestrained curiosity, favouring research realised through
identified methods. Pomian (1990, p. 62) cites Descartes who had gone as far as
stating in Regulae ad directionem ingenii (written in 1626–28, though not published
until 1684) that ‘seeking truth without due regard for these rules was worse than not
seeking it at all’. Galileo (1564–1642), Findlen (1994, p. 344) says, while benefiting
from ‘humanist learning’, rejected the ways humanists maintained authority by citing
ancient texts. Galileo also seems to have had a distaste for, as Panofsky (1956, pp. 89) puts it, ‘the small and trifling’, which, Galileo saw, exemplified in collections of
curiosities.
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Bacon’s call for reform of natural history had little immediate effect. Indeed, it was
some twenty years after his death before support for a disciplined approach to the
study of nature developed, and a further twenty years before the founding of the
Royal Society, where the Baconian model for a scientific community was seeded and
natural history was the means though which scientific knowledge was sought.
Nevertheless, Findlen (1997, p. 256) highlights that it was Bacon’s ‘program of
reform’ of natural history that led to ‘projects of rationalisation of knowledge and
practices’ (Foucault 1984, p. 43) of the Enlightenment. A ‘new view of the world’,
more grounded in observation, mathematics and experimentation, ‘transformed the
presuppositions of symbolic expression’ (Kaufmann 1993, p. 194). New scientific
instruments gradually changed the way things were seen to be curious.

This chapter has tracked a key historical moment in the formation of collections. For
the creation of the Kunstkammer marks a political and intellectual shift; a shift away
from the importance and prestige accrued through the accumulation of treasure to the
creation of a highly symbolic world of objects for reflection, display, and the
development of new knowledge. The Kunstkammer represents everything known, and
so becomes a site for erudite interpretation, contemplation and display. It is an
example of the way discourses of knowledge and power are derived from new kinds
of object collections, through which art advisors/curators secure an identified and
active role in cultural formation.

Quiccheberg’s system created a world where every individual part of it became a
resemblance of the whole. The collector (replacing God) was symbolically positioned
at the centre of this world, demonstrating his or her power, wealth, prestige and
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nobility. The collection also provided the means to generate new knowledge. As
Quiccheberg writes, ‘[collections are] like the opening of doors to wisdom, it has
produced the greatest use and godly clarity in the sciences’ (cited in Smith 2008, p.
115). Meadow’s analysis of Jamnitzer’s silver writing box, identified in
Quiccheberg’s scheme as Class III, Inscription 7 (‘metals in raw, refined and worked
forms’), provides a glimpse of the sense of ‘the world at your finger tips’ that must
have overwhelmed viewers to a Kunstkammer. For, this one object offers the capacity
to study both scientific and metaphysical forms of knowledge.

Nevertheless, despite the flexibility of Quiccheberg’s Kunstkammer organising
system, transformations were taking place in the discourses by which knowledge was
sought. Symbolic expression and arrangement began to be valued less as a source for
new knowledge. As Kaufmann says (1993, p. 194), a ‘new view of the world’ was
unfolding—the stirring of modernity. The discourses of knowledge and power were
being transformed, and expressed in various ways through an emerging
‘professionalism’, and through the formation of professional collections for study and
teaching, many of which, in time, become open to the public. In these
transformations, a new space opens for the art advisor/curator. The formation of the
British Museum and the Louvre discussed in the next chapter demonstrate two very
different accounts of the transformation of this role.

3.5 Professionalisation of Knowledge
In the mid-seventeenth century, several science academies were formed by groups of
scholars who aimed to promote an experimental approach to scientific investigation:
in London, the Royal Society; in Paris, the Acadèmie Royale des Sciences; and, in
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Florence, the Accademia del Cimento. Several academies developed natural history
collections to support research activities, as did medical institutions and organisations
who also used their collections to supply teaching aids (Arnold 2006, p. 138). Science
was becoming professionalised with efforts to establish demarcations with amateurs
(Olmi 1993, p. 268). ‘Amateur’, after all, was firmly linked to the ‘theme of desire’
(Pomian 1990, p. 56), and ‘public benefit’ was already gaining traction as the purpose
of scientific research (Olmi 1993, p. 268, Arnold 2006, p. 27).

Not surprisingly, the changes in collecting cultures did not occur evenly. As Olmi
(1993, p. 271) says, the ‘age of curiosities’ was far from over. Through the eighteenth
century at least, private cabinets continued to hold social and cultural value. In his
publication L’histoire naturelle (c. 1742), Dezallier d’Argenville captured a
significant difference in the approach to the display of shells by naturalists and the
curieux (amateurs). While d’Argenville (cited Olmi 1993, p. 272) acknowledged that
arrangements in ‘classes and families’ by the naturalists was the ‘most methodical’,
he believed the mixing of all sizes with the ‘ugly’ and the ‘beautiful’ led to viewing
fatigue. In comparison, the curieux while, ‘sacrificing methodic order’, created
pleasurable and highly imaginative arrangements of shape and colour, and it was this
form of display that continued to hold sway over the ‘educated public’ (Olmi 1993, p.
273).

By the later part of the seventeenth century, as private and individual collections were
being dispersed (largely through the death or insolvency of the original collector),
public and professional collections began to take prominence. Universities were seen
as suitable repositories for rare and notable objects from benefactors, alumni and
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merchants for they were seen to have the ‘potential for continuity’ and growth
(Hunter 1987, p. 159). Arnold (2006, pp. 24-6) comments that while institutional
collections quickly became larger than private collections (through multiple donors),
in practice the institutional collections were not any more secure. Murray (1904, p.
205) describes the situation for some collections at the end of the seventeenth century
as being in ‘want of space, [and having] insufficient means of displaying the objects,
and bad arrangement’. Institutional collections, however, did have ‘a different sense
of purpose’. From the fifteenth century, ‘public’ in English had implied ‘the common
good in society’, while by the late-seventeenth century, ‘public’ also carried the
meaning of ‘open to the scrutiny of anyone’ (Sennett 1977, p. 16). In time, the
purpose of the display of collections in the public institutions was seen to be for the
common good, and in being opened to a wider public, new systems of order and
control were introduced to manage collections and establish appropriate behaviour
(Arnold 2006, pp. 26-7). As well, the collections within universities increasingly
came under the organising and rationalising principles of academic disciplines with
staff appointed to maintain the collections, and also to put the collections to
purposeful research (Arnold 2006, p. 27). The Ashmolean Museum, for instance,
established at Oxford University in 1686 with a laboratory and lecture hall, became
the ‘principal focus’ of scientific work at the university (MacGregor 1987, p. 152),
under its long-suffering curator Robert Plot (Arnold 2006, pp. 45-58). John
Woodward, Professor of Physics at Gresham College, bequeathed to Cambridge
University in 1728 a part of his fossil collection (the university later acquired the
remaining part), collected between 1688 and 1724. What was unique about this gift
was the proviso that land was to be purchased with his estate, the income from which
was to pay a lecturer who was to also have the responsibility of caring for the
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collection and opening it to the public at regular times a week (Price 1989, pp. 79-84).
In 1666 the Royal Society purchased a large collection from Robert Hubert,
previously on daily public display with ‘exuberant’ popular appeal (MacGregor 1987,
p. 153), but the Royal Society planned to put it to ‘considerable Philosophical and
Usefull [sic] purposes’ (cited Hunter 1987, p. 163). The curator Robert Hooke said of
it: ‘the use of such a Collection is not for Divertisement, and Wonder, and
Gazing…but for the serious and diligent study of the most able and Proficient in
Natural Philosophy’ (cited Swann 2001, p. 4).

Another phenomenon perceived in this period was the way extremely significant
private collections grew in size by absorbing other significant collections (as had
princely cabinets a century earlier). For instance, the natural-history collection of the
apothecary James Petiver (1665–1718) was combined with an even more prestigious
collection of William Charleton (1642–1702), and still later became part of Sir Hans
Sloane’s collection, which, in the mid-eighteenth century, became the foundation of
the British Museum.

3.6 Conclusion
During the eighteenth century throughout Europe, the surviving great encyclopedic
(universal) Kunst- und Wunderkammern were being reorganised, re-categorised and
re-housed into purpose-designed museums for public viewing.17 In this process of
transformation, artificialia was separated out from naturalia. The study of nature was
to be a form of specialisation, Olmi (1993, p. 259) says, largely initiated by state
17

For example, the Viennese Royal Collection moved to the Belvedere Palace in 1776; the Royal
Collection in Düsseldorf and the Dresden Gallery opened to the public in 1756; the Uffzi in 1743; the
Bavarian Royal Collection transferred to the purpose built Glyptothek in c1820. Pearce, S. (1996).
Museum History in Context. Lives and Founders of the British Museum Vol 1. London,
Routledge/Thoemmes Press.
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rulers to orientate the study of nature to more purposeful, productive and worthwhile
outcomes (Olmi 1993, p. 262). The need to implement new procedures for the
preparation and care and study of specimens as well as to manage public access called
for the assembling of staff to fulfil these roles. Discourses were foregrounding the
rationale for demarcating professional from amateur, public from private, useful from
vanity. With these evolving discourses, collections were being re-housed, re-formed
and in time re-interpreted. Art advisors/curators meanwhile move from a position of
scholarly influence into the invisibility of low pay and discontentment (at least in
Britain), as a new order of collections unfold. Nevertheless, the dualities in the roles
of art advisors/curators identified in this chapter—as the desire to generate new
knowledge while ultimately representing the power and prestige of the owner of the
collection—continue, but the dualities are now shaped through very different
competing discourses. The next chapter will outline the discursive field that leads to
the formation of two examples of the public museum and their respective curators.
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Chapter 4: The Formation of Public Museums

4.1 Overview
This chapter will discuss another key moment in the transformation of collections: the
establishment of public museums, and the new roles for curators that emerge from this
change. I have selected the examples of the British Museum, formed in 1753, and the
Louvre, formed in 1793, for a number of reasons. Firstly, they each display similar yet
different responses to modernity; secondly, they both set benchmarks in museum
practices that were emulated for the next hundred years; and thirdly, both museums
have a body of scholarly work, from which I have been able to draw out the figure of
the curator. I follow Foucault’s articulation of the fields of discursive formation
identifying the effects within these museums’ operating structures that impact on the
roles and opportunities for curators. The chapter uses the work of theorists Barrett,
Shelton, Bourdieu, Knell, Fox, and Latour to discuss issues that continue to haunt
both the museum and curator. These include the knowledge-authority-power nexus
invested in the museum and the curator, and their relationship of interdependence
with various publics.

4.2 The British Museum: A Site of Knowledge Production and an Institution of
Modernity
From its early years of functioning like a gentleman’s club, the British Museum
emerges in the nineteenth century as a highly politicised site of modernity. It was
founded on one of the Enlightenment’s fundamental contradictions of idealism and
privilege, which, in various ways, has continued to haunt the public museum. In its
first hundred years, significant shifts take place in its curators’ activities as they move
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from being generalists to specialists. Their roles become more defined,
professionalisation increases and their expertise becomes identified with the authority
of the museum.

The British Museum was formed from one of the largest eclectic collections in the
eighteenth century, that of Sir Hans Sloane, antiquarian, famous physician, and, later
in life, President of the College of Physicians and President of the Royal Society.
Richard Yeo (2003, p. 31) describes Sloane as a ‘collector of collections’ having
absorbed into his own collection a number of other distinguished collections, such
that it ‘rivalled in magnitude’ collections of European princes. Its scientific value was
also widely acknowledged (MacGregor 2007, p. 121). At the point of the formation of
the British Museum, several other large collections of books and manuscripts were
added to the Sloane collection: the Cottonian and Royal Libraries, which had been
without a permanent home for the previous fifty years, and the Harleian Collection of
Manuscripts (Miller 1973, pp. 31-46).

Despite the claims that the British Museum was the first public museum, Carol
Duncan (1995, p. 142n.37) argues that it was rather, ‘a highly restricted gentlemanly
space’ and only extended its public access significantly in the nineteenth century.
While Sloane had benefited from ‘class privilege and imperial bounty’, James Cuno
(2011, pp. 19-20) notes that he also believed in the Enlightenment vision of learning
and enrichment derived from the order and beauty of the natural world. His expressed
wish for his collection was for it to be housed in ‘the City of London, where they
may, by the great confluence of people, be of most use…’ (cited in Wittlin 1949, p.
113). The Enlightenment placed the search for knowledge as its central aim, as well
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as, Jürgen Habermas (1981, p. 103) notes, ‘understanding of the world and of the self,
moral progress, the justice of institutions and even the happiness of human beings’.
Accordingly, in their statement to Parliament, the appointed Trustees asserted that the
collection be kept ‘for the use and benefit of the publick [sic], who may have free
Access [sic] to view and pursue the same’ (cited in Miller 1973, p. 44). However,
Duncan (1995, p. 36) maintains that the eighteenth-century ruling elite in Britain had
a very class-specific concept as to whom ‘the public’ included. From the point of
view of the gentleman elite of British society, everyone who mattered was able to
have access. This was a specific group of people who were ‘well born, educated, men
of taste’ (Duncan 1995, p. 36). The Trustees purchased a seventeenth-century
mansion, Montague House, and had it restored and refurbished in a suitable manner.
Thus, despite the benefactor’s vision for a place of learning and inquiry open to all,
the British Museum began as a cultural instrument of exclusion and privilege.

4.3 The British Parliament and the Economy of Government Reason
A large group of highly connected Trustees were named in Sloane’s will to seek to
create an institution for the nation. Wisely, Sloane determined that the Trustees were
to have a limited time of six months to do so; after that time, the collection was to be
offered to a number of other parties in Europe. These details were to be vital, for, as
Marjorie Caygill (2003, p. 19) notes, it is in the specific procedures outlined in
Sloane’s will that the origins of the British Museum lie. The British Parliament
reluctantly agreed to the purchase Sloane’s collection, raising the necessary funds in
an ‘arms length’ manner through a public lottery.
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The reluctance shown by Parliament in this instance is aligned with what Foucault
(2008, pp. 39-42 ), in his lectures on governmentality in 1979, identifies as ‘the new
economy of government reason’. This describes the limits to power exercised by
governments in Britain from the mid-eighteenth century, influenced by the scepticism
of political radicalism towards ‘the objects of governmentality’. Foucault (2008, p.
18) says it is possible to identify ‘a reasoned, reflected coherence’ between different
governmental regulatory practices and ‘their effects’ which allows them to be judged
as good or bad. The principle of self-limitation of government becomes fully
internalised in the objectives of government practice such that it ‘will then appear as
one of the means…of attaining precisely these objectives’ (2008, p. 11). Foucault says
(2008, p. 40):
The question addressed to government at every moment of its action and with regard to
each of its institutions, old or new, is: Is it useful? For what is it useful? Within what
limits is it useful? When does it stop being useful? When does it become harmful?

The marketplace is the primary reference here, and Foucault says that this occurs
when the marketplace is no longer understood as a site of jurisdiction, consisting of
regulations defining permission and prohibition, but rather, as understood in the mideighteenth century as a site of veridiction—‘a mechanism of exchange’ where ‘the
relationship between value and price’ is anchored, and through the understanding
arising from this nature of exchange, ‘statements in a given discourse can be
described as true or false’ (2008, p. 35; p. 44). This marks the ‘regime of truth and a
new governmental reason’ (Foucault 2008, p. 33). For, what is discovered is that there
is ‘a standard of truth’ derived from the overall way the market operates that forms
the model of effective government (2008, p. 32). This is the nature of ‘[g]overnmental
reason in its modern form’ (2008, p. 44) or, as Foucault says, ‘frugal government’
(2008, p. 28). Foucault (2008, p. 44) summarises the nature of this economy in the
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following way: ‘we have exchange on the side of the market, and utility on the side of
the public authorities’. ‘Interest’18is ‘the general category’ that links the market and
governance, ‘since interest is the principle of exchange and interest is the criterion of
utility’. The fitness and effectiveness of government was thus assessed ‘in terms of
utility’, or what would be ‘useful for government to do or not do’ (2008, p. 40).
Theorised in this way, Parliament’s reluctance or uncertainty regarding the usefulness
of the British Museum in its first fifty years can be seen in the attitude to the overall
funding of the Museum project. The British Museum was financially managed by
Parliament-appointed Trustees, who used the income on remaining funds (after
establishment costs) from the moneys raised in the national lottery. Such a poor
funding base resulted in too few lowly paid professional appointments (curators),
hesitation in funding acquisitions, and the postponement of repairs and extensions to
the museum buildings. Uncertainty over the Museum’s usefulness could be seen as
the motive for Parliament initiating a Select Committee Inquiry into the Museum’s
role, function, management, funding, facilities and performance in 1835–6, a Royal
Commission in 1847, and an additional Select Committee Inquiry in 1860.
Interestingly, from the mid-nineteenth century on, the economy of government
reasoning can be seen to be operating in a reverse manner to the British Museum. By
this time, museums were seen to have a profound usefulness. They were useful places
for learning; they came to be seen, Bennett (1995, p. 39, 2011, p. 268) puts it, as ‘an
instrument for public instruction’ and ‘a means of instructing the many’. They were
also places where social ways of being in public spaces could be observed and

18

Foucault identifies interest as the principle to which government reason conforms. As he says:
‘interest is now interests, a complex interplay between individual and collective interests, between
social utility and economic profit, between equilibrium of the market and the regime of public
authorities, between basic rights and the independence of the governed’. Foucault, M. (2008). The
Birth of Biopolitics Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire,
Palgrave Macmillan. p. 44.

77

modelled (Bennett 1995, p. 33); they were places where the modern citizen might be
formed (Bennett 1998 p. 12).

The revolutionary approach taken in France to governmental limitations in the lateeighteenth century stands in strong contrast to the British Parliament’s ‘economy of
reason’. There, Foucault (2008, p. 39) says, the starting point was ‘the natural or
original rights that belong to every individual’ from which were determined the
acceptable conditions under which rights could be limited or exchanged. The different
approaches to governmental limitations exercised in both Britain and France in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century were to have significant effects on the respective
museums.

4.4 Curators’ Work: Establishing Systems of Arrangement and Display
By late 1754 the Trustees turned their attention to appointing ‘qualified staff’ since
the museum was expanding rapidly with the gifting of further collections. Given the
restricted financial base, only the very least number of appointments were made, all of
whom were paid a meagre salary with accommodation (including candles and coal)
provided on site. The appointments consisted of a Principal Librarian (a distinguished
physician and inventor), three Under-Librarians (two non-practising physicians, and
Sloane’s original collection’s assistant Empson), and assistants for each of the UnderLibrarians (two of whom were clergymen with interests in numismatics and botany)
(Miller 1973, pp. 58-60). With their eclectic interests and educated backgrounds, all
were seen to be suitable caretakers for a museum with encyclopaedic aspirations. The
collections were initially divided by the Trustees into three departments: Sloane’s
library, the Cottonian and the Harleian library and manuscripts, and Sloane’s natural
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and artificial objects. New catalogues with indexes were proposed for publication as a
priority in order to make the collections more useful to ‘the publick’—however, it
would be fifty years before catalogues in any number were published (Caygill 2003,
p. 23).

As the position titles of ‘Under-Librarian’ suggest, most of the initial work of the
curators was the overwhelming task of cataloguing and arranging the collections and
accommodating the additional collections that were finding their way to the British
Museum. Arnold (2006, p. 225) notes that ‘uncovering the proper order of God’s
creation’ was what inspired the Enlightenment specimen collectors; however, once
the collections were within a museum, what occupied most of the curators’ time was
reordering them. This rearrangement of objects (which usually went hand in hand
with compiling new inventories) could be attributed to the new staff, who possessed
‘a crucial mixture of naivety and enthusiasm’, or the influx of new objects, or the
application of new principles of order, or moving from one space to another (Arnold
2006, p. 225). Drawing on evidence from the archives of the Royal Society’s
repository, Arnold (2006, p. 226) says the new inventories were based on a cut-andpaste method of assembling old sections into new documents, a process, he suggests,
that closely resembles the way actual cabinets were emptied and the contents replaced
with an improved order. By the mid-eighteenth century, Arnold (2006, p. 235) says,
the practice of ‘ordering and then re-ordering collections’ had become ‘self-conscious
and all consuming’ and central to the rationale of museums, providing both ‘a visual
template and a philosophical core’.

79

Empson, in charge of the Department of Natural and Artificial Productions, was the
only curator with any collections experience (Caygill 2003, p. 20). He is said to have
advised his curator colleagues in 1756 that while it might be appropriate for private
collections to be displayed in an arbitrary manner, the British Museum as a public
collection required a methodical approach (Caygill 2003, p. 20). Even so, Empson
noted, other display elements also needed consideration. The object most ‘pleasing to
the eye’ within each subdivision was to be placed nearest the viewer at eye level
(cited in Caygill 2003 p. 20). The rest of the objects in the subdivision were to be
displayed so that those of less interest in appearance were placed further back or
higher on the shelves, and those decidedly inferior specimens were to be placed in
drawers. More and more, other collections made their way to the British Museum,
resulting in doubling up and the need for frequent rearrangements and redeployment
of rooms; for instance, the South Seas Room, which was created in 1778 to house the
Cook collection. The curators were urged to add into displays additional items if it
made Sir Hans Sloane’s collection more comprehensive (Caygill 2003, p. 22). At the
end of the eighteenth century, a traveller noted that while the British Museum had a
natural-history collection to be much admired, except for the classifying of some fish,
nothing is in order, everything is out of its place; and this assemblage is rather an
immense magazine, in which things have been thrown together at random, than a
scientific collection… (cited in Wittlin 1949, p. 114).

Nevertheless, Caygill (2003, p. 24) says that although the arrangement of the
collections appeared to be ‘more muddled’ than Sloane’s original museum
organisation, it was ‘a rational attempt to illustrate various concepts’ in a
contemporary fashion.
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4.5 Rules of Formation, Museum Restrictions and Structures
Of particular issue in the 1759 Museum Trustees’ ‘Statutes and Rules’ was the nature
of the public allowed admission to the Museum. It was argued that although the
museum was really of most use to ‘learned and studious men’ in their search for new
knowledge, it was after all a national museum and there were advantages to be found
in making the public access ‘as general as possible’ (cited in Miller 1973, p. 61). Still,
both curators and trustees voiced the serious concern about the risk of the collections
with so few staff (Bennett 1995, p. 70). Bennett (1990, p. 9) comments that there was
widespread fear that if the Museum were to be opened to a broader public, it ‘would
fall victim to the disorderliness of the crowd’. Visions of fractious political mobs, or
rowdy crowds at fairs, or drunken gangs were readily evoked. In time, museums
would be seen as ‘antidotes’ to this behaviour, as sites where ‘reform of public
manners’ would take place (Bennett 1990, p. 9). However, in the early days of the
British Museum it was held that ‘ordinary people of all Ranks and Denominations’
should be denied access. If these people were permitted entry it was feared that
‘persons of superior degree’ would choose not to visit (cited in Miller 1973, p. 62).
Finally, it was resolved that ‘the studious and curious’ would not include ‘the lower
orders’ and thus strict guidelines were needed to deter those people who might
damage the exhibits or offend others (cited in Caygill 2003, p. 19). Patricia Fara
(1997, p. 44) notes that a competitor to the British Museum in the 1770s was Ashton
Lever’s Holophusikon, a popular natural-history private museum nearby in Leicester
Square, where admission prices played the role of excluding the undesirable.
However, the Trustees at the British Museum rejected the idea of charging for entry,
for free access was after all part of the Museum’s charter. Instead, the Trustees
devised a scheme of free entry, but by ticket, applied for ahead of time (identifying
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the status of the applicant), to be approved by the Principal Librarian. As Fara (1997,
p. 19) says, the British Museum was thus to be ‘an exclusive yet public space’. Not
surprisingly, there were long time delays in seeking entry to the museum. In 1785 a
German historian remarked that it had taken fourteen days between applying for
admission and receiving access, while others reported that it took months (Wittlin
1949, pp. 113-4). Curators and their assistants conducted tour groups, initially
consisting of five people, then later fifteen, were taken briskly through the exhibition
spaces, with a total of about of sixty visitors a day. Karsten Schubert (2002, p. 17)
notes that complaints about the hurried tours were frequently voiced by eighteenthcentury visitors, though Caygill (2003, p. 21) says that many of these complaints may
have been due simply to the overwhelming size of the collections and the sheer
impossibility of seeing it all.

Initially the tours formed a circuit through the building, which Forgan (1994, p. 144)
says created an ordered ‘circulation pattern’ in keeping with the ‘Great Chain of
Being’ philosophy. The tour would begin by passing through the named rooms of the
major donor’s book and manuscript collections: Bibliotheca Regia, Cottoniana,
Harleiana and Sloaniana (Caygill 2003, p. 21). Most of the books and manuscripts
were housed in enclosed presses. On occasion, books were retrieved and shown by the
curators conducting the tours. However, not surprisingly, visitors showed little
interest in viewing room after room after room of enclosed bookcases, and, given the
far greater interest shown in the natural-history collections, the curator of Printed
Books recommended in 1761 that the books and manuscripts be excluded from the
tours. Indeed, the curators from the Museum’s early days were vexed trying to satisfy
the extreme range of visitors’ interests in the tours. As they said of the visitors, there
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were ‘hardly two that apprehended alike’ (Caygill 2003, p. 23). This was to be the
commencement of curators’ efforts to manage the conflicting objectives of the
museum.

Caygill (2003, p. 21) notes that in the Department of Natural and Artificial
Collections, visitors encountered the Museum’s ‘rudimentary labelling system’. The
antiquities were separated into large cabinets with shelves glass doors and lower
drawers, identified as Aegyptiacae, Hertruscae, Romanae, and Variae collections.
Assorted utensils and objects were ordered using evolutionary narratives, revealing
mankind’s progressive development across time and place, or, as a 1761 guidebook
described it, the ‘Progress of Art in the different Ages of the World’ (cited in Caygill
2003, p. 22). Some objects had catalogue numbers painted onto them and some had
details of their origins and date acquired. The natural-history specimens were grouped
loosely around the theory of the ‘Great Chain of Being’ that identified the creation of
the simplest of ‘Nature’s Production’ —from fossils to the more complex vegetables,
and onto the most complex animals (Caygill 2003, p. 22). The cabinets of each genus
were identified in Latin. Fossils and minerals (including precious stones, bezoars,
human and animal incrustations, and mammoth bones) were in one room; plants and
insects, birds, eggs, corals, starfish, shells were in another room; while in the next
room were plant specimens, quadrupeds, snakes and parasitic worms in spirit jars, as
well as dried fish and animals, parts of birds, stuffed skins, and a baby whale skeleton.
Animal horns were displayed above the cabinets. A glass case was devoted to
humming birds and a bird of paradise. The final room in the Department of Natural
and Artificial Collections contained ‘modern curiosities’. These were anthropological
collections from North America, Chinese and Japanese carvings and porcelain
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objects, two Chelsea vases and the famous horn grown out of a woman’s head.
Visitors were finally led down back stairs to the ground floor where they were shown,
in a dedicated room, the principal Librarian’s inventions before exiting the Museum
(Caygill 2003, pp. 22-3).

4.6 Taxonomy and the New Epistemology
Over time, objects began to be viewed differently in the British Museum. Their
purpose was seen to change from stimulating the curiosity of the educated to enabling
a wider platform of instruction. What became important particularly in the naturalhistory displays, Bennett (1995, p. 39) notes, was that objects were displayed in
‘accordance with the principle of representativeness rather than that of rarity’
[original emphases]. In the early days of the British Museum, it was the strange and
rare objects, such as the ‘cyclops pig’, ‘a Pelican of the Wilderness’ and two
mummies (Miller 1973, p. 66; p. 58; p. 74), that were the popular viewing items.
While narrative and anecdotal content continued for a time to inform artificial objects.
For objects of the natural world, such details began to be seen as ‘incidental
information’, and ultimately became ‘idle distraction’ (Arnold 2006, p. 213). Foucault
(1973, pp. 52-5) notes that Descartes, in his critique of resemblance over a hundred
years before, did not exclude or even limit the process of making comparisons.
Rather, comparison itself becomes the main focus—it becomes universalised—and in
this way, Foucault says, it is given ‘its purest form’. Comparison was no longer part
of explaining the hidden order and meaning of the world because that now occurred
through ‘the order laid down by thought, progressing naturally from the simplest to
the most complex’ (Foucault 1973, p. 54).
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In the epistemological change marked here, which Foucault calls the ‘Classical
episteme’, Western culture’s ‘fundamental arrangements’ were modified forming a
new configuration called rationalism. ‘But what we must grasp, Foucault (1973, pp.
54-5) says, are the ‘modifications that affected knowledge itself at that archaic level
which makes possible both knowledge itself and the mode of being of what is to be
known’. Resemblances that once operated in ‘a hierarchy of analogies’ now required
‘proof by comparison’. Identity and difference were determined by measurement and
by ‘position in an order’. Overall, Foucault (1973, p. 55) says that things were no
longer investigated by locating linkages with other things (‘kinship, attraction, or
secretly shared nature within them’) but through discriminating the differences. By
identifying the simplest difference, it was possible to progress to the most
complicated. Sight became central in these discriminating processes, heightened
through the availability and use of microscopes. Through the Classical episteme,
Foucault (1973, p. 131) says, history came to take on another meaning. Rather than
implying everything being gathered together, particularly lost things restored, it now
implied ‘a meticulous examination of things themselves for the first time’, and the
observations of which were transcribed in ‘smooth, neutralized and faithful words’.

The ‘documents of this new history’, Foucault (1973, p. 131) comments, do not take
the usual form of texts but are the ‘unencumbered spaces’—herbariums, collections,
gardens where things are presented juxtaposed, beside each other, grouped by
‘common features … the bearers of nothing but their individual names’. Foucault
(1973, p. 131) points out that while these places had been well-established sites for
investigative work on plants and animals, ‘[w]hat had changed was the space in which
it was possible to see them and to describe them’. Previously, decorative display had
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been paramount, now it was the purposeful placement of things for close inspection.
Sight now played a new role in the development of knowledge and its discourses. It
was ‘a new way of connecting things both to the eye and to discourse’; it was a new
way of seeing the world; a ‘new way of making history’ (Foucault 1973, p. 131).
However, with the application of increased visual scrutiny, some things were lost. ‘To
observe then’, Foucault (1973, p. 134) says, ‘is to be content with seeing—with
seeing a few things systematically’.

Arnold (2006, p. 214) notes that through the comparison of specimens using selected
criteria, and by grouping the similar while searching for the minute differences
between them, it was possible, theoretically at least ‘to co-ordinate’ the diversity of
the material world. But it was an approach, Arnold (2006, p. 214; p. 235; p. 90)
argues, that led to ‘a taming’ of that world in museums, and an approach that was to
‘have dominion over’ other forms of inquiry, particularly the narrative form of
inquiry, which Arnold believes gave ‘voice to the life of an object’. By the nineteenth
century, classical taxonomy had been progressively introduced across all the
museum’s collections (Arnold 2006, p. 237).

Sophie Forgan (1994, p. 140) says that at this time museums and scientific societies
were the chief sites of scientific scholarship and research, such that ‘professional
scientists’ and members of provincial philosophical and literary societies began to
increasingly take up appointments as curators in museums. What is important to note
here, Forgan (1994, p. 142) says, is that, since the late-seventeenth century, the
Ashmolean Museum had formed the focus for science teaching at Oxford University.
By the mid-nineteenth century, extensions planned for universities for the study for
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science were being sited close to museums, reinforcing the recognition that museums
were at ‘the forefront of knowledge’ (Forgan 1994, p. 140).

Within museums then, comparative ordering of similarity and difference were the
‘new principles of scientific rationality’ (Bennett 1995, p. 41). Bennett notes (1995,
pp. 38-9) that through re-organising the collections into formal arrangements, new
concepts of order became visible. As well, Arnold (2006, p. 238) says that because
museums were seen to play a central role in gathering, defining and classifying
knowledge, by the mid-nineteenth century, the sum of the established ‘domains of
knowledge’ could be identified through their respective museum collections.

Though the museum was to display an authority over knowledge, it seems it was not
just top-down. Viewers too, played a role in inscribing to the museum this authority.
Donald Preziosi (2011, p. 56), in his discussion of myths propagated by museums,
provocatively suggests that it is possible ‘that museums exist in the first place to
manufacture belief in what is collected’ [original emphasis]. Further, he says it is a
manufactured belief that has two strands. The first strand is the belief in the
significance of the objects collected; the second strand, which gives power to the first
(and harks back to relics hanging in churches in the Middle Ages), is the belief in ‘the
independent existence or agency’ of the signified objects. An agency, Preziosi (2011,
p. 56) notes, that has wide possibilities for interpretation. He suggests it could be
‘soul, spirit, character or mentality of a single individual’ or ‘an entire tribe, gender,
class, race, nation, climate or species.’ It is this duality, it could be said, that makes
for such an abiding effect: as Preziosi (2011, p. 56) says, ‘an artefact operating on
artefacts’.
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Simon Knell (2011, pp. 4-5) argues similarly about a necessary two way ritual to
affirm the authority of the museum. He says the museum has potency only to the
extent that viewers ‘“buy into” its offerings’. By ‘offerings’, he means the wideranging disciplines, themes, logic and order that are able to be grasped within the
museum. In ‘buying into’ these ways of organising and thinking about the world,
there is a belief that museums contribute to individual knowledge through ‘its
objective representation of the world.’ Knell (2011, p. 5) asserts this is an illusion.
The museum, he says, ‘exists … because of its claim to moral authority’, acquired
through the way it promotes learning and knowledge and other social attributes.
Ultimately the museum demonstrates and makes apparent the ‘central ideologies’ of a
place and time. Knell (2011, p. 5) reminds us that while these ideologies are central
within a society they are nuanced in the museum through being ‘situated and
particular’.

Here Knell draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) in his analysis of the
nature of cultural production and reception in Europe in the mid-twentieth century.
For Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Darbel 1991, p. 113) points out that despite free entry
into museums, there are other unnamed restrictions that keep working class people
away from museums, or, once in a museum, working class people are restricted in
their understanding of the codes of appreciation and significance of the objects
displayed. This is because, Bourdieu (1993, p. 7) says, they lack ‘cultural capital’ that
is accumulated through education and privilege. Cultural capital gives to those who
possess it the means to understand the rituals and discourses of institutional culture.
Bourdieu (1993, pp. 236-7, 1996b , p. 7) sees museums far from playing a democratic
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role in a liberal society by disseminating cultural capital, but rather functioning as a
means to reproduce social inequality.

4.7 The Museum: A Restricted and Inward-Looking Space
British Museum began as a restricted place of entry with many rules of operation.
This was borne out in the Reading Room, which was intended for serious scholars
who needed to be known to or recommended to a trustee. Even so, no more than two
books a day could be available for an individual to peruse, and a day’s advanced
notice required. Some manuscripts were not allowed in the Reading Room and always
at the discretion of the Under-Librarian. Some readers could only consult manuscripts
in the presence of the Principal Librarian (Miller 1973 pp. 64-70).

In these first decades, the British Museum appears to have been a very closed circle of
gentlemen. The curators (largely retired clergymen or non-practising physicians),
from all accounts, lived very singular lives in their on-site accommodation. Relations
between them was often strained with notable disputes between them and the
Principal Librarian and the trustees (Miller 1973 p. 81). With no pensions the
Principal Librarians and Under-Librarians and assistants stayed in their positions until
they became ‘enfeebled’ and ‘death released them’ (Miller 1973 p. 91; p. 248).
Replacements seem to be made internally where possible. Miller (1973 pp. 82-3)
notes that among the Under-Librarians, there was no specialisation and incumbents
could be moved between collections by the Trustees. In addition, there was no policy
to actively collect or even adequately display what was already in the collections. As
well, a number of the staff considered their museum duties to be part-time and took on
other employment to supplement their low salaries (Caygill 2003 p. 23). With the
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poor leadership from the Principal Librarians, the Enlightenment project appears to
have been slow to take hold, and the museum was to remain largely a collection of
curiosities until the end of the eighteenth century. Caygill (2003 p. 24) notes that
during this period, collections deteriorated, displays became more congested, and the
separated libraries were brought together, erasing their origin identity. Nevertheless,
there were some staff appointments made, including one in 1763 of Daniel Solander,
a botanist and former pupil of Linnaeus and friend of Joseph Banks, who was the first
member of staff to have scientific training. As an assistant in the Department of
Natural and Artificial Productions, Solander was quick to work on ‘a systematic
catalogue’ of the natural-history collections (Miller 1973 p. 85). Five years later he
was able to take leave from the museum and accompany Banks on Captain Cook’s
first voyage. This began the connection between the museum and the voyages of
discovery and was a way specialised staff could enhance the reputation and the
scientific collections of the museum.

4.8 Liberalising the Rules
New energy and liberalism were brought to the museum at the turn of the century
with the appointment of a new Principal Librarian. Gradually, entry to the museum
was made easier for a larger number of people. The Reading Room was expanded to a
larger room to accommodate the doubling of numbers using it. Regulations were
eased for students to draw sculptures from the Department of Antiquities. UnderLibrarians were to be no longer involved in taking tours through the museum—rather,
attendants were employed to do this—and, by 1810, visitors were allowed to wander
through the Museum of their own accord. Parliament began providing more generous
funding for new buildings, specifically for exhibiting works, as more notable
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collections (such as Charles Towneley’s collection of antique Roman sculpture in
1806, and the Elgin Marbles in 1816) made their way into the Museum. Above all,
attendances increased dramatically, from 11,989 visitors in 1805/6 to 40,500 visitors
in 1817 (Miller 1973 pp. 91-107).

By the mid-nineteenth century, adult education was thriving, spurred on through
working men’s libraries and book clubs and a general desire for self-improvement.
Self-improvement, Frostick (1985 p. 67) says, was driven by both pure curiosity and
interest, and as a means for personal betterment. Notable for the period was the
increased interest in science, which had received a particular impetus through the
application of applied science in the industrial revolution (Frostick 1985 p. 67).
Museums became central for this heightened interest in scientific knowledge and their
focus on ‘collection, research, observation and interpretation’ was influential in the
evolvement of ‘scientific method’ (Frostick 1985 p. 67). Forgan (1994 p.p. 144-5)
notes it had become a wide and growing belief that museums were useful places for
learning, and efforts were made to extend opening hours into the evening, with
increased agitation from the 1870s for Sunday openings.

Bennett (1998 pp. 108-9) identifies the way economists and administrators at the time
applied a benefit analysis to public amenities, placing them in the same league as
‘educational, statistical and sanitary programs’. The ‘principal of the multiplication of
utility’, for instance, identified the way justification for ‘Free Public Libraries…public
museums, art-galleries, parks, halls, public clocks’ could be made on the basis of the
‘enormous increase of utility which is thereby acquired for the community at a trifling
cost’ (W.S. Jevons cited in Bennett 1998 p. 108). For, as well as educating the poor
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and working class, ‘the museum, the gallery and the library’ were recruited as
resources to not only dissuade working people from drunkenness, but also all to instil
in them a desire to ‘no longer wish to do so’ (Bennett 1998 pp. 124-6).

The 1851 Great Exhibition gave an additional surge to the development of technical
education, and increased aspirations to ‘extend the influence of Science and Art on
productive industry’ (cited in Frostick 1985 p. 69). In the aftermath of the Great
Exhibition, the value of museums to give a competitive advantage to industrial
progress was strongly promoted by the progressive thinkers in Prince Albert’s circle
(Forgan 1994 p. 146). The newly formed Department of Science and Art proposed
building more museums:
by which all classes might be induced to investigate those common principles of taste
which may be traced in the works of excellence of all ages. (cited in Frostick 1985 p.
69)

To regulate the enthusiasm for the creation of museums throughout the industrial
cities of Britain, Parliament introduced the Museum Act of 1845 and the Libraries and
Museums Act of 1850. These Acts authorised spending money from rates on public
museums, and set the admission charge into provincial museums at one penny
(Frostick 1985 p. 69). The nineteenth-century enthusiasm for museum building had
begun in earnest. Museum buildings evolved into a ‘well recognised institutional
building type’ and generally increased in size (Forgan 1994 p. 143). ‘Size and space’
was evidence of ‘the extent and richness’ of its contents (Forgan 1994 p. 143).
Museums were seen to encourage ‘instruction and amusement’ (cited in Frostick
1985p. 69), although Forgan (1994 p. 153; p. 155) points out with the move of science
instruction from museums to university laboratories, there was uncertainty as to how
much knowledge was acquired from just viewing the displays. However, there was
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never any doubt about the museum’s role in ‘moral improvement’. There were clear
moral overtones in the museum experience, for, as Frostick (1985 p. 68) notes, much
of the science instruction in museums was directed to seek a greater understanding of
God’s universe. Even as museological contributions to scientific knowledge was
waning, Forgan (1994 p. 154) identifies that museums continued to be built bigger
and better, with collections comprising of industrial, technological and scientific
displays.

In keeping with the increasing open access to museums, a planning manual for local
museums in 1852 noted that although ‘obnoxious and certain other persons’ were not
to be admitted to a museum, ‘the rest of the public if decently attired’ would be
permitted entry (cited in Forgan 1994 p. 145). As Forgan (1994 p. 155) comments
‘[t]urnstiles, rather than privileged tickets, controlled the entrance of visitors’.

It was not just the principles of classification and arrangement of the exhibits that
changed by the mid-nineteenth century, Bennett (1995 p. 41) notes, but also the
‘orientation to the visitor’ whereby it was intended that the collections would become
far more pedagogic and ‘readily intelligible to all and sundry.’ This change in
emphasis of museums in the 1880s and 1890s was closely associated with the
increasing professionalisation of roles in museums and a newly formed close
association between museums and schools (Bennett 1998 p. 148). Another useful
outcome of the modern museum was the way it provided an environment ‘in which
new forms of conduct and behaviour could be shaped and practised’ (Bennett 1995 p.
33). It is in this way, Bennett (1995 p. 33) argues, that the reclassifying of the
museum’s collections was both ‘epistemic and governmental’. The discourses
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informing this duality were also foremost in the shaping of the public museum
curator; for the seeking and ordering of knowledge was to be tempered by the
responsibilities of instruction and moral improvement of a viewing public.

Museums in the nineteenth century provided the space for the sensations of modernity
to be experienced. Modernity, Foucault (1984 p. 39) suggests, is possibly more of ‘an
attitude rather than … a period of history’. He says it is a mode of ‘thinking and
feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that … at the same time marks a relation
of belonging and presents itself as a task’; it is a certain kind of grasping of the
present, ‘to transform it not by destroying it but by grasping in it, what it is’ (1984 p.
41). Jennifer Barrett (2011 p. 32) argues that the sense of modernity was as much a
‘spatial experience’ as a cognitive experience. Besides museums, parks, gardens,
zoos, and train stations, there were the spectacular International Exhibitions where the
bourgeois public, in particular, could ‘see themselves as a public in public spaces’
(Barrett 2011 p. 71). Being in public emerged as important at all levels of society
where change ‘brought about by modernisation’ might be detected and experienced
(Barrett 2011 p. 98).

Habermas (1989 p. xi) links modernity with the development of the ‘public sphere’.
In Habermas’ theorisation, the public sphere is an intellectual and discursive ‘vehicle
of public opinion’ formed between ‘civil society and the state’ through letters,
newspaper editorials and opinions, as well as the cut and thrust of dialogue in
coffeehouses (1989 p. 31; p. xi). From the 1730s, Cuno (2011 p. 18) says,
coffeehouses grew apace in London. There, newspapers were read, ‘handbills
distributed’ and conversation and debate flourished around current news and popular
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ideas. However, as Barrett (2011 p. 21; pp. 82-97) points out, Habermas’ concept of
the public sphere is not spatial. And, while Habermas designates places where the
public sphere is initiated, his concept is abstract and immaterial. As Hohendahl
(1974a p. 49) clarifies, the public sphere ‘only assumes concrete form through the
participation of people. It cannot, however, be characterized simply as a crowd.’
Barrett (2011 p. 71) argues that in Habermas’ abstract and immaterial conception of
the public sphere, he neglects ‘the new roles of vision and visuality’ for modernity.
Barrett’s attention here is the potential for the site of museum to function as a public
sphere. What influence, Barrett asks, does public space (which she sees as ‘material’)
have on the public sphere (which Habermas sees as ‘immaterial’)? While Barrett’s
(2011 p. 85) emphasis above is on the role museums played in the nineteenth century
in widening the sense of modern experience through viewing and being viewed in
public spaces, she also argues for the potential of museums, because they activate
discussion and dialogue, to be acknowledged as in the public sphere.
4.9 The Louvre Becomes the Exemplar Modern National Art Museum
I now want to draw attention to the Louvre Museum to highlight how the
development of curatorial practice differed there significantly to that of the British
Museum. The British Museum has been used as an example of the development of a
public universal survey museum and the manner in which, over time, the curators’
roles were defined and professionalised through the discourses of scientific method
and educational and civic reform. Forty years after the British Museum was founded,
the Louvre Museum opened to the public. Where the British parliament had shown
enormous reluctance during the early years in supporting the museum project, the
Louvre Museum opened to all citizens with the enthusiastic acclaim of the Republican
National Assembly, on the first anniversary of the fall of the monarchy (McClellan
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1988 p. 304). Duncan (1995 p. 22) notes that, although the Louvre was not the first
royal collection of art to be open to the public, ‘it was the most politically significant
and influential’. Frazer Ward (1995, pp. 76-7) reminds us, however, that, while the
opening of the Louvre was ‘high on agenda’ of the Revolutionary government, the
idea and plans were taken over from the royal administration, where it had been
discussed since 1744. Nevertheless, Maleuvre (1999 p. 14) says, the Louvre ‘began as
a revolutionary device’, and was to play a significant role in its early years as
‘Revolutionary propaganda’ (McClellan 1988 p. 304). Georgel (1994 p. 113) notes
that the Louvre came to embody ‘the deepest preoccupations of the revolutionary
state: collective reappropriation, the reappropriation of heritage, the birthright of
posterity.’ The Louvre provided the state with the means to pursue nation building
through language, culture, education and history, and it gained leverage to do this
through ‘claiming to act on behalf of all people’ (Prior 2002, p. 40). The enthusiasm
for the new museum, McClellan (1988 p. 303) says, was driven by two main political
aims. One was to establish a strong metaphor ‘for the triumph of the new order over
the old’, and the other was to transform the extravagance of the monarchy into a
demonstration of ‘the intellectual advancement of the young Republic’. Nevertheless,
Ward (1995, pp. 76-7) posits that despite the claims of the transformation of the royal
collection, ‘the broad function of the institution’ (which was to reinforce the
‘magnificence of the absolute ruler’), as planned by the administration of the
monarchy, was maintained. In this way, Ward sees the public art museum as being
haunted by its royal past. So, while the new museum ‘purported to represent the new
civic body to itself … it was still a matter, essentially of the state granting identity’.
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4.10 The Place of ‘History’
The overall methodology of displaying art at the Louvre was informed by historical
awareness. A.D. Potts (1978, p. 191) notes that the ‘new historical awareness,’
historicism, was ‘[m]ore radical in its implications than any other development in …
aesthetics and criticism’ at the time. Historicism claimed all cultures were uniquely
different, being influenced by specific climatic, social, and political contexts. This
new awareness of cultural and historical conditions, Potts (1978, p. 191) says, evolved
from ‘the culture of the present’ as much as from an appreciation of past. However,
initially, in the second half of the eighteenth century, the interest in art historical ideas
that led to the neo-classicism revival were drawn from the writings of Johann
Winckelmann, a scholar in ancient Greek and Roman art. Just as Winckelmann had
seen Greek art to be the height of achievements in antiquity, so Quartremère de
Quincy in France, and Goethe, Heinrich Meyer and others in Germany considered the
High Renaissance to have produced the greatest masterpieces in painting. Further,
Winckelmann’s assertion of the historic impulse of art to ‘rise and decline’, enabled
Quartremère de Quincy and colleagues to argue that after the heights reached in
painting during the early-sixteenth century, painting too was in decline. Historicism
that formed in the 1790s was to link these two concepts: that art was created through
unique climatic, social and political contexts; and further, it was marked by the
dynamic of rise and decline. Out of place, and out of time, contemporary artists were
to be ‘doomed to perpetual inferiority’ (Potts 1978, p. 192). Potts (1978, p. 192) notes
that this position was counter to the traditional belief that saw contemporary artists,
through inspiration of the great achievements of the past, able to rise to comparable
levels of excellence. This view, however, was not fully shared by ‘classicising artists’
or those who admired these artists’ work. However, in the fervency of the French
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Revolution, the historical interpretation of art had become highly political and was to
‘shape the contours of the revolution itself’ (Prior 2002, p. 42). As Maleuvre (1999 p.
14) suggests, the representation of history in revolutionary France was in fact ‘to
assert the rights of the present over the past,’ not the reverse.

4.11 Political Compromise and the Development of Curatorial Connoisseurship
While the art presented for the 1793 opening of the Louvre’s Grand Gallery was an
eclectic display of the highlights of the collection (McClellan 1988 p. 301), also
known as ‘connoisseur’s or gentlemanly hang’ (Duncan 1995 p. 24), this was to be
transformed within months. The artist Jacques-Louis David and his political allies
called for a ‘radical departure’ in the display of the works so that art could be viewed
rationally and chronologically in artistic schools. This was to enable, David said,
more effective public instruction, and greater facilitation in the development of
Republican artists (McClellan 1988 p. 308). Prior (2002, p. 33) points out, however,
that the classification of art in this manner, in fact, matched the binomial approach
developed in natural history collecting. The Republican zeal, however, was to
encounter significant problems when faced with assessing art that was greatly valued
yet with content, which was now seen to be questionable. The Rubens Medici cycle,
for instance, considered as a high moment in art, also glorified the monarchy
(McClellan 1988 p. 310). Not surprisingly, religious art posed similar problems. At
the risk of dramatically depleting the collection, a political solution was devised. The
‘apparent contradictions’ were explained away, as McClellan says, with
‘Revolutionary ideology’ (1988 p. 310). This was presented by extolling the rational
method of the display employed. It would neutralise ‘the regrettable content’, it was
said; ‘individual identity’ would be ‘subordinated to the system’, and the contested art

98

would be viewed ‘as stylistic exemplas and historical objects.’ (McClellan 1988 p.
310). Even with the relaxation of political fervour, and the appointment of different
groups of museum administrators, the rational arrangement of art using schools and
chronology remained in place (McClellan 1994 p. 125). Prior (2002, p. 34) says the
rational scheme to the display of art also marked an important development ‘of
intellectuals in directing the apparatuses of art’; and, Duncan and Wallach (2004, p.
58) note from here on, ‘almost all museums would adopt some version of the new
scheme’.

For the first four-and-a-half years of its new operation, the Louvre’s administration
was largely managed by panels of artists, sculptors and architects. However, in 1797,
in recognition of the scale and expectations of the museum project, three full-time
administrators were appointed who had administrative experience, and art and social
expertise. McClellan (1994 p. 125) notes this was the commencement of the
professional face of the museum. Haskell (2000 p. 32) describes the connoisseurship
that develops at the Louvre—which occurs through the appointment of connoisseurs
such as Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Lebrun (also an art-dealer) who wrote scholarly guides to
exhibitions (McClellan 1994 p. 135)—as ‘a triumph of pioneering, high-minded and
imaginative scholarship’. Haskell (2000 p. 36) notes that the Lebrun’s catalogues
‘cheapness’ were ‘almost as notable as the quality of …[their] contents’ for they were
aimed at a general public as well as for connoisseurs. Ennio Quirino Visconti was
another successful appointment to the Louvre. He was an antiquarian and former
director of the Pio-Clementino Museum at the Vatican, who, after fleeing to France,
was appointed to oversee the creation of the Louvre’s antiquity sculpture galleries,
with the very sculptures that were confiscated from the Pio-Clementino Museum.
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Visconti possessed, McClellan (1994 p. 153) says, ‘brilliant scholarship’ and set out
to write about the masterpieces he knew so well. Further, there was the appointment
of Dominique Vivant-Denon in 1802 as Director of all the Paris museums, who
brought strong leadership, diplomacy and ‘worldly experience’—all qualities that,
McClellan (1994 p. 140) notes, continue to be the attributes sought in a museum
director. Denon immediately asserted his own vision and passion (drawing on the
writings of Vasari) by a reinstallation of the Grand Gallery. While Denon indicated
his desire for ‘a character of order, instruction, and classification’ to be evident in the
installation of paintings (cited in McClellan 1994 p. 140), he also brought to the
display a flair and enthusiasm for art analysis (McClellan 1994 pp. 140-8). Haskell
(2000 p. 40) says that Denon was distinguished from others in the field by his
combination of ‘adventure, industry and scholarship’. Restoration of the ‘trophies of
conquest’ (Gould 1965 p. 13) took precedence at this time. McClellan (1994 pp. 1313) says the ‘eyes of Europe were on the Louvre’ to ensure the looted works were
restored to perfection to morally justify their confiscation. In the last decades of the
French monarchy, great attention was given to the development of experimental
techniques in restoration, such that by the time of the Revolution, McClellan (1994 p.
72) notes, the standard in France was very high. McClellan (1994 p. 6) also notes that
it was the connoisseurs’ desire to inspect the painting surface more closely and to
detect the subtleties of the artist’s mark that further increased the importance of
effective conservation and the attention to the effectiveness of lighting the galleries.

There are several other reasons that could have contributed to the level of
connoisseurship of the curators at the Louvre at this time. The exposure to the quality
and quantity of ‘the greatest art ever brought together under one roof’ (McClellan
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1994 p. 11), arriving in regular convoys from Bonaparte’s military exploits, is likely
to have had a significant impact on the rapid development of knowledge and expertise
of the curators and assistants. That many of these art works would not have been seen
together before (having been confiscated from many different locations), would have
stimulated serious inquiry into individual techniques of representation, and aesthetic
effect. As well, the contemporary discourses surrounding art history and historicism
would have very likely fuelled scholarly work within the Museum. McClellan (1994
p. 147) says that Denon would have been very aware of these debates and countered
them in the display of post-Renaissance painting, by highlighting how the seventeenth
century artists had drawn from their esteemed forebears to ‘to form valid, individual
styles.’ Furthermore, using this strategy, post-Renaissance art could be said to have
made a break from following ‘clearly defined artistic goals’, and, became rather, an
account of ‘gifted artists successfully exploiting and refining different aspects of a
developed tradition’. This assertion was to form a core belief of the modern art
museum, for through the preservation of past achievements, the greatness of present
and future art would be assured (McClellan 1994 p. 147). Even after the restitution
from 1814 of much of the confiscated art, the Louvre would become the source of
inspiration for future art museums in Europe and America. Duncan (1995 p. 32) also
notes that the Louvre became the ‘international training ground’ for professional art
museum practice. Mention needs to be made that the Louvre and its curators were not
operating in isolation, for Paris from the early nineteenth century was becoming the
international centre for art. Harrison and Cynthia White (1965, pp. 76-7) point out the
importance of the dealer-critic system in creating this cultural dominance. For they
say the ‘new movements in art’ that were outside the Academy system would have
been unlikely to survive without dealer-critic interest. In this environment art dealers
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had international clients, Paris was a draw card for international art students, the
annual Paris Salons drew from far and wide, and importantly for the continued
influence of Paris, Parisian critics were dominant in ‘forming the language and
criteria for art journalism’ (White and White 1965, p. 76).

The differing circumstances that led to the formation of the Louvre and the British
Museum were to play a role, I suggest, in the way the curators in each museum were
perceived. Even when the British Museum began to be seen as increasingly ‘useful’, it
was the institution that was acknowledged, not individual curators. At the Louvre,
however, the curators’ roles were highly politicised; as Maleuvre (1999 p. 10) says,
‘[c]ivic and republican values were never far from mind…’), and thus the curators
were more exposed to public criticism. For the most part, this increased their visibility
and intellectual voice. They were seen to make things happen. At the same time, both
museums shared much in common. They both held public instruction and the
preservation and conservation of cultural artefacts as their central purpose (McClellan
1994 p. 2); they both became ‘fully embedded in the nation’s politic’ (McClellan
1994 p. 8); they both were to emanate ‘national and civic pride’; they both, as Duncan
(1991, p. 93) says, ‘made…the state look good’ by being ‘concerned about the
spiritual life of citizens, a preserver of past achievements and a provider for the
common good’; and they both were to carry ‘the paradoxical principle’ of inclusion
and exclusion. They were equally open to all, on the one hand, yet ‘infused by the
exclusive tastes’ of an educated elite, on the other (McClellan 1994 p. 12). While not
the cause of ‘social differences or inequalities’, Prior (2002, p. 58) says, museums,
and art museums in particular, ‘helped to sustain them.’
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4.12 Contextualizing the Modern Curator
The curator emerges in the modern public museum as a disciplined employee of the
State. In the British Museum, curators move from being minders, keepers and guides,
to becoming experts on the taxonomy of material culture. MacGregor (2007 p. 237)
says curators’ influence gradually increases ‘in setting an agreed agenda’ for
governing the functions of the museum. Their practice is formed through the tensions
around discourses of public access, protection and preservation of collections,
communication of scientific knowledge and appropriate methods of classification and
display. As well, it is a practice informed through internal disputes between
departments. Forgan (1994 p. 140) notes that from the 1820s in Britain, struggles for
‘control of the disciplinary territory’ took place between curators. In addition, there
were impossible workloads and poor pay. Superannuation was only granted in 1857
well after it was common for other civil servants (Miller 1973 p. 248). Salaries in
1866 had virtually been stagnant for forty years, despite the recognition that the
salaries were inadequate in the light of the ‘nature and importance of the work’
(Miller 1973 p. 253; p. 253 n. 3). In defence of his staff, the Principal Librarian at the
British Museum said at this time that the curators’ knowledge and judgement came
about because the length of time they spent studying the collections. Furthermore
there was an expectation that the curators would carry out their duties ‘as though the
usefulness of the collection’ was reliant on their efforts alone. The experience of the
‘long and intimate practice’ with a collection enabled the curators to make prudent
decisions about acquisitions, to be able to distinguish the true from the false, and to be
cognisant of appropriate market value (Miller 1973 p. 253).
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With museums in Britain being at the forefront of scientific research, scientists moved
into museums as curators, turning the profession from generalists to specialists. Just
as Empson in the mid eighteenth century found compelling reasons to foreground a
visually interesting object despite an overall determination to display objects using
reason and method, so curators a century later were still wrestling with whether to
show selected ‘treasures’ or whether to show ‘a complete typology’ of less visually
compelling objects (Forgan 1994 p. 151).

Barrett (2011 p. 148) sees the role of the curator as ‘synonymous with the history of
the authoritative museum’. Anthony Shelton (1990 p. 101 n. 11) also sees a close
authoritative interdependence between museum and curator. It is, Shelton says, the
curator’s ‘mastership over “knowledge”’ that makes for expertise. However,
importantly, it is the curator’s ‘insertion within the game of the institution’ that
‘sanctifies this “knowledge”’, while at the same time, the curator’s knowledge adds to
the museum’s ‘archive of expertise’. Furthermore, it is the expansion of the ‘archive
of expertise’ that in turn creates ‘the authority behind the legitimacy’ of the museum
and its collection.

Shelton suggests that the museum and curator function in an enclosed circle of mutual
legitimisation. Bourdieu (1993 p. 181) goes further in his concept of the field of
cultural production and suggests the field as an enclosed world, or ‘microcosm’ with
its own structure and laws. The field, Bourdieu (1993 p. 6) says, is a socially formed
cluster of ‘agents’ who act through a dynamic ‘set of objective relations’. The agents
within the cultural field are the works produced, producers of the works (including,
also, the collectors) (Bourdieu 1993 p. 78), and those who consecrate and legitimate

104

the works (including curators and those associated with museums, galleries, and
academies, as well as critics) (Bourdieu 1993 p. 9). All agents are involved in
competition for controlling ‘interests or resources’ though not always consciously
doing so (Bourdieu 1993 pp. 6-7). In fact, it is often around ‘the authority inherent in
recognition, consecration and prestige’ that competition takes place (Bourdieu 1993 p.
7). It is the field of cultural production that ‘makes reputations’, then, rather than (the
usual claims of) a particular ‘personality’, or ‘this or that “influential person”, this or
that institution, review, magazine, academy…dealer…’ (Bourdieu 1993, p. 78).
Bourdieu (1993 p. 78) says, it is ‘the system of objective relations between these
agents or institutions’ where the struggle over the authority ‘to consecrate’ takes
place, and it is through this that ‘value…and belief in that value are continuously
generated’. According to him, the relations of power within the cultural field
‘authorizes, enables, empowers, and legitimizes…’ (Bourdieu 1993 p. 10). Thus, from
Bourdieu, we see it is not only the relationship of museum and curator that establish
power and authority over knowledge but also the other ‘agents’ in the cultural field of
production: collectors, benefactors, philanthropists, scholars, artists, dealers.

Knell (2011 p. 4) takes up the power and authority of the museum from another
viewpoint. He notes that, while over the last thirty years, substantial work has been
undertaken on critiquing the museum’s ‘cultural authority’, it is curators, or, as Knell
says ‘museum professionals’, who continue to hold outmoded views about the
museum, believing in the ‘moral necessities of didacticism’ and in the museum’s
‘authoritative truth’. Knell (2011 p. 4) asks why this is so. He is of the opinion that the
cause is derived from curators’ ‘moral positioning manufactured through acts of
professionalisation’. However, Knell (2011 p. 4) interestingly says that it is not only
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museum professionals who hold the view of the museum ‘as neutral, authoritative and
trustworthy’; this is the view widely held by the public.

The possible interdependence between views held by the curator and by the public is
taken up in another context by Howard Fox (2005 pp. 16-18). Fox comments on the
findings of a survey commissioned by the American Association of Museums in
2001, which revealed that 87% of Americans considered museums to be trustworthy.
Fox says that such a ‘vote of confidence’ may end up confining and frustrating ‘the
real work’ of curators. He wonders what the source of such public respect is. He
easily finds traces of affirmation of the museum’s role in society in scholarly and
popular accounts, and sees in these accounts the museum cited as ‘unquestioned and
unquestionable authority’ (Fox 2005 p. 16). Fox (2005 p. 18) considers this ‘cultural’
deference a trap. What scope, he asks, is there for collecting ‘the new, the uncertain,
the unknowable?’ How can research be sustained that investigates the future? Fox
recommends that curators intervene here, and begin to question ‘the limits, and
prerogatives, of the curatorial process and the nature of the intellectual authority’ they
hold. And, in recognising the interdependence between curators and the public, Fox
(2005 p. 18) indicates the importance to question ‘the attributes of intellectual
authority that the public seems so willing, so eager, to vest in museums and their
curators’. Furthermore, Fox (2005 p. 18) suggests rather than taking ‘the gift of
unquestioned trust’, museums would find it valuable to impress on ‘the public
imagination, the right to be wrong’.

Further, in contextualising the role and practices of the curator, it seems worthy to
consider the work of Bruno Latour and relational sociology. This is because Latour
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has a very difference conception of objects and authority. In fact Latour (2005 p. 84)
calls for a radically different consideration of the relationship between people and
things. He says that trying to find solutions to the world’s problems by analysing
issues through normative ontological and epistemological divides of subject and
object, or culture and science, or nature and culture, is doomed to fail (Latour 1993
pp. 1-3). Traditional divisions between things no longer decipher ‘the many
entanglements of humans and non-humans’ (Latour 2005 p. 84). Using the ActorNetwork-Theory (ANT), Latour argues instead for a sociology of association; ‘a study
of human and non-humans interacting (’associating’) in networks’ (Schinkel 2007 p.
716). Objects, Latour (2005 p. 85) says, are not ‘an homogenous layer’, neither do
they ‘simply’ reflect social values, nor are they ‘mere’ appendages. Rather, ‘[t]heir
action is much more varied, their influence more ubiquitous, their effect much more
ambiguous, their presence much more distributed’. As Latour and Weibel note in their
exhibition catalogue Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, which they
curated at ZKM, Karlsruhe, in 2005, ‘each object gathers around itself a different
assembly of relevant parties’ (2005 p. 15). Davidson (2006, pp. 326-7) comments that
things ‘assemble people’; ‘public secrets’ are within things, ‘bodies and things
interact’; things are ‘both material and intangible’; there is a ‘permeability between
the visible and the invisible’; and, above all, things ‘shape and affect’ the manner in
which ‘individuals interact with one another, various spaces, and themselves’.
Accordingly, Latour and Weibel argue for a politic that exists in things. As they say,
the ‘“Body Politic” is not only made of people!’ (2005, p. 16) They suggest that
people who are now much more ‘attuned to the new issues of bad air … destroyed
ecosystems, ruined architecture, abandoned industry, … are certainly ready to include
in their definition of politics a whole new ecology loaded with things’ (2005 p. 17).
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For, people connect around ‘divisive matters of concern’ (2005 p. 23), rather than
‘values, opinions, attitudes or principles’ (2005 p. 14).

Relational sociology foregrounds relations between people, and things; things, and
people, and people through things. It restates the tenets of museum culture that objects
and things are carriers of meaning, histories, experiences, identity; and that objects
and things always stand in for something else, and are always connected to something
else. However, this is perhaps where links to the museum end. For relational
sociology argues that people are drawn to objects and things, but also significantly,
that objects and things draw people to them. All of this suggests that on some level,
everyone is involved in assembling themselves with things. Does this mean everyone,
in some way, is a curator? (1993 pp. 1-3) As well, there is a suggestion that curators
will be everywhere—‘aisles of supermarkets, financial institutions, medical
establishments, computer networks—even the cat walk of fashion shows!’ (Latour
and Weibel 2005 p. 23) These are places the authors say are examples of ‘hybrid
forums and agoras’, which have been encroaching on ‘the older realm of pure objects
bathing in the clear light of the modernist gaze’ (2005, pp.23-4), which is surely the
museum as we have known it. The argument here is that there will be an increased
need to present ‘divisive matters of concern’, ‘matters that matter in the res that
creates a public around it’ [original emphasis] (Latour and Weibel 2005 p. 16). With
the wide assembling of things on a number of fronts, the museum, as an archetypal
site of knowledge dramatically shifts, as does the attributed role of the curator as an
expert of material culture. In the exhibition Making Things Public, Latour and Weibel
drew on the work of a hundred writers, thinkers, theorists, and artists. In their interest
in ‘object-oriented democracy’ (2005, p. 16), Latour and Weibel raise the way
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political philosophers (‘from Hobbes to Rawls, from Rousseau to Habermas’) have
shown ‘strong object-avoidance’ (2005, pp. 15-16). Determined to change the frame
of reference, Latour and Weibel call for objects to be brought into a public sphere of
debate, saying that within their exhibition they wished to signpost:
a huge sea change in our conceptions of science, our grasp of facts, our
understanding of objectivity. For too long objects have been portrayed as mattersof-fact … They are much more interesting, variated, uncertain, complicated, far
reaching, heterogeneous, risky, historical, local, material, and networky than the
pathetic vision offered for too long by philosophers (Latour and Weibel 2005, pp.
19-21).

Latour and Weibel (2005 p. 21) question the axiom “facts are facts are facts”?,
arguing that ‘they are also a lot of other things in addition’. This poses a challenge to
museums with collections of historical artefacts and for contemporary art museums
(though possibly less so). Although in some ways it might be said that some museums
through progressive public and outreach programs, are already bringing people
together to talk about wider issues of concern. As well, Latour and Weibel appear to
be calling for the invigoration of the narrative of object collections, an idea that Fox
(2005 p. 27) takes up. Fox encourages contemporary art museums to ‘position
themselves in the spirit of Wunderkammers’, as places of investigation, as
‘laboratories’ where experimentation is embraced, rather than as ‘places of sacred
trust’ that preserves ‘the received culture’.

4.13 Conclusion
This chapter has tracked a vast field of social, cultural, political and economic change.
The curator, although now performing a much more public role over this period, as a
subject for study, however, is still to be searched out in the shadows of accounts of
public museums. The identification of the competing discourses that led to the
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establishment of the British Museum and the Louvre has assisted considerably in this
undertaking. These discursive fields over time could be summed up in what Foucault
calls the development of ‘the economy of government reasoning’ or the model of
effective government, derived from the principle of marketplace exchange. Effects of
this field of discourse are found in forms of rationalising and demarcating the
professional from the amateur; the public sphere from the private world; utility from
vanity; comparison from resemblance; the representative from the rare; and new order
from old order. As well, to arrive at certainty or proof, the visibility of things became
important. Such that, new concepts of order and specific domains of knowledge
needed to be observable, creating a clear authority over knowledge. In this, rationality
and chronology were foregrounded showing the way, as well, to moral improvement.
The British Museum and the Louvre, despite their identified differences, were places
where all these effects could be witnessed and experienced. And the curators, in time,
became increasingly professional functionaries within this world shaped by the same
dualities. The next chapter identifies the shaping of a very different type of curator,
who in many ways begins to experience the shifts in practice taken up further by the
contemporary art curators examined in the three examples of practice.
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Chapter 5: The Model of the Connoisseur-Curator-Scholar

5.1 Overview
As I have argued, the development of curators’ practices at the British Museum and
the Louvre between the eighteenth and nineteenth century was shaped by dominant
discourses. At the British Museum these included discourses arising from scientific
method, and educational and civic reform; and at the Louvre, the discourses regarding
connoisseurship, conservation, aesthetics, and historicism. Also of influence in the
formation of the roles of curators at both institutions were the competing discourses
on methods of public instruction, the control of public access, and means of fostering
national and civic pride. Over time, the professional qualities sought in curators at the
British Museum were specialised scholarly research abilities, while at the Louvre they
were administrative abilities, art connoisseurship, and social expertise. The methods
of applying these skills were developed in the workplace of each institution. As noted
earlier, the Louvre provided the model for modern art museum practice. It is perhaps
not surprising, then, to find continuities in discourses formative to curatorial practice a
hundred years later in the professional museum program conducted at Harvard
University from the early 1920s to the 1950s. These continuities are to be found
particularly in the discourses of connoisseurship, with its links to new methods of
conservation, and art assessment know-how, derived from art dealers and collectors.
Discourses on the value and purpose of displaying works chronologically were also
maintained as well as discourses on the necessity of worldliness (how to get it, how to
use it, how to sustain it). It was from the museum course at Harvard, known as the
‘Fogg Method’, that the first wave of curators emerged in the United States between
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the wars to take up positions in the burgeoning cultural institutions (McClellan 2003,
p. 22). This chapter will discuss the education and curatorial practice of one of these
graduates, Alfred Barr, who became the first curator/director of the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) in New York in 1929. Through a study of the literature on Barr,
and Barr’s own writing in diaries and catalogues, I have identified the following
discourses as influential: scholarly art history, exhibition making and display,
education

and

communication,

business

and

the

market

economy,

and

connoisseurship. The chapter will chart the way these discourses—drawn largely from
Barr’s scholarly education, as well from his interests in modernity, and from his
employment by some of the wealthiest industrialists in America—have influenced the
shaping and forming his practice. The creation of MoMA, a museum focused solely
on presenting modern art, represents a significant moment in museum history, as does
the appointment of Barr, a curator who was educated and prepared for such a job like
none before him. This chapter considers how, through Barr’s talents and education,
and the wealth and love of art of MoMA’s founders, modern art, modern objects and a
modern way of life is launched to the public in New York. I will proceed in this
chapter by first giving a background to Barr and outline the nature of his scholarly
education at Harvard. I will discuss the teaching practices and mentoring style of Paul
Sachs at Harvard and his approach to educating a new breed of curators in America. I
will then discuss in detail the identified influencing discourses in the shaping and
forming of Barr’s curatorial practice.

5.2 Barr’s Education and Preparation for the Museum of Modern Art
Barr’s long tenure at MoMA—he served as director from 1929 to 1943, as ‘advisory’
director from 1944 to 1946, and as director of the collections from 1947 to 1967—and
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his large number of catalogue publications, his diaries, biographies and the wide
documentation on the ‘Fogg Method’, all provide a clear understanding of the critical
discourses that shaped, defined, and constrained his curatorial career. After graduating
from Princeton with a Master of Arts, Barr arrived at Harvard in 1924 to continue
graduate studies with Paul Sachs, the Associate Director of the Fogg Art Museum.
The art history departments at Princeton and Harvard differed from each other in
approach. Princeton’s brought classical studies, theology and science to bear on the
historiography of art, whereas Harvard’s program focused on uncovering ‘universal
formal principles’ (Kantor 2002, p. 38). These were identified through analysing
artistic styles and the structural elements of materials and techniques. This approach
was enriched by access to the artworks in the Fogg Art Museum. Barr’s mission in
moving to Harvard for a year was specifically to gain practical and hands-on skills
and experience in art connoisseurship, before starting his doctorate.

The intellectual lineage of the Harvard Fine Art and Museum program were the
English nineteenth-century Romantics, such as John Ruskin, Thomas Carlyle, John
Stuart Mill, and William Morris. Art was to be a reprieve from the modern and
increasingly materialist world (McClellan 2003 pp. 17-18). Harvard’s formalist
approach to aesthetics drew directly from Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice, and a
practical course in drawing was modeled on Ruskin’s publication Elements of
Drawing. While students were instructed in the discipline of training the eye and hand
to foster visual memory, they were also led to understand the moral imperative of art
(Kantor 2002 pp. 42-4). Bernard Berenson, a graduate from Harvard in the latenineteenth century, was also to have influence on the Harvard program, though he had
moved away from Ruskin’s principle of a moral purpose of art to embrace Walter
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Pater’s aestheticism as the ‘motivating force of existence’ (Kantor 2002 p. 42-4).
Berenson’s influence was seen particularly through his publication in 1903 The
Drawings of the Florentine Painters, Classified and Criticized and Studied as
Documents in the History and Appreciation of Tuscan Art, which placed an empiricist
methodology at the foreground of his connoisseurship.

Paul Sachs, who was to be a lifetime mentor for Barr, was a graduate from Harvard’s
history of art program, and began his professional life as a banker with his family firm
Goldman Sachs. At an early age he collected Old Masters prints, which was
stimulated by frequent travel to Europe with family members on business trips.
Kantor (2002 p. 53) says Sachs was an ‘amateur’ in the historical sense of possessing
a high-quality collection, and knowing the works in all the great collections, as well as
having a robust relationship with the art world—‘curators, collectors, dealers and
bibliophiles’. While working on Wall Street, Sachs is reputed to have spent his lunch
time in art galleries, drawn to them, Kantor (2002 p. 53) notes, because art dealers
were then the ‘specialists’ commanding knowledge of ‘criticism, scholarship and
connoisseurship’. When Sachs was invited back to Harvard to lecture and be involved
with the Fogg Museum, he took with him his business acumen as well as his
astonishing network of wealthy people based in Europe and America. These people
were to provide ongoing resources in the form of funding and access to their
collections for viewing or borrowing for exhibitions. Sachs had contacts in the
Louvre, the British Museum, the National Gallery in London, and the Vatican
Museum (Alexander 1997 p. 213). Importantly, Sachs initiated his students into this
network. As Kantor (2002 p. 56) says, the Fogg Method began as an experiment
where the ‘private rituals in the “genteel tradition” …became…part of the academic
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system’. Sachs began his work at Harvard determined to bring a direction to the
education of curators, and to turn around the attitude expressed by the President of the
American Association of Museums, who, in 1910, said:
a curator is born and not made. I do not believe you can train a man to be a curator. He
is the result of natural ability and circumstances. He must be a man…who must know
something of everything and everything of something. Such a man is difficult to find
(cited in Zolberg 1981 p. 107).

Sachs’ course Museum Work and Museum Problems was to bring together the
professional activities of the connoisseur-curator-scholar that Sachs had noted were
separate roles in Europe, but that he had merged in his own career.

Sachs drew inspiration from late nineteenth century art historians Heinrich Wölfflin,
and Alois Riegl, and early twentieth century art historian Max Dvorák, all of whom
worked within an evolutionary model of art history. In this way, Sachs saw modern
art as part of the continuum of traditional art (Kantor 2002 p. 74). Sachs believed that
it was the art object itself that was ‘the primary source of knowledge’. To this end,
Sachs asked students to discuss and identify each object in the collections they visited
(Kantor 2002 p. 84). Students were to indicate ‘where its peers were to be found’,
note its bibliography, its significance, its importance, and its state of conservation
(Mongan 1965 p. 50). This was Sachs’ disciplined approach to seeking ‘an objective
point of view—without interpretation’ (Kantor 2002, p. 84). Using a Socratic
approach to teaching, Sachs encouraged students to think critically about specific artworld issues. He used headlines or lead articles from art journals as topics for
discussion. With his eye to the art market, but also in all likelihood with prescience
about widening interest in art, Sachs assigned students to write articles for journal
publication. He believed that ‘future contributions to the field’ would be made

115

through scholarly writing in journals, rather than larger publications (Kantor 2002 p.
65).

At the Fogg Museum, students were required to be involved in the processes of
mounting exhibitions. With installation, Sachs gave a particular aesthetic direction.
Art works were to be hung ‘chronologically and in one low line’, which was in
contradistinction to the traditional European salon method. Drawing from the example
set by natural-history museums, labels were used to give clear and useful information.
Attention was also given to the overall appearance of the gallery space, which, Sachs
said, ‘should be a work of art, created by an artist to arouse the interests of artists’
(Kantor 2002, p. 73; Sachs cited p. 73). As well, students would be taken through the
delicate protocols of obtaining loans of art for exhibition from collectors and dealers,
such as Duveen, Kraushaar, and Wildenstein (Kantor 2002 p. 72).

As if to build the appropriate social and cultural capital19 for a connoisseur, Sachs held
weekly classes in his own home surrounded by his own art collection and library,
where students discussed the works around them (Alexander 1997 p. 211). Sachs also
took students to view collections in the homes of collectors in his network. Thus, what
was being formed here, along with appropriate social skills, was ‘taste’. DiMaggio
(1987, p. 443) says that taste is ‘a form of ritual identification and a means of
constructing social relations (and of knowing what relationships need not be
constructed)’. It is helpful, DiMaggio says, to form ‘networks of trusting
relationships’ that can lead to the ‘attainment of such social rewards as desirable
19

I am using Bourdieu’s notion of cultural and symbolic capital. Cultural capital is the acquisition of
cultural knowledge. Possessing cultural capital is the means to gain legitimacy in the art world, and a
necessary requirement to be taken seriously. Symbolic capital is the extent of the accumulation of
prestige and importance. Bourdieu, P. (1993). The Field of Cultural Production. Cambridge, Polity
Press. p. 7.
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spouses and prestigious jobs’. Sachs’ teaching methodology was developed through
responding to practical problems or using ‘real’ situations, such that strategies for
securing benefactors were discussed through specific examples. In a similar way,
ethics, ethical behaviour and responsible modes of conduct were aired, as well as the
protocols for relations between a director and trustees, a director and staff, and a
curator and director (Kantor 2002 pp. 69-70). In vacations, Sachs took students to
museums, collections in private homes, auction houses, and to meet art dealers.
Wherever they went, Sachs encouraged students to develop a critical stance,
identifying problems and suggesting solutions, ensuring that all observations were to
be recorded (Alexander 1997 p. 212-3). Sachs’ method of instruction could be seen as
being similar to the way a member of a family might be inducted into the running and
‘moral order’ (Kantor 2002 p. 69) of a family business. Knowledge, responsibility,
genial and ethical behaviour protocols with equals, or those with more, or less status
would be demonstrated and modelled. In this way, Sachs demonstrated to his students
the dynamic and fluid network of wealth, status, specialist knowledge, and art.

How to identify quality, and produce quality (no doubt desired attributes in the
banking world, and genteel society), Sachs stressed was to be sought in all curatorial
activities. Curators should possess a strong ‘visual memory’ for marketplace dealings,
and for identifying future acquisitions; they should be able to ‘select “the best of a
type’; to know the appropriate literature, and contribute to it by publishing scholarly
articles, catalogues, and monographs. They were also to be attentive to the long-term
care of objects in the museum. Ultimately, curators needed to form a collection ‘of the
highest quality’ and use the ‘highest curatorial standards’ in its interpretation. To
achieve these standards, a curator ‘must each day study originals’ as well as travel,
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compare art works, and combine ‘visual experience with knowledge of literary
sources’ (Kantor 2002, pp. 73-4; Sachs cited p. 74). Considering these desired
attributes, I think it is possible to see Sachs positioning the curator with one foot
placed in the nineteenth-century ‘amateur’ world of travel, conversation, visual and
literary association, and the other foot in the modern market economy as a broker or
agent. While Sachs (1939, p. 198) was generous in sharing his world with students
wishing to enter it, he was firm on where art belonged. It belonged with ‘exacting
standards of an elite’, he said. In a similar vein, Sachs (1939 p. 198) warned the
trustees in 1939 at the opening of the new MoMA building that, in the future, the
Museum would be likely to ‘face subtle but serious dangers’. He continued:
Let us be ever watchful to resist pressure to vulgarize and cheapen our work through
the mistaken idea that in such fashion a broad public may be reached effectively. That
is an especially tempting error because of the intense competition for public attention
in American life. In the end a lowering of tone and of standards must lead to
mediocrity and indeed to the eventual disintegration of the splendid ideals that have
inspired you and the founders.

Sachs reveals himself here to be at heart a traditionalist. It is possible that his
innovative approach to teaching was also essentially traditional. As mentioned, Sachs’
method of teaching through nurturing and mentoring could well be drawn from
traditional models of induction into a family business.

5.3 Barr and European Modernism
While Barr was attentive to Sachs’ direction on museum structure and organisation,
he was also strongly drawn to radical modernist art in a way that Sachs was not.
Mongan (cited Kantor 2002 p. 75) says that it was Barr, in fact, who taught Sachs
modernism. Modernism was in the air at Harvard during the 1920s and Barr was very
influenced by publications like Broom, Dial and, particularly, Hound and Horn that
chronicled modern life through art, literature and criticism, with articles from leading
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expatriate modernists such as Ezra Pound, T. S. Elliott, Thomas Craven, Gilbert
Seldes and Henry McBride. Kantor (2002, p. 141) notes that the ‘aesthetic stance’
taken by Hound and Horn was ‘objective and technical’, and, in its avoidance of
‘rhetoric and rhapsody’, would become known as the ‘new criticism’ (Kirstein cited
Kantor 2002 p. 141). Also important in Barr’s modernist education was his encounter
with other students, such as Henry-Russell Hitchcock (to become a leading American
architectural historian), who introduced Barr to the European architects Oud, Le
Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Gropius (Kantor 2002, p. 105).

In addition, in frequenting galleries like Alfred Steiglitz’s 291, Barr was introduced to
Albert Barnes, John Quinn and Katherine Dreier all who were closely affiliated with
the 1913 Armory Show (Kantor 2002, p. 106). Katherine Dreier with Marcel
Duchamp and Man Ray had formed the Société Anonyme to promote European and
American avant-garde artists. Kantor (2002, p. 112) suggests that the structure created
by the Société Anonyme was emulated by Barr in his later work at MoMA. For
instance, the Société Anonyme created exhibitions to be circulated through museums
and galleries, they had a reference library, they organised lectures, they had a
permanent collection, and they published books and pamphlets. Barr’s enthusiasm for
modernism led him to develop a course he taught at Wellesley College between 1926
and 1927. The course had an emphasis on the Bauhaus at Dessau, covering painting,
sculpture, architecture, music, film, photography and design (Einreinhofer 1997, p.
153). This course stood out as the first of its kind in America and no doubt led to
significant interest from collectors of modernist art who furthered Barr’s knowledge.
Perhaps, however, the most significant impact on Barr’s experience of European
modernism occurred during his travel in 1927–28 to Germany and the Soviet Union.
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Barr spent time with Gropius at the Bauhaus in Dessau. Barr was very impressed with
the Bauhaus which he described as a ‘fabulous institution’ (Staniszewski 2001, p. 74);
he met Feininger, Klee, and Moholy-Nagy, and observed Bauhaus’ teaching activities.
Barr was later to say ‘[t]hey formed a dazzling constellation of artist-teachers such
that no art school has ever known before or since’ (cited in Kantor 2002, p. 157).
With introductions from the Bauhaus to El Lissitzky and Tatlin, Barr left for two
months in Moscow. There he found a thriving artist community. As he said in his
diary on the day of his arrival, ‘We feel as if this were the most important place in the
world for us to be. Such abundance, so much to see: people, theatres, films, churches,
pictures, music…’ And then a couple of days later: ‘We’d rather be here than any
place on earth’ (Barr 1978 p. 12; p. 15). Barr met Tretyakov, Eisenstein, Rodchenko,
Stepanova, Lissitzky, Falk, Sterenberg, Tatlin, and other architects and composers. He
viewed the Shchukin collection with its vast number of paintings of Picasso and
Matisse, and the Morosov collection with its quantities of paintings of Gaugin and
Bonnard. Barr attended concerts, and a number of the performances of the twenty-five
repertory theatre companies in Moscow, and he searched for orthodox icons. Barr’s
exposure to film, and filmic ideas seems to have had a significant impact on him. He
viewed with Eisenstein, Eisenstein’s recently completed The General Line, and four
reels of the unfinished October. Barr spent time at VKhUTEMAS, the Moscow art
school, which had strong affinities with the Bauhaus and where Lissitzky, Tatlin and
Rodchenko taught. The art school included the teaching of painting, sculpture,
architecture, printing, typography, graphic arts, posters, furniture designing,
advertising posters, and material investigation (Barr 1978, pp. 10-36). Like the
Bauhaus, there was a spirit of experimentation about the teaching and approach to art
making. Barr diligently gathered pamphlets, publications, posters, and photographs

120

(which he later used for teaching and exhibition), and he even wrote an article for the
film magazine Kino while he was in Moscow. This firsthand experience of mixing
with artists and being exposed to their questioning and search for new forms of
expression had a lasting influence on Barr’s professional life.

Barr, aged 26, was barely back from his travels when the offer of the position of
director of MoMA was made to him. The idea for a museum displaying modern art
developed from the shared interests in modernism of three wealthy New York
women: Abby Rockefeller, Lillie Bliss and Mary Quinn Sullivan. They co-opted A.
Conger Goodyear, an industrialist and collector of modern art, to the group. He
became president of the board of trustees and invited Josephine Crane, an heiress,
Frank Crowninshield, the editor of Vanity Fair, and Sachs to join as trustees. They all
supported the venture with financial contributions. Sachs recommended his most
outstanding graduate, Barr, for the position as director. For his ‘interview’, Barr was
invited to tea with Abby Rockefeller and Conger Goodyear. They were impressed
with Barr’s enthusiasm and knowledge of modern art, and they both felt that these
attributes made up for Barr’s disadvantages, seen by Rockefeller as appearance, and
Goodyear as personality. Clearly identifying the role the trustees would play in the
future museum, Goodyear in his letter to Sachs confirming Barr’s appointment,
identified that Barr’s knowledge and enthusiasm ‘will be useful to us particularly in
starting the project’ (cited in Kantor 2002, p. 211).

Barr’s life up to this point had been eventful. His previous few years had seen him
mixing with some of the leading proponents of modernism in America, London,
Holland, Paris and Germany. He had met and socialised with members of the
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Bauhaus, he had visited the ‘advanced German museums’ of Essen, Hamburg, Berlin,
Dresden, Stuttgart, Halle, Frankfurt, Cologne, Munich, Darmstadt and Mannheim
(Kantor 2002, p. 212); and he had met and fraternised with members of the Russian
avant-garde. He had received a Carnegie Resident Fellowship to finish his doctorate
at New York University. However, he was particularly indignant about the neglect of
modern art in America. Thus, when the offer came of launching a museum of modern
art on the east coast, he felt inspired for the job.

5.4 Exhibition-Making and Display
In this section I will identify how discourses in display protocols that Barr developed
through Sachs’ instruction and through visits to museums Germany uniquely
overlapped with American foundational myths of the individual. Barr’s use of a
neutral-coloured, thick cloth that covered the walls of gallery gave the spaced
paintings a heightened sense of aura, and increased the perception of the personal
relationship between the artwork and the viewer. Within months after Barr had been
appointed to the position of Director, MoMA opened on the twelfth floor of the
Heckscher Building on Fifth Avenue, with interior modifications recommended by
Barr. This was ten days after the stock market crashed. Unfortunate timing, one would
think, but the opening was nevertheless buoyed by strong pre-publicity (Loebel 2010,
p. 150), and over 2,000 people viewed the exhibition on the first day, and 47,000 over
the month of the exhibition (Einreinhofer 1997, p. 154). In the early years, as MoMA
was without its own collection, Barr borrowed works for exhibitions. In fact, for the
first exhibition, Barr did not select the works; rather, Goodyear chose them from his
own collection. In total, over 100 works by modern masters formed the exhibition,
including those by Cézanne, Gaugin, van Gogh and Seurat (Einreinhofer 1997, p.
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154). As Staniszewski (2001, p. 61) says, while Barr did not select the works for this
exhibition ‘he did install them’. Meticulous installation was to be a particular mark of
Barr’s curatorial practice, whereby he articulated in the ‘language of display…a
modernist, seemingly autonomous aestheticism’ (Staniszewski 2001, p. 61). As
previously noted, Sachs’ aesthetic direction for installing works at the Fogg Museum
was ‘chronologically and in one low line’, an approach that Barr maintained. This had
been reinforced by a visit to view Alexander Dorner’s innovative installations at the
Hanover Museum, as well as the Folkwang Museum in Essen during his travels to
Europe. While there were no labels attached to the walls in this exhibition, they were
to become part of Barr’s installation methodology, for, as Kantor (2002, p. 73) says,
Barr kept the education of the viewer foremost in his mind. Staniszewski (2001, p. 64;
p. 66) suggests the labels (placed at the entrance to each gallery space) also linked the
art works conceptually and spatially, enhancing ‘the sense of the exhibition as an
entity to itself’, as well as assuring the ‘aesthetic validity’ of the work. Philip Johnson
(curator in the architectural department 1932–34) described the neutral surroundings
and spaced paintings as creating an ‘aesthetic shell’ (cited in Staniszewski 2001, p.
66). In this environment there was the potential for ‘a magnified awareness of the
object’s, and the individual’s, independence’ (Staniszewski 2001, p. 70). The art
works appeared to be autonomous, that is, not controlled or affected by outside forces
or events. The idea of art having autonomy, McClellan (2003, p. 25) points out,
‘found its reflection in the autonomy of the individual viewer left to aesthetic
contemplation in a space free of diversion’. Staniszewski (2001, p. 70) argues further
that it was this ‘exhibition method’ that created ‘an extremely accommodating’
environment for the introduction of modernism to America. This is because, she says,
it was the way the paintings were displayed and the atmosphere created in the gallery
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spaces that created a unique coupling with the American foundational myth of ‘the
autonomous, independent individual, born to natural rights and free will’. In an earlier
publication, Staniszewski (1995, p. 104) says that ‘[a]rt makes visible the terms of
subjecthood’ within a capitalist liberal democracy. Here, the individual subject, she
says, has two ‘paradigmatic rights’—to own and to exchange—and ‘[a]rt-as-weknow-it’ is able to symbolise these rights. Certainly, the clean, neutral, bare space
experimented with by Barr at MoMA has become the typical way one expects to view
art. In 1976 Brian O’Doherty, in a series of articles in Artforum, began theorising
about the archetypal ideal white gallery space, now known as the ‘white cube’.
O’Doherty (1986, p. 27) says it is ‘a far-from-neutral zone’, and he points out how
‘the history of modern art can be correlated with changes in that space and in the way
we see it’ (1986, p. 14). Grunenberg (1994, p. 206), in his study of the politics of
MoMA’s presentation of art, points out the contradiction in the way the ‘purity and
neutrality’ of the installation was ‘an attempt to escape from the realities of the
external world, belying modernism’s fundamental claim for the integration of art and
life’.

As Staniszewski (2001, pp. 61-2) reminds us, Barr’s approach to exhibition display
seems today so conventional. Yet, in 1929, it was radical. Barr shifted the traditional
viewing of paintings as ‘room decor’ to being single objects for study and
contemplation. Perhaps this was the way Barr, as a connoisseur, would view art works
himself, however the display method also found a compelling analogy with the way
Americans increasingly saw themselves as autonomous individuals. In his focus on
exhibition and display practices in his early period at MoMA, Barr came to articulate
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the discourses of ‘modernist…autonomous aestheticism’, which have since become
predominant in most art museums (Staniszewski 2001, p. 61).20

While Barr held firmly to a conservative interpretation of modern art, he was
extremely interested in the discourses of innovative design and installation as
practised by Lissitzy, Kiesler, Gropius and Bayer in the various expositions in Europe
in the 1920s and 1930s. As the type and content of exhibitions at MoMA expanded to
include popular culture, film, photography, and design, so the options for display
expanded (Staniszewski 2001, p. 73). The European artists had developed a modernist
industrial aesthetic that utilised dynamic design components, stimulating a new
information and display sensibility. Barr emulated the drama and asymmetry of these
design components in his own installation practice. Barr also saw the installation of
exhibitions as a vehicle for education, using the abstract language of placement and
juxtaposition as a form of synthesis. Barr’s interest in avant-garde exhibition design
fuelled many of his ventures, which found an interface with the aesthetic practices
absorbed in Sachs’ course at Harvard.

5.5 Education and Communication
In this section I will discuss the discourses of education and communication that were
to influence Barr’s approach to education within the museum. Barr grew up in a
family with a long heritage of Presbyterian ministers and educators. Kantor (2002, p.
4) says this heritage was to have a lasting impact on Barr’s zeal for education. There
were other discourses on education that, I suggest, would also have had an impact on
20

It is worth noting that fifty years after Barr developed this atmosphere for viewing art, Rudi Fuchs
said in the catalogue for the 1982 Documenta 7, ‘Art is gentle and discreet, she aims for depth and
passion, clarity and warmth’… [it] seems important to disentangle art from the diverse pressures and
social perversions it has to bear’. Fuchs, R. (1982). Introduction Documenta 7. Kassel, Documenta
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Barr. These were derived from the democratising social theories of Thorstein Veblen
and John Dewey (Trask 2012 p. 100), popularised by John Cotton Dana, Director of
the Newark Museum. Dana, through his experience of library outreach work, was
committed to the idea of museums serving their local communities. Museums needed
to be democratic and educational, he believed; they needed to be useful, ‘to be
grounded’ in their communities, and able to respond to local interests and needs. Dana
advocated that it was ‘[i]deas more than objects, the present not the past, material
progress not spiritual uplift’ that should be the guide for the modern museum
(McClellan 2003 p. 20). This was probably going further in embracing material
progress than Barr was prepared to go. However, Barr employed Dorothy Miller as
his assistant in 1934 who was a graduate from Dana’s museum course. Miller was
married to Holger Cahill, also a graduate from Dana’s program, and a curator at the
Newark Museum, and it was Cahill who substituted for Barr in 1932 when Barr took
some leave (Kantor 2002, p. 222). Later, during the New Deal, Cahill was to become
the director of the Federal Art Project a body, which funded the building of
community art centres, public art projects, and museum education programs (Trask
2012, p. 231). Given these close relationships, in all likelihood, there would have been
a considerable flow of ideas on educational philosophy between Dana, Miller, Cahill
and Barr. By the late 1930s, an Education department had been set up at MoMA; by
1939, a Young People’s Gallery; and between 1942 and 1960 there were ‘children’s
carnivals’ (Staniszewski 2001, pp.78-9; p, 318 n. 38). Staniszewski says that these
activities were likely to have been influenced by Dewey’s ‘learning by doing’
approach, which, between the late 1930s and 1940s, had become popular in museums.
These influences, I suggest, interlaced with Barr’s family history of learning and
outreach; for Barr was ever the educator, and became known for his thoroughly
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researched and ‘unrivalled’ catalogues that he created for each exhibition
(Grunenberg 1994, p. 197). McClellan (2003, p. 25) says that the catalogues were
‘steadfastly visual in nature’, and were part of Barr’s strategy to give viewers, in a
straightforward manner, the tools for understanding modern art’s formal properties, as
well as the means to identify the stylistic influences between artists. Kantor (2002, p.
317) says the catalogues were ‘written with meticulous care’ and made a major
contribution to museology as well as to the wider understanding of modern art. Barr
was on a mission to make modern art popular and education was part of the heady
mix of ‘new’ art, democracy and capitalism.

5.6 Scholarship and Art History
This section will discuss how Barr’s scholarship was considered during his career and
more recently, and will highlight the discourses informing Barr’s scholarship. I begin
with a critique of Barr’s 1936 catalogue Cubism and Abstract Art by Barr’s
contemporary Meyer Shapiro (1937, p. 79). Shapiro, while noting the publication was
‘the best’ available in English on abstract art movements, identifies the way Barr,
despite his enthusiasm and thorough account of historical developments, remains
‘essentially ahistorical’. Barr, Shapiro says, presents the history of modern art that is
‘independent of historical conditions…an art of pure form without content’; and
further, that abstract art is developed ‘as an internal immanent process among the
artists’, arising because ‘representational art had been exhausted’. For Shapiro (1937,
pp. 90-1) Barr sells abstract art far too short. Barr’s formalist interpretation, Shapiro
says, overlooks abstract art’s ‘underlying energies’ and its connections to similar
developments in literature and philosophy. For, abstract art is too varied in time and
place to be interpreted as ‘a self-contained development issuing by a kind of internal
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logic directly from esthetic problems’. At every point within abstract art, Shapiro
notes, there are the marks of the ‘psychological conditions surrounding modern
culture’, which Barr glosses over. Buchloh (1984, p. 82), in his study of the Soviet
avant-garde, takes up a similar theme to Shapiro, and criticises Barr for his inability to
see in 1927 in Moscow all that was taking place all around him. As Buchloh says:
[Barr]…witnessed the extraordinary productivity of the original modernist avantgarde…[yet missed] the general awareness among artists and cultural theoreticians that
they were participating in a final transformation of the modernist vanguard
aesthetic…[as well,] there was a growing fear…of…the emergence of totalitarian
repression from within…

Buchloh (1984, p. 84) says Barr was unable to pick up on this ‘paradigm-change
within modernism’ and continued to ask artists about painting. Rodchenko said he
hadn’t painted since 1922, and Lissitzky said ‘he painted only when he had nothing
else to do, and as that was never, never’ (Barr 1978, p. 21; p. 19). It seems Barr’s
allegiance to the theory of the evolutionary development of art ill prepared him to link
the transformative demands of modernity to modern art. From another point of view,
it is curious that Barr, with interests in innovation and experimentation, was so
committed to a conservative view of radical art. Barr’s allegiance to formalism and
the evolutionary model of art development goes back philosophically to Sachs’ course
at Harvard, and to Wölfflin, Riegl and Dvorák, as well as the art historian Roger Fry,
whom Barr had met up with in London in 1927, and whose approach, particularly to
Cézanne, Barr admired and followed (Kantor 2002, p. 148; p. 217).

While Barr may have overlooked ‘the historical conditions’ of modern art, it is
interesting to see, at least in his early publications, how his perceived lack of content
of modern art gave him the platform for his own charged account. In the catalogue for
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the first exhibition at MoMA (The First Loan Exhibition 1929), Barr writes about
Gauguin’s Meyer De Haan and Yellow Christ in the following way:
[His works] completely contradict Impressionism. For soft contours they
substitute rigid angularities: instead of hazy atmosphere they offer colour
surfaces, laquer hard. Instead of denying to painting all ‘literary’ flavor
Gauguin saturates these works with positive psychological content (Kantor
2002, p. 216).

In embracing the intellectual excitement of the new art, Barr brought to it traditional
formalist art theories, which he augmented with his intense style of writing. In early
publications, his writing was quite florid, while in later publications it was infused
with intense empirical observation.

5.7 Business and the Market Economy
This section will look at the way MoMA and Barr rapidly embraced a business model
of operation. This should not be all that surprising, for, as Einreinhofer (1997, p. 151)
notes, from the start, MoMA had ‘close ties to capitalism’. Nevertheless, the business
model of operation for a museum marked a significant shift from the prevailing
concept of a museum as an educational entity. Grunenberg (1994, p. 197) says that the
methods of annual reporting appeared like those of a public company, with ‘elaborate
diagrams’ of income and expenditure, and details of publication sales and visitor
numbers. In a similar way, MoMA’s structure resembled a corporation with president,
board of trustees, director, executive director, and numbers of committees. Given the
make up of the original trustees, perhaps this is predictable; however, the manner in
which Barr seems to have engaged with this himself is surprising. Or, was Barr trying
very hard to fit the museum into a business model? For instance, in a confidential
report to the trustees titled ‘Present status and future direction of the Museum of
Modern Art’ (n.d), Barr identifies the work undertaken by the Museum. It states,
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‘Production—knowledge, criticism, scholarship, understanding, taste (creating the
Museum’s prestige); Distribution—exhibition, circulation of exhibitions to other
venues, catalogues, memberships, publicity, radio’ (cited in Grunenberg 1994, p.
197). And further, in the same document, Barr writes:
Consider the Museum entirely as a business. If the product is good its
duplication and distribution can be endless…It should be impossible to corrupt a
good product by intelligent distribution (cited in Grunenberg 1994, p. 198).

A year after MoMA opened, a public-relations officer was hired to develop strategies
for membership and fundraising. Then, to further develop publicity and ‘distribution’,
a publicity department was set up in within the museum in 1933. As Einreinhofer
(1997, p. 156) adds, this was previously ‘unheard of’ in museum circles.

What assisted with the publicity and marketing of MoMA was being able to change or
renew the product. However, without a collection initially, MoMA operated through
changing temporary exhibitions (in the first two years there was a staggering number
of twenty exhibitions), and, while Barr may not have appreciated it at the time,
Einreinhofer (1997 p. 158) says that a ‘consumer constituency’ was created.
Einreinhofer (1997, pp. 150-1) draws attention to the way MoMA found sympathetic
links between modernism, capitalism and democracy. Modernism strove to find new
means of expression; it questioned past attitudes, and ways of seeing; it promoted a
new way of being and feeling; it liked to take risks, and to challenge precepts. In
many ways, modernism was democraticising. Traditional privileges were questioned,
leading to social change, which, in turn, created more opportunities for education,
employment, and so on. Capitalism, and its drive for change to make room for more
products, in some ways expressed both the modernising impulse and a democratising
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impulse. Capital made available more products for more people, but it also needed to
induce more people to want them. At MoMA ways were found to make the product
continually desirable without undermining what made it desirable in the first place.
As Einreinhofer (1997, p. 151) puts it, the ‘common goals of the scholar and the
capitalist came together to build a democratic, consumer-oriented museum without
sacrificing excellence’. Barr remained at MoMA for his entire working life, despite in
1943 being unceremoniously asked to resign. MoMA was running a deficit for three
years (it was war time after all), and Barr was perceived to be a weak administrator.
Seeking intervention from Abby Rockefeller and Sachs, Barr stepped down as
Director but was able to reinvent his role at MoMA, concentrating on extending the
collection, something that, in 1953, MoMA began to do in earnest. It is interesting to
see the way the MoMA trustees brought the business model of operation into play,
even to the extent of letting the founding director go when profits were down. How
convinced was Barr that this was the way a museum of modern art should run? I
believe that it became a territory in which he didn’t function very well. Ten years after
he was asked to resign, Barr reflected on the attributes of an ideal museum director.
He said of himself:
I had some abilities as a writer, curator, showman, etc. and perhaps a modicum
of professional integrity, but I was inadequate as a fund raiser, general
administrator and diplomat (cited in Kantor 2002, p. 364).

5.8 Connoisseurship
The final identified influencing discourse that, I argue, shaped Barr’s curatorial
practice was connoisseurship, which this section will consider. Sachs had directed his
students to study original paintings (and prints and drawings) each day. This was to
enable close attention to artistic forms, rendered techniques, and compositional
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structure. It was also to make art viewing and analysing art a daily ritual, an
intellectual discipline, a science, a vocation. Practice was required to strengthen these
visual and intellectual skills. It is said that Barr, when making a decision about the
acquisition a particular art work, would install the work close to his office so that he
could find ways to view it many times a day in order to be perfectly sure he was
making the right decision (Kantor 2002, p. 10). Perhaps the commitment to the
visuality of the art works was due to the formalist search for meaning through ‘forms
and structure rather than on subject matter or iconography’ (Kantor 2002, p. 12). Barr
looked for patterns or links or connections between one artist’s work and other
contemporaneous works, or earlier works. Art was explained in part by where it fitted
into the overall scheme. Barr’s famous flow charts were an insight into his belief that
art could be understood as a series of interconnecting chains. It was an artist’s
originality (or rebellion or ‘reaction’) that drove stylistic change throughout history
(cited in Kantor 2002, p. 121). Barr’s understanding of art came through analysis and
rational explanation. As Kantor (2002, p. 120) points out, formalism was an approach
that could be applied across all art forms, all art periods, all art styles. This was its
strength. It was also an approach to connoisseurship that enabled Barr to spread his
interests widely and enabled him to make clear annunciations about all art.

5.9 Conclusion
Traditional art historical discourses underpinned Barr’s formalist assessment of
modern art. This gave a sense of rigour and objectivity to his work. Barr’s early
exhibitions at MoMA were installed using the method advocated by Sachs at Harvard,
of a single low line of chronologically well-spaced paintings. Barr also drew on
exhibition displays he had encountered at the Hanover Museum and the Folkwang
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Museum in Essen, Germany, where the walls were lined with a neutral-coloured
heavy cloth. This gave an overall sense of the art works being suspended, as if in
another world. They appeared to be autonomous and not affected by the pace of life
elsewhere, or the circumstances of their making, or the subject matter depicted.
Scholars have pointed out that this display method found a remarkable coupling with
the American foundation myth of individual autonomy, such that in viewing a single
work of art, the viewer gains a heightened sense of their own independence or
freedom. This display method has had such an influential impact on twentieth-century
museums that it is now the expected way to view art. As the type and content of
exhibitions at MoMA expanded to include popular culture, film, photography, and
design, so the options for display increased and Barr drew on the discourses of
innovative design and installation as practised by Lissitzy, Kiesler, Gropius and Bayer
in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. This was an aspect of the avant-garde that Barr
found very stimulating and he emulated the drama and asymmetry of these
components into his own installation practice.

Central to the development of museums in America after WW1 were discourses on
education, which went hand in hand with modernising discourses of democracy. Barr
saw learning occurring through clear and concise instruction, and this is what he
sought to do in his writing and museum displays. Einreinhofer (1997, p. 169) says
Barr wanted the concept of publication to include not only scholarly work but
effectively all outreach work: printed materials, lectures, gallery labels, reproductions.
As well, Barr saw all aspects of the museum’s production and distribution potentially
contributing to the development of an appreciation of modern art. In this way, Barr’s
drive for effective communication was to play a large part in defining and shaping his
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curatorial practice. In the early years of MoMA, Barr appears to have embraced the
business discourses of MoMA’s trustees. One can only imagine the pressure for
compliance in sitting around tables with the likes of Ford, Goodyear, Guggenheim,
Whitney, Clark, Paley, Nelson, and David Rockefeller. Einreinhofer (1997, p. 169)
says the ‘educational democratic nature of the museum propelled it toward a
consumer-oriented role’, and, certainly, the aspirations of the founders, coupled with
Barr’s desire for an all inclusive museum of the modern arts, drove the museum into
increasingly expansionary orbits of business development. However, it was also these
discourses of organisational efficiency and priority of the bottom line that came close
to bringing Barr’s own employment to an end. What probably sustained Barr’s
employment at MoMA were his skills and knowledge as a connoisseur. The
prevailing discourses on connoisseurship were central to Barr’s role as a curator. In
many ways, he saw connoisseurship as a vocation; such was his passion for ‘being’
with art. His success in visualising, locating, identifying, understanding, and selecting
art works were strongly informed by the discipline of discernment. His formalist
approach to art assessment gave him an ability to make scholarly assessments across
all art forms, all art periods, all art styles. As MoMA began to accumulate an
astonishing collection of modernist art, its strengths were largely due to Barr’s
knowledge of the art world, of collections, auctions, and donors.

I argue that curatorial roles are shaped and defined by competing discourses. In
discussing the curatorial activities of Alfred Barr in the early days of MoMA, the
influencing discourses I have identified can be summarised as pertaining to art
history, exhibition making and design, education and communication, business and
marketing, and, interconnecting them all, discourses on connoisseurship. Bringing art
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objects into public display is dependent upon the network of interdependent
discourses, and each discourse is itself highly mediated by the prevailing sociopolitical conditions.

Are there continuities to be found in Barr’s practice and the curatorial practices
(identified in a general sense) at the British Museum and the Louvre? There are
approximately one-and-a-half centuries separating the founding of MoMA from these
other two institutions. And yet, there are continuities to be found on a number of
levels. Perhaps at the deepest level, is what Ward (1995, p. 76) speaks of as a
haunting from the royal past, when the art collection’s broad function was to reinforce
the ‘magnificence of the absolute ruler’. MoMA can been seen to lean to a past
magnificence but it is also bridge to the late-twentieth century museum, where
economies of production and business practices would play an ever increasing role in
the life of an art museum. Barr, too, is a bridge. He carries continuities in his
curatorial practice that can be seen in his single-minded commitment to scholarly
research, identified in curatorial practice at the British Museum, and in his passion for
connoisseurship as practiced at the Louvre. But Barr also points to future curatorial
practice, where managing education and communication would become foremost,
where the curator would become closely identified with the art they chose, and where
changing exhibitions would drive the publicity machine needed in the global
economy. The next three chapters shift from an historical investigation of curatorial
practice to a study of the practices of three independent curators. While their practices
appear to have little connection with those of Barr’s, there are tensions of a similar
order that I will map out in the following examples of practice. The first curator I
discuss, Seth Siegelaub, begins to work with artists in New York at about the same
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time that Barr retires from MoMA, and MoMA is regarded by the current generation
of artists as outmoded and disconnected from the ‘real’ world.
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Chapter 6: Seth Siegelaub—Art World Outsider and Exhibition
Innovator
6.1 Overview
This is the first of a suite of three chapters, each of which considers the individual
practice of a particular curator. Up to this point in the thesis, I have looked at historical
transformations that have taken place in object collections in order to identify the
shifts that have taken place in the practices of collectors, art advisors and curators. The
first two chapters considered the formation of the earliest recognised art and object
collections, and the role that art advisors played in overseeing them, while the last two
chapters considered the establishment of three significant museums—the British
Museum and the Louvre in the eighteenth century, and the Museum of Modern Art in
the early-twentieth century. In these later studies in particular, I was looking for
transformations and emerging discourses that, I argue, have defined and shaped the
curator in each period. The last chapter on Alfred Barr at MoMA has links to the
earlier period of museum development, while also foretelling the time I consider in
this chapter, when artists and curators self-organise to find their own way outside of
conventional art structures to exhibit and publicise art. This chapter examines the
innovative strategies and new possibilities for exhibiting art that were devised by
independent curator Seth Siegelaub between 1967 and 1972 in New York. Siegelaub is
an early example of a curator whose practice developed outside of an art museum. I
argue here that although Siegelaub begins as an outsider to the art world he acquires
traction, largely through friendships, effective networking, his organising ability, and
innovative ways of exhibiting, and distributing artists’ work. Much of the material in
this chapter has been informed by discourse analysis of an interview I conducted with
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Siegelaub in Amsterdam in June 2005, and is supported by textual analyses of articles
written by Siegelaub, other literature relating to his work, and accounts of the artists
with whom he worked. As well, I have drawn on analyses of literature of the culture of
the times. I begin the chapter by identifying a number of fields of discourse, which I
argue have impacted and shaped Siegelaub’s curatorial practice. These discourses
include those surrounding institutional critique—a body of criticism embraced by
many artists from the late 1960s, which inspired a radical art practice; discourses of
both individualism and collaboration; and, the evolving discourses on entrepreneurial
creativity, where art and business find surprising parallels in their modus operandi.
While compatibilities between these discourses can be found, what is also apparent are
tensions and even contradictions. Before proceeding to discuss these in depth, I
provide a broad contextual background to Siegelaub’s involvement in dealing and
exhibiting art, and identify key elements about conceptual art that is relevant to his
practice.

6.2 Siegelaub as an Art World Outsider
Siegelaub entered the New York art world with little financial capital, having only
worked for a real-estate entrepreneur for a short period of time. Despite the fact that he
had no academic or professional education, he opened his first gallery, Seth Siegelaub
Contemporary Art (initially and briefly in partnership), located at 16 West 56th St,
New York, in 1964, when he was twenty-three years old. The gallery closed after 18
months because Siegelaub was unable to cover the overheads, and reportedly, he
found having to be in one place to operate a gallery too rigid, restrictive, and boring.
Siegelaub moved to a two-room apartment at Madison Avenue and 82nd Street, New
York, and continued dealing in art from his apartment, although he now focused on a
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smaller, and more readily identifiable, group of artists. Their art tended to eschew
material value, and increasingly existed as ideas. This in turn lent to devising new and
different ways of being exhibited. Siegelaub seems to have adeptly recognised the
synergy between the major communication and distribution changes taking place at
this time, and the inherent possibilities of conceptual art. As Siegelaub said, ‘So there
was sort of a…synthesis between what they were doing and how I was trying to be
able to show their work’ (Siegelaub 2005).21 While conceptual art emerged within the
social unrest of the protest movements, it also anticipated the new economic paradigm
of advanced capitalism, in which new forms of communication and information
distribution were to play a dominant role. Coupled with this were new forms and
levels of consumption, underwritten by the rapid expansion of advertising and mass
media (Alberro 2003, pp. 2-3).

Alexander Alberro (2003, pp. 2-3) identifies that conceptual art’s ‘unusual formal
features and mode of circulation’ tapped into the ‘deeper logic’ of advanced
capitalism. This was the field of contradictions that conceptual art straddled. Benjamin
Buchloh (1990, p. 107) draws attention to the radical nature of conceptual art, saying
that it problematised ‘the role (or death) of the author’, ‘the conditions of
receivership’, as well as ‘the role of the spectator’, which initiated a rigorous
questioning of the conventional practices of representation and visuality. In this
process, conceptual art pushed aside ‘object status and commodity form’, and any
sense of ‘imaginary and bodily experience’, of materiality, or narrative. Along with
this also went identifiable artistic individuality and skill (Buchloh 1990, p. 143).

21

All further Siegelaub quotes are taken from my 2005 interview with him, unless otherwise
referenced.
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Accompanying these significant changes in art production, Alberro (2003, p. 24)
maintains, was the transformation of art marketing and distribution initiated by
Siegelaub. Alberro (2003, p. 12) emphasises that, from the beginning of Siegeluab’s
career as an art dealer and exhibition organiser, he recognised the importance of
developing press coverage and publicity, and had the ‘knack’ for achieving it.
Siegelaub also had become accomplished at targeting potential collectors with
personalised direct mail (Alberro 2003, p. 175 n. 25). By day, Siegelaub was
‘tirelessly drafting promotional letters and telephoning prospective patrons’, and by
night socialising and networking with artists, critics, collectors and celebrities at the
Manhattan restaurant-bar Max’s Kansas City (Alberro 2003, p. 12). An important
tactic that Siegelaub used for building cultural capital22 was to create a sense of
excitement for the new art through gatherings he held at his apartment on Sunday
afternoons, to which he invited collectors, critics and museum curators to socialise
with the artists he represented (Alberro 2003, p. 12). This ‘inner circle’, Alberro notes,
was to play a crucial role in the promotion of conceptual art. For, while the art itself
was ostensibly accessible to a wide public requiring no privileged understanding of
art, it was in fact obscure and difficult, and rendered ‘incomprehensible to all but a
small closed circle’ (Alberro 2003, p. 57).

What is both perplexing and of interest about the different discourses identified as
influential in shaping Siegelaub’s practice is the manner in which they overlay each
other, but are nevertheless also in tension with each other. For instance, discourses of
institutional critique bring into play acts of resistance to the symbolic authority of the
art museum, and forms of traditional art representation, and in the process tend to
22

I am again using Bourdieu concept of cultural capital. Bourdieu, P. (1993). The Field of Cultural
Production. Cambridge, Polity Press. p. 7.
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foreground the individual. Yet through the protest movements of the time, where
social structures were reassessed, discourses of collective and collaborative relations
equally arise. In addition, the manner in which art and artists turned away from the
site of the museum to embrace the everyday, taps into an entrepreneurial drive for
innovation explicated by a rejuvenating business culture. However if we pair
discourses of institutional critique with those of entrepreneurialism, or discourses that
foreground the individual with discourses around collaboration, significant tensions
arise. It was a mix of volatility and change. Such that Arthur Marwick (1998, p. 13)
says that ‘most of the movements … at the heart of the sixties change were
thoroughly imbued with the entrepreneurial profit-making ethic’. That said, what also
needs to be taken into account is that Siegelaub’s productive and innovative practice
occurred with very little exchange of money. In fact, it seems possible that lack of
money may have stimulated and propelled much of the activity.23 However, despite
the constant search for money, making money seems to have had little to do with the
ventures. ‘It was about the excitement, intellectual ideas, or changing the world which
was the turn on’, Siegelaub told Paul O’Neill (2006, p. 5). As Siegelaub24 further says
of the time:
the specific art making economics were such that it didn’t involve lots of
money … to do, so it was possible with my own head of steam and
organising ability or whatever you want to call it, and with one or two
collectors putting in a few hundred dollars, you could do an exhibition.

When I asked Siegelaub whether he could make a living from this existence, he
replied:

23

Interesting parallels are found in B Kölle ‘How Can We Exhibit the Most Interesting Young Artists
in Düsseldorf Without any Money?’ This is a discussion between Hans Strelow about his partnership
with Konrad Fischer from 1968 to 1971, when they initiated innovative exhibitions of new art.
Siegelaub and Fischer became friends about this time.
24
All Siegelaub’s quotes are drawn from my 2005 interview with him, unless otherwise referenced.
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Yeah, I think I did … because from time to time you sold some work; from
time to time you did a talk … but it was a very modest existence to be sure.

This was a period in the United States of great social change. The ripples of the
counter-cultural movement were felt across all aspects of society: social relations,
employment, education, telecommunications, politics, and, not surprisingly, art. In the
following section, I discuss Siegelaub’s practice through key discourses that I argue
defined and shaped his practice.

6.3 New Exhibition Practices an Effect of Discourses of Institutional Critique
Siegelaub began his exhibition-organising work in the mid-1960s. In the background
were the evolving discourses of criticism in which social standards, values, and
priorities were challenged. This section will outline the sources of the social and
cultural critique and the ways that these discourses impacted on artists, and, for
Siegelaub, shaped new ways of exhibiting art. To do this, I will discuss each of the
exhibitions and projects that Siegelaub undertook between 1967 and 1972.

The politics of the civil rights and the anti-Vietnam War movements had far-reaching
impact on artists, for they highlighted the way systems of power operated within
society. ‘Sites’ of power were prime targets for scrutiny, and as Sayres (1984, p. 7)
says, were ‘subjected to … withering critique’; this included art museums.
‘Institutional critique’ (as it became known in the mid-1980s) was a critique of the
‘ideological and representative social functions’ of art institutions (Sheikh 2006, p. 1).
Its sites of influence included a number of connected ‘spaces and economies’, such as
the studio, gallery, art museum, art criticism, art history, and the art market,
constituting ‘a system of practices … open to social, economic and political
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pressures’ (Kwon 1997 , p. 88). The critique aimed to ‘decode and/or recode’ the
nature and function of the art institution, exposing ‘their hidden yet motivated
operations’, and revealing the ways in which institutions shape the meaning and value
of art (Kwon 1997 , p. 88).

Artists began protest action against the Vietnam War with a full-page advertisement in
The New York Times, June 27, 1965, signed by 500 artists and writers, headlined ‘End
Your Silence’ (Schwartz 1970, p. 96). Other artist-specific protest events followed and
it was quickly perceived, Schwartz (1970, p. 98) says, that full-page ads had little
effect, and nor did ‘orthodox’ protests. Other means were needed. Schwartz (1970, p.
100) identifies that in time artists began to use themselves performatively as means of
protest. Further, artists began to organise independent exhibitions outside the gallery
system, using their shared studios. Michael Craig-Martin (1988, p. 3) writes that it is in
the mid-1960s that the first artists to be formally educated were graduating from art
colleges or art departments of universities. They were reading John Cage, Buckminster
Fuller, and Marshall McLuhan, and began to challenge, he says, the antiintellectualism of traditional art instruction, seeing themselves and the art they made as
‘participating in the intellectual life of the time’.

In their published conversation in 1967 in the Arts Yearbook, Allan Kaprow and
Robert Smithson (2009, pp. 56-60) discussed the purpose of an art museum. The art
museum, they say, is irrelevant to the current artwork being made; it is moribund and
open to all sorts of mockery. Smithson saw the art museum as ‘tending more toward a
kind of specialist entertainment’. It is more ‘discothèque’, he says, and less art.

143

Kaprow says that despite concessions being made by art museums to link art and life,
what is produced is rather ‘canned life, an aesthetic illustration of life’.

In March 1968 the exhibition Dada, Surrealism, and Their Heritage opened at
MoMA to artists, critics, and writers protesting at the entrance to the museum. They
argued that MoMA had co-opted Dada, an ‘anarchistic revolutionary movement’, and
turned the artworks into ‘a collection of boutique objects’ (cited in Schwartz 1970, p.
100). Interestingly, these two critiques of the art museum—that the art museum is
inauthentic, and that objects within the museum are neutralised through a loss of
context—were the very critiques levelled by some artists and art historians at the
formation of the Louvre in 1793 (Maleuvre 1999, p. 2). Maleuvre (1999, p. 2) points
out that ‘[t]he museum is a shifting value in the discourse on culture’, and that ‘[t]he
reconciliation of art with existence’ has been strived for by both ‘authoritarian
regimes and left-leaning museum reformers alike’.

By January 1969 the Art Workers’ Coalition (AWC) had formed in New York and a
list of demands was presented to MoMA. These focused, interestingly, on
recommending changes for the structure of the art museum, and not, as Schwartz
(1973, p. 68) points out, to seek discussion regarding the museum’s exhibitions, or
curatorial bias, or the way standards were determined. The AWC’s demands,
however, sought to make the art museum more equitable (recommending the board of
trustees comprise artists, staff and patrons, with stronger representation of AfricanAmerican, Puerto Rican, and female artists), more accessible (free admission;
outreach programs to other communities), and more commitment to artists’ welfare
(moral rights; paying of rental fees; droit de suite). Written correspondence (all made
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public through several publications) took place with the Director of MoMA over the
subsequent months, as did weekly artist meetings, which led to a large demonstration
of 300 artists in the MoMA’s Sculpture Garden. Schwartz (1973, p. 300) says that
‘the atmosphere was exhilarating’ because the artists had claimed a presence ‘within
the hallowed precincts’ of the museum. As the group of artists in AWC grew, so did
the diversity of their politics, which were articulated through Open Hearings, and the
Guerrilla Art Action Group events. Mary Anne Staniszewski (2001, p. 264) says the
interchange between artists and the museum increased over the next year with a
number of committees set up to consider MoMA’s relationship with women artists
and African-American artists. Despite promises being made by museum staff to
artists’ demands, the trustees were usually uncompromising, although for a brief
period, free admission was allowed one day a week. Overall, Staniszewsky says, at
the time there was little change in museum policy; nevertheless, the artists’ actions
stirred lasting discussions among trustees and staff, and have continued to this day to
influence museum reform. Artist protests spread to other museums and other cities for
‘no modern art institution was immune’ (Staniszewski 2001, p. 268). And, through
these actions many artists realised for the first time the political nature of modern art.

In April 1969, Gregory Battcock (2009, pp. 90-2), one of the early protesters at the
Dada exhibition, gave a paper at an ‘Open Hearing’ of the AWC, where he articulated
the political grounds for the ongoing MoMA protest. Firstly, he argued, the museum
operated under antiquated guidelines and ‘distorted obsessions’. Its values were
‘oppressive, culturally debilitating, and socially and aesthetically negative’. Battcock
readily finds links between the ‘super-rich’ trustees of art museums, and all the major
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corporations in communication, mining, and manufacture, who were involved in some
manner with the waging of war in Vietnam. He says:
As long as the museum functions under the guise of an artistic and educational
operation, under the control of those same people who con other people into robbing,
oppressing, burning, maiming, killing, and brainwashing for them, then we must
continue our protest and agitate from their complete removal from the art condition
(Battcock 2009, p. 91).

In the spirit of the times, Battcock (2009, p. 92) called for the Director of MoMA to
be brought to trial before a democratic court in order to reveal what the Museum ‘has
been up to for all these years’, and to throw light on ‘the contemporary art structure,
its reasons, its behaviors, and the far-reaching social, cultural, and ethical
implications’. This was clearly rhetoric, however, Battcock’s paper affirms that
MoMA, despite its early days ‘as champion of the new’ (Duncan 1993, p. 190), had
by this time become out-of-touch, and held an ‘exclusionary view of Modern art’s
history’ (Smith 1993, p. 387).

The articulated critique of the museum was largely focused on the concept of
inauthenticity, in the way the museum removed art from life. The AWC’s reformist
charter identified equity, accessibility, and artist welfare as ways to make the museum
more purposeful and relevant. These oppositional and reforming discourses quickened
the desire for exploring other modes of exhibition and dialogue about art. Siegelaub
attended AWC meetings, as did the artists he was representing. Thinking back to these
times, Siegelaub recounted to me the way political issues were impacting on all
aspects of life and art. He notes the various ways artists responded—through direct
representation of the issues, and through responding in a more conceptual, ‘non
materialistic or less materialistic way’ as means to reject existing expectations of art:
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So we were sort of floating … between that [new technologies, developments in mass
media] and the Vietnam War and the students’ movement, we were floating on all those
ideas, which were sort of pushing up right at us. And although there, as I’ve always
said, … were many artists that exclusively dealt with these kinds of issues in their work,
there’s absolutely no doubt in my mind, that these … formed the background for …
frankly everything and anything people were thinking about … especially people …
[with] sort of non materialistic or less materialistic [views].

Further, Siegelaub identifies the extent artists at this time questioned the purpose, form
and place of art:
I think … many artists, not just my artists, the ones I was close to … were
looking at property, manipulation, longevity of an artwork … [were] these
going to be able to transcend time, so to speak, or whether they should, the
condition of the artist in relation to the viewer, the public and things like that …
So there’s a whole series of sorts of concerns that … underline the production
of much of this work.

In his interview with Paul O’Neill (2006, p. 5), Siegelaub further elaborates on how
the critique of the museum influenced his search for other ways to exhibit the new
art, which conveyed ideas rather than a physical presence:
it became clear to me that the solution to the problems that were posed by the nature of
their work and the ideas behind it, that a gallery was not necessarily the most ideal
environment to show it. By that I mean not just the physical gallery but also the social
idea of a sort of ‘semi religious’ sacred space, everyone knew and visited.

It was early in 1968 that Siegelaub was given the opportunity to facilitate exhibitions
of ‘new art’ at two regional colleges—Bradford Junior College (Massachusetts) and
Windham College (Vermont). In retrospect, this was the turning point for Siegelaub—
moving him from private art dealing into the public sphere of exhibition making.
Without a gallery at Windham College, Siegelaub suggested that the artists—Carl
Andre, Lawrence Weiner and Robert Barry create temporary outdoor works in the
grounds of the campus, using local materials. Although land art was beginning to
develop the year before through the work of Michael Heizer, Walter de Maria, and
Dennis Oppenheim, it was the Windham College show that was later recognised as the
‘lynchpin’ in the move from gallery and institutional spaces to specifically sited art
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works (Alberro 2003, p. 18). In a manner that is common now, though in the 1960s
was not, Siegelub organised a symposium to accompany the exhibition, inviting Dan
Graham as the moderator. Graham was a sound choice, for as a young artist and critic,
he was to play a crucial role in defining conceptual art through his journal articles
(Alberro 2003, p. 20). As well, the symposium signalled that conceptual art was as
much about dialogue and debate as art objects, and in this way provided another
opportunity for publicity. Siegelaub used the strategy of orchestrating other people to
speak about the artists’ work25 through forums linked to exhibitions. He also used the
informality of interviews or panel discussions, in which he moderated, and the artists
were the speakers. The text would then be transcribed, edited, and then sent off to art
journals for publication (Alberro 2003, p. 186 n. 3; p. 177 n. 41). Siegelaub was very
aware of the possibilities that opened up with increased access to mass
communication. Advertisements in newspapers and art journals appeared with the
same info-style as the artists’ work (Alberro 2003, p. 133). Alberro (2003, p. 156)
argues that the design format of Siegelaub’s advertisements was not accidental.
Rather, it highlighted the close parallels between the new conceptual art and
advertising itself, ‘which sells ideas as fluidly as objects’. While newspapers and
journals increased publicity, and created cultural capital for Siegelaub, the artists, and
the new art, they also had the potential to extend the audience of conceptual art
dramatically. As Siegelaub said in 1969 to Norvell (Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 40):
by making a piece that is an unlimited edition of, say, a million copies in the case of
big newspapers … you’ve really made your art; you’ve extended your art to a million
people (Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 40).

25

Bourdieu’s commentary on ‘disinterestedness’ is very applicable here. Bourdieu, P. (1993). The
Field of Cultural Production. Cambridge, Polity Press. pp. 77-79.
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Siegelaub was attuned to the fact that knowledge of art and artists circulated much
more actively through the print media and word of mouth, than by actually viewing art
in gallery exhibitions (Meyer 1973, pp. 124-5). He also recognised how badly painting
and sculpture fared in printed media. However, he says, for art with little or no
physical presence, ‘its intrinsic (communicative) value is not altered by its
presentation in printed media…’ such that the catalogue could even become the
exhibition (Siegelaub 1973, p. 168). This would be a means for Siegelaub to resolve a
major problem, which was how to deal in art that had less and less of a physical
presence. How to exhibit it? How to market it? If owning art was no longer an
intended outcome, how could it be sold? Siegelaub told Ursula Meyer (cited in 1973,
p. 124) that communication in art took place in three ways: ‘Artists knowing what
other artists are doing. The community knowing what artists are doing. The world
knowing what artists are doing.’ Catalogues and books, Siegelaub believed, were the
most effective way of engaging in all three forms of communication at once,
facilitating, what Marwick (1998, p. 25) describes as, the ‘new ambience of
international cultural exchange’.

For his first published exhibition catalogue Douglas Huebler: November 1968,
Siegelaub had begun a direct-mail promotional campaign from the middle of 1968.
While he had not been able to secure buyers for Heubler’s work, he had raised funds
for the catalogue costs from a patron. The catalogue contained information and maps
for specifically sited works. One work described a changing site in New York City
identified by stickers placed on stationary and moving objects; another work, 42nd
Parallel identified the exchange of postal receipts from the Chambers of Commerce of
fourteen towns along that latitude of 3,000 miles (Altshuler 1994, p. 238). This was
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non-object, performative, and impermanent art. It had no presence outside of the
catalogue. Despite this assertion, Siegelaub had drawn up ‘a certificate of ownership’,
which stated that photographs, drawings and the receipt ‘will permanently document
the existence of the piece’ (cited in Alberro 2003, pp. 190-1 n. 45). Within the month,
Siegelaub had published his second exhibition catalogue, Lawrence Weiner’s
Statements. It comprised general and specific statements of simple prosaic acts, such
as: ‘Two minutes of spray paint directly upon the floor from a standard aerosol spray
can.’ Altshuler (1994, p. 238) notes that each of the statements carried an ‘ontological
ringer’ in that the individual ‘receiving’ the work could decide whether the work
would be made by the artist, someone else, or no one at all. Siegelaub said about
Weiner’s work:
Much of the work, or the intention of much of the work … being printed like
Weiner’s Statements … [was that] that’s it. I mean in other words it doesn’t lead
you somewhere else where you have the real work. In other words it’s just as
much contained there.

This style of speech was part of a radical rhetoric that many of the artists used as a ploy
to alarm viewers but also as a way to stake out their difference from other forms of art.
It seems the most feared idea—that art would not mean anything, or even be
anything—was what artists particularly targeted. Weiner’s Statements was a
publication of art ideas. There were no images, no illustrations, yet possibly in order to
assert Siegelaub and the artist’s credibility, there was an indication that some of these
statements were already in collections. Siegelaub says of selling Weiner’s work:
Yes, there is a problem about business, about selling it and, you know, uniqueness …
but all of those things were part of the question and process that were being dealt with
by most of these artists.

And, in an ironic way, it seems that this difficulty in selling the work was the very
aspect that attracted particular collectors or ‘converted clientele’ (Bourdieu 1993, p.
75).
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The catalogues Siegelaub produced were to have a number of purposes. They
validated the art, they created extraordinary archival material (it was only a couple of
years later that Lucy Lippard (1997 (1973)) was compiling her large annotated
bibliography on the years between 1966 and 1972), and they were a valuable
marketing tool (Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 11). Catalogues were an effective means
to build symbolic capital for Siegelaub and the artists he represented. However, what
the catalogues did not do was provide an interpretive bridge for the art. There were no
essays or introductions and no thematic titles. For these, Siegelaub said, created
‘outside verbal information’ that prejudiced ‘the viewing situation’ (Siegelaub 1973,
p. 170). However, this sense of the purity of an idea was part of the catalogue’s
fascination too.

The Xerox Book published in December 1968 was another of Siegelaub’s exhibition
catalogues, which featured the following artists: Carl Andre, Robert Barry, Douglas
Huebler, Joseph Kosuth, Sol LeWit, Robert Morris, and Lawrence Weiner. The artists
were each given the brief to produce a work comprising twenty-five photocopied
pages. The photocopying process appealed to Siegelaub in a few ways. It was a novel
process for artistic production, and, as he emphasised in his press release, it was an
advanced form of media, which also ‘deprivileged and depersonalised the art-making
process’ (Alberro 2003, p. 133; p. 135). Again triumphing disinterest, Siegelaub, in
his conversation with Norvell, says he chose the Xerox ‘because it’s such a bland,
shitty reproduction, really just for the exchange of information. That’s all a Xerox is
about’ (cited in Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 39). Siegelaub was not, in fact, the first
to conceive of using photocopies as a way of making or exhibiting art— a couple of
years before, Mel Bochner had developed the idea for exhibition (Alberro 2003, p.
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133). However, while not always the first with the idea, Siegelaub was the often the
first to optimise the idea. Indeed, the idea might have been fully optimised had
Siegelaub been able to convince the Xerox Corporation to underwrite the project. The
Xerox Corp. declined, so 1000 copies were printed (rather than photocopied) with
support from Siegelaub’s business partner Jack Wendler. The Xerox Book was largely
distributed through Siegelaub’s mail network and in effect became a form of
advanced publicity for the January 5-31, 1969 exhibition.

The January Show as it was to be referred to later, with the work of Barry, Kosuth,
Huebler and Weiner, made quite an impression. The exhibition consisted of a
catalogue and traces of works in an empty office space (on loan to Siegelaub for the
month of January) at 44 East 52nd Street, New York. Siegelaub (cited in Lippard
1997 (1973), p. 71) describes the terms of the exhibition: ‘The exhibition consists of
(the ideas communicated in) the catalog; the physical presence (of the work) is
supplementary to the catalog.’ Siegelaub unravels this conundrum further:
What it means is basically the show was the catalogue you had in your hand and [while]
there were two works of each artist in the [January] show … they were like an
illustration. In other words it was an attempt to turn their relationship around … because
their work was conveyed … could be conveyed … equally well, as well or if not better
via a catalogue or printed piece of media … [than] the work that was actually put on the
walls [which] were really just like examples … just like … what the work … could
physically … be like.
…
[I]t also drew focus away from the physical objects, which may have been on the wall,
into the catalogue which was intended to be the primary information for that exhibition
and so it was … a question of trying or at least posing the problem of switching that
relationship so that it invert[ed] the relationship.

Unsurprisingly, the idea that the artwork present in the exhibition was not really the
work, or was just one manifestation of it was puzzling to many. Jo Melvin (2012, p.
250) indicates that this was a strategy Siegelaub was experimenting with to see
whether art works could be ‘accessed differently and distributed cheaply through
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publications’ and the gallery dispensed with entirely. The January show exhibition
space consisted of two rooms. In one sat a receptionist at a desk, with a telephone, a
couch, a coffee table and catalogues for perusal. Part of the receptionist’s duties were
to take Polaroid photographs every half hour, over a period of six hours of a
dispersing rectangle of sawdust that had been placed in the hallway the morning the
exhibition opened. This was one of Huebler’s works. In the second room there were
two works by each artist. Barry’s works were imperceptible FM and AM radio waves.
Technical details were displayed on typed labels on the wall. Kosuth’s works were
pages from newspapers where he had placed thesaurus entries (as advertisements) for
the words existence (New York Times, Museum News, the Nation, Artforum) and time
(The London Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Financial Times, the Daily Express, the
Observer). Huebler placed on the windowsill thirteen photographs of the ground taken
every 50 miles along the 650 miles between three cities: Haverhill, Windham, New
York. Weiner removed a 36-inch square of plaster from the wall and poured bleach on
the carpet to create An Amount of Bleach Poured onto the Rug and Allowed to Bleach
(Altshuler 1994, pp. 239-43). To confound matters regarding the exhibition further, all
the works were identified in the catalogue as already being in private collections.
There were no questions about whether it was art or not, because collectors had
already staked their claim on it as art. Siegelaub says of the tactic:
That was a move that I really liked to do. I mean, it was a very conscious … I wanted it
to have a little more institutional quality. A little less sort of salesmanship … I wanted to
be able to say to people, I’m sorry it’s been sold … I was definitely trying to present the
works not as [in] a gallery, you know, a little outside of that realm, and we wanted to be
making money on it. And we really had to hustle because a lot of the art is only between
[artists themselves] … But it was just possible to be able to say to people either verbally
or when they opened the catalogue with all the works [that] nothing is available.

Further, with Paul O’Neill (2006), Siegelaub says:
I also decided that no works were to be available for sale to remove it from the usual
gallery environment. Collectively we came up with a format that the four artists and
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myself were happy with … [It was] more like research and development as opposed to
merchandizing or mass marketing.

Nine reviews of the exhibition were written in papers and journals, including New
York Times, Studio International, New York, Mademoiselle, and the Financial Times
(Alberro 2003, p. 209 n. 35). Then there were the self-interviews by the artists with
Arthur R. Rose (Joseph Kosuth’s pseudonym) in Arts Magazine and countless
interviews with Siegelaub. Twenty years later, the exhibition was still centre stage in
Robert Morgan’s (1989, pp. 40-3) article in Arts Magazine ‘The Situation of
Conceptual Art: The “January Show” and After’, and, in the same issue ‘The Return
of Arthur R. Rose’ where Arthur R. Rose re-interviews the four January Show artists
(including himself). This is not a bad record for an exhibition that was only seen by
488 people at the time (seven to thirty visitors a day), though, as Altshuler (1994, p.
272 n. 9) points out, the names in the visitors book indicate the exhibition was viewed
by those who mattered—a very significant number of American and international
artists.

Following closely in 1969 were other projects in which the catalogue was the
exhibition. These catalogues were mailed out and freely distributed at Max’s (S
Siegelaub 2005 pers. comm. May). One Month was Siegelaub’s first international
exhibition, and involved thirty-one artists. Each artist was given a day in March 1969
on which to make or propose an artwork. In Siegelaub’s letter to the artists (included
in the catalogue), they were given three choices:
1. To have their names listed, with a description of their ‘work’ and/or relevant information;
2. To have their names listed, with no other information;
3. Not to have their names listed at all (cited in Perreault 1969, pp. 13-14).

Some artists Perreault tells us ‘participated’ by choosing 2 and 3.

154

In April 1969 the next exhibition took the form of a poster. It was Barry’s Inert Gas
Series (sponsored by an art patron) sited in Southern California. As Siegelaub said to
Norvell (cited in Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 33), ‘[w]e went out there and he made
the show and I exhibited it’. The ‘show’ consisted of Barry releasing invisible gases
into the atmosphere. The ‘exhibition’ consisted of a large poster mailed to 600
individuals and art institutions. And, totally fitting for an invisible artwork,
Siegelaub’s Californian address was no more than a post office box number, with the
phone number connected to an answering service that gave a recorded description of
the work. In May 1969, Siegelaub with Jan Dibbets, a Dutch conceptual artist, created
an exhibition in Amsterdam on 9, 12, and 30 May. It consisted of printed postcards
mailed to Dibbets from New York. This can now be recognised as an early
networking idea: simple idea, little cost, little organisation—where the whole was
greater than the parts. Siegelaub seemed to use every project to experiment with new
modes of communication. The exhibition titled May 19-June19, 1969 at Simon Fraser
University, Vancouver, illustrates this well. This was an exhibition with ten artists—
Siegelaub’s four from the January Show, and six other artists working conceptually.
The symposium took the form of a telephone hook-up between New York, Ottawa
and Vancouver with the artists, and with local critics and curators in Vancouver.
Siegelaub moderated from New York. The linkup was transmitted to the audience in
the university theatre through a public address system with telephones in the theatre
for audience participation (Alberro 2003, p. 156).

In his interview with Norvell in April 1969, Siegelaub indicated he was very excited
by his next exhibition titled July, August, September, 1969. There were eleven artists
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who were to make work in eleven different locations across the world. Siegelaub
worked with his fundamental base of artists, who were now spread widely: Robert
Barry (Baltimore), Douglas Huebler (Los Angeles), Joseph Kosuth (Portales, New
Mexico), and Lawrence Weiner (Niagara Falls/ New York/ Ontario); in addition,
there was Carl Andre (The Hague), Daniel Buren (Paris), Jan Dibbets (Amsterdam),
Sol LeWitt (Dusseldorf), Richard Long (Bristol, England), N.E. Thing Company
(Vancouver), and Robert Smithson (Yucatan, Mexico). Fittingly, with the
international links Siegelaub was forging (after a visit to Europe in March 1969 to
view Harald Szeemann’s exhibition Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form
at the Kunsthalle, Bern), the catalogue was printed in English, French, German. The
links with the like-minded art dealer/art agent Konrad Fischer in Düsseldorf
strengthened with Siegelaub’s involvement in Fischer’s artists ‘fair’ initiative
Prospekt in September 1969. Siegelaub participated by the inclusion of interviews he
had made with Barry, Heubler, Kosuth, and Weiner. Two other publications followed:
in October 1969, Carl Andre’s Seven Books of Poetry—Andre’s poetry and journals
between 1950 and 1964 created as loose-leaf binders with plastic covers in an edition
of 41 sets, and a journal of Jan Dibbet, in Dutch, English, French and German, written
between April–June 1969. The journal covered the time when the artist attempted to
change the ecological environment of a Robin Red Breast in Vondel Park,
Amsterdam. In Paris during April 1970, Siegelaub collaborated with Michel Claura to
produce a catalogue in French, English, German, and an exhibition in a temporary
space with eighteen international artists; in July 1970, he worked with the journal
Studio International, where he invited six international critics26 to ‘exhibit’ over eight
26

This records an interesting moment in the cross over between critics and curators. In what might
be construed as a form of art-musical chairs Liam Gillick (artist) says ‘…people who you might have
met before, who in the past were critics were now curators. The brightest, the smartest people get
involved in this multiple activity of being mediator, producer, interface and neo-critic’. Gillick is
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pages (again in German, French, and English), in whatever way they saw fit, the work
of their own selection of artists. Thirty-seven artists were selected (including the
artists with whom Siegelaub was associated). This was a chance for these artists to be
seen in an international context among a wide readership. The overall insert was later
produced as a hardcover publication titled: July/August Exhibition Book; Juillet/Août
Exposition Livre; Jili/August Ausstellung Buch. There was one final project Siegelaub
initiated before he departed from New York to Europe. This was the Artists’
Agreement promoted by Studio International, which I will discuss later in this
chapter.

In total, Siegelaub initiated twenty-one projects between 1968 and 1971. Throughout,
one can see the way Siegelaub fluidly moved between dealer/organiser, art-agent,
entrepreneur, publisher, and independent curator. Publishing catalogues, and using the
distribution power of international mass media, increasingly created the backbone for
his overall practice. And, as if to identify the way the goal posts had shifted at this
time, Siegelaub attempts to recast catalogues and printed material as exhibitions. His
practice consisted of actions, I argue, that were stimulated and shaped through
engagement with the discourses of institutional critique. As the artists around him
were disposing of visual aesthetics, and seeking to create a new artistic order of ideas,
Siegelaub too was testing whether a new art could exist in a capitalist world without
the art infrastructure of galleries and art museums, and without, in his mind, art being
merely a commodity. Siegelaub had the sense that mass media might be the means to
succeed. However, it was not successful in the short or long term. Ironically, as

speaking here of this cross over occurring thirty years later, but interesting to see forms of it occurring
in the 1970s. Gillick, L. and M. Lind, Eds. (2005). Curating with Light Luggage. Munich Kunstverein
München and Revolver. p. 78.
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Sophie Richard (2009, p. 69) says, increased communication led to the
internationalisation of the art world, and with this, conceptual art became secured ‘as
a new and innovative movement’ within it. The means Siegelaub used to break with
the existing conditions of the art world were the very means by which the new art was
embraced into a becoming internationalised art world.

6.4 Individuality and Collaboration
During the economic growth of the 1960s in America, discourses on individuality
and individualism were riding high. As referenced in Chapter 5, the autonomous and
independent individual has a charged place within American foundational myths.
Lawrence Bobo (1991, p. 88) identifies individualism ‘across class’ as ‘a major
component of the American value system’. And, even though collective action and
collaborative processes were championed in the ‘movement politics’ of the time, these
alternative forms of organisation and decision-making were in fact dependent on
participants having a strong sense of individual purpose. Sayres (1984, p. 6) notes that
the ‘deep passion’ for community in the 1960s was also closely linked to
individuality. Individual responsibility was expressed in the emergent women’s
movement through the concept of ‘the personal is political’. At the same time, change
was seen to be only achievable through partnership, collaboration, and collective
action.

In the interview with Siegelaub, the concept of individual action arises frequently but
also there are declarations of the value of working collaboratively with the artists.
This is indicative, I suggest, of the discourse duality at the centre of Siegelaub’s
practice. The following passages highlight the importance of ideas of the individual:
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then someone, some collector one day said to me why don’t you open a gallery and I
kind of said, yeah, why not? And I did. So I found a space…it was cheap; I sort of lived
in the back. And I ran this thing for about…well, about a year and a half, two years.

Here Siegelub draws a picture of himself as rather stridently independent and isolated.
However, it was an approach to living and working that fitted the times, and was very
likely to be similar to the lifestyle of the artists he was to represent. In the next
statement, Siegelaub describes the roles he took to organise exhibitions and projects
driven by individual initiative.
[the experience of running a gallery]…did have a profound effect on how I [later] dealt
with art in a way because…I was able to subtract the physical space of the gallery and
just concentrate on the work of a dealer at the beginning, [the work of] an organiser,
into the administration, you know, all the crap of raising money or finding spaces. So
that’s basically what I did. I would go out to find the space, try to find the money to put
the show on.

In the next excerpt, Siegelub identifies how he sees his way of working. It is distinctly
independent, where he consciously seeks out areas or ideas or projects that are
overlooked, or that have little interest for other people. As he was to say to me, ‘[i]t’s
just a very personal voyage’:
I mean I have my history that followed in my mind very logically throughout my life,
the kinds of things I’m interested in and how I live my life and the kinds of projects I do
and who I do them with or don’t do them with. But the exhibitions themselves … I
mean I definitely like to do things that other people don’t want to do. Not that they
necessarily can’t do but don’t want to do.

However, while individual drive was significant in the account Siegelaub gives of his
practice in New York, what also is apparent are the close relationships Siegelaub
established with the artists with whom he worked. Since the projects depended on so
much good will, without the close friendships, and the sounding board for ideas that
the artists and Siegelaub provided each other, it is unlikely the projects would ever
have gotten off the ground. This is expressed in the following way:
[The relationship was] definitely a collaboration. It wasn’t a boss/worker. No, no, it was
definitely collaborative and many of the projects we all sat down and discussed how we
wanted to do it. [We’d say we] [w]anted to show it in this way and how many pages or
how many words … and [we would] design it. I remember if we did some interviews
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we’d just decide the questions we wanted to ask and things like that, you’d say what
you wanted to say. Yeah absolutely collaborative.

There is a fluidity expressed here. Projects were organically evolving in the
enthusiasm of the moment. Nothing was too precious and ideas were everywhere:
concerning the exhibitions and relationships with artists I had, we were on a roll. That’s
it, I mean, the ideas were coming at 40 miles an hour, you know we could realise them
almost as fast as the ideas were coming in, you know, we were doing them, so that’s
what happened.

The next statement evidences the way Siegelaub’s preference for independence finds
carriage in the collaborative way the art projects came about. There was shared
discussion, and ideas were eked out, but then, as Siegelaub says ‘I have my job to do’.
Perhaps, then the curator often is someone who likes to work both independently and
with other people:27
But all the work or my memory of the work is definitely very collaborative. I mean I
have my job to do, so I sort of take care of the organization … I never had the
impression of being the centre of anything, except with the artists I was working with,
we were on a roll, we seemed to be doing a lot of very interesting things. Everyone was
happy and more of less surviving. Sure it was very good, but it is only in retrospect that
you have this attitude that this was hot stuff.

Siegelaub’s last major art project, the development and distribution of the ‘Artists’
Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement’, appears to be motivated by the
convergence of a number of factors. Firstly, the political awareness of European
artists seems to have a major impact on Siegelaub (Alberro 2003, p. 209 n. 41). This
was coupled with Siegelaub’s own increasing politicisation through the Art Workers
Coalition campaign for reforms at MoMA. Siegelaub was also very concerned about
the future of the artwork and the future rights of the artists he had help launch. Early
in 1968, Siegelaub had created protocols that certified ownership of the most fleeting
art works (Alberro 2003, p. 190 n. 45). Now he was concerned with issues of
27

I have recently come across an article Marchart, O. (2012). " The Curatorial Subject: The figure of
the curator between individuality and collectivity." Text Zur Kunst 22(86): 28-41.
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copyright and resale of some of that artwork. To develop a workable structure that
would safeguard artists’ rights, Siegelaub consulted the art world widely in the
United States and Europe during 1970. Then, with the assistance of New York lawyer
Robert Projansky, Siegelaub developed a draft contract, which, early in 1971, was
photocopied and distributed to artists, collectors, galleries and art schools requesting
responses. With the feedback received, the final contract was drawn up along with
explanatory notes for its use. This project seems to exemplify one of the ways
Siegelaub worked: initiating an idea himself, and then working collaboratively with a
range of people to realise it. This is what Siegelaub says about the artists’ contract:
Probably, you know, the thing I’m most proud of … proud of I wouldn’t say, but I
liked, [was] the Artist’s Contract … and whether it’s successful or not that remains …
that’s not important, but it really asks the right kind of questions and really goes into the
real world in a way.

In 1969 Norvell (Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 45) pointed out to Siegelaub that it
was quite curious that artists might be thinking to protect their work just at the time
when they were moving away from making tangible objects. There was no
contradiction at all for Siegelaub, who seems to have understood from the beginning
of his involvement with conceptual art, the importance of intellectual property. As
Siegelaub saw it:
In other fields … intellectual property, which shifts the whole discussion on to another
level, you know is not extraordinary … But in the art world where people are use to a
certain type of finite object … [there is resistance to the idea].

The first page of the Agreement appeared on the front page of Studio International in
April 1971, with the full Agreement and details on how to use it within the journal.
As Siegelaub (1971, p. 144) says of the Agreement: ‘It requires no organization, no
dues, no government agency, no meetings, no public registration, no nothing—just
your will to use it’. Plans were quickly in place to translate the agreement into
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French, German, Italian, and Spanish. ‘By the end of the year’, Siegelaub said,
‘practically everyone in the art world will have seen this material and should be
familiar with or at least aware of the contract’ (cited in Alberro 2003, p. 211 n. 54).
While the Agreement was undoubtedly progressive in intention, Lucy Lippard saw it
differently. She saw that the contract completely undermined conceptual art’s
rejection of the commodity status of art. With the Agreement, she said, art entered the
market ‘as a pure commodity or bill of sale’, and the egalitarian and radical desires
for conceptual art were thwarted. No matter how ephemeral the artwork was, with the
Artists’ contract, ‘the work once again entered the market through the signature of the
producer’ (Alberro 2003, p. 169). Siegelaub argued the Agreement was conceived to
protect artists’ rights and to raise the status of artists in the eyes of the wider public
(Alberro and Norvell 2001, p. 45). Nevertheless, there were critical responses from
all sides: critics, artists, and especially dealers and collectors. Siegelaub mentions
Weiner’s objection in particular:
As a matter of fact, a number of people, Lawrence comes to mind here, when I did the
Artist Contract would never get near it because he said it just formalised or just
concretised [relationships]… it just made him another capitalist controlling his own work
and manipulating it like any other capitalist except that it was his own. And he had a
point, a very good point there too.

Siegelaub’s practice captures such a very interesting moment in American and
European contemporary art. In retrospect, it seems very raw. With little money
involved, Siegelaub took the initiative to experiment with fresh ideas for exhibiting
and promoting conceptual art. He was attuned to the profound shifts taking place in
conceptual art, and recognised similar shifts taking place in other aspects of society,
such as communication and travel. Siegelaub was clearly excited about how these
changes created so many more opportunities for art, artists, and exhibition organisers.
What seems to have powered his practice was the way he was able to combine an
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independent spirit of going out and doing it, or getting it, and a looser, more fluid
approach of developing ideas through collaboration.

6.5 Entrepreneurial Creativity
Siegelaub’s exhibition practice was innovative and novel, and in this way the
discourses of entrepreneurism seems to fit his style, personal attributes, and his
modus operandi. John Gough (1969, pp. 15-6) says the entrepreneur is, as an
energetic individual, willing and able to take on risks and responsibilities, using
economic resources in a novel way to launch an enterprise or project. However, as
Siegelaub was without ‘economic resources’, perhaps Andrew Mawson’s (2008, p. 7)
concept of the ‘social’ entrepreneur comes closer to describing him. Mawson
identifies social entrepreneurs as individuals not focused on financial gain or
‘ideology’. They want to make a difference in the world; are accomplished at creating
friendships, teams and communities, and they are serious about ‘applying business
experience and ideas to social questions’. These attributes seem to accord with
Siegelaub’s form of entrepreneurialism. Notably, the issue of business arose
frequently in my interview with him. In fact, doing business appears to infiltrate
much of his practice. This is in keeping with what Marwick (1998, p. 17) describes as
the ‘outburst of entrepreneurialism, individualism, doing your own thing’ of the
1960s. Alberro (2003, p. 1) takes up the idea of the parallel between the changes in
business management and the changes taking place in wider society at this time. He
describes a new generation of artists, who, while experimenting actively with
unconventional materials and processes in their art, also began to approach their
careers with ‘unprecedented careerism’. As Craig-Martin (1988, p. 3) points out, this
first generation of art students to graduate with formal art education qualifications
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brought with them a new confidence and determination to be ‘successful’ artists. In
1964 Alan Kaprow famously said: ‘If artists were in hell in 1954, now they are in
business’ (cited in Alberro 2003 p. 2).

Thomas Frank (1997, p. 20), in his outline of the way that American capitalism in the
second half of the twentieth century underwent significant change, discusses the links
between business and the wider society further. Business culture, he says, was not the
‘soulless machine’ often depicted in accounts of the 1960s. Frank says there were
major changes taking place in marketing practice and especially in ways to invigorate
creativity in business. It was, he says, ‘as far reaching in its own way as the
revolutions in manners, music, art and taste taking place’ (Frank 1997 p. 20).
Furthermore, it too shared hostility for hierarchy and the restrictive ideas of
efficiency. This was identified in popular management publications of the late 1950s
and 1960s through the following titles: The Organization Man, The Human Side of
Enterprise, Up the Organization: How to Stop the Corporation from Stifling People
and Strangling Profits, How to be a More Creative Executive (Frank 1997 p. 20).
Frank (1997, p. 26) argues that these critiques of American business culture
paralleled, and in some cases, may have anticipated, the rebellious spirit and values
of the counterculture movement. Business leaders were drawn to the new focus on
individuality and anti-establishment passion, because, as Frank (1997, p. 26) says,
they approved of these new values. The counterculture values made sense to them
because within it they saw a reflection of ‘the new values’ of consumption and
management. With a desire for authenticity and a rejection of tradition,
counterculture, Frank (1997, p. 27) says became an ideal means to accomplish ‘a seachange in American consuming habits’.
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The synergy promoted at this time between business and the arts is succinctly
summed up by John Murphy (1969, n.p.), the then executive vice-president of Philip
Morris, Europe, in the Introduction to the catalogue of the 1969 exhibition Live in
Your Head: When Attitudes becomes Form at the Kunsthalle Bern. Philip Morris had
lavishly financed this exhibition:
We at Philip Morris feel it is appropriate that we participate in bringing these works to
the attention of the public for there is a key element in this ‘new art’ which has its
counterpart in the business world. That element is innovation—without which it would
be impossible for progress to be made in any segment of society. Just as the artist
endeavours to improve his interpretation and conceptions through innovation, the
commercial entity strives to improve its end product or service through
experimentation with new methods and materials.

With astonishing clarity, the vice-president saw the way ‘new art’ and business were
intertwined. And the shared lifeblood was called ‘innovation’. Did Siegelaub see the
synergy between ‘new art’ and business functioning in quite the same way? It is hard
to say. It is more likely he perceived it as a convenient opportunity.

Claudia Di Lecce (2010, p. 227) notes that Philip Morris was making a claim here to
be associated not just with art, but with the avant-garde. Chin-tao Wu (2002, p. 125)
in her account of ‘enterprise culture’ sees Philip Morris ‘mediating and redefining’
the meaning of innovation ‘in corporate terms’, and through this, presents the
company’s involvement with the exhibition ‘as a great and legitimate cause’. Seeking
the rub from arts sponsorship was something Philip Morris has been involved with
since 1958. Di Lecce (2010, pp. 220-1) notes that the interest by business in art,
occurred after WWII. Initially, the interest was derived through the predilections of
corporate managers. In the 1960s, it extends to building art collections. The real
growth in interest, Di Lecce says, occurs, however, with the international market
expansion, prompting ‘a major rethinking of corporate sales strategies’. This is
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evident in an interview in 1979 by the president of Philip Morris, who, reflecting on
the company’s longstanding involvement with art, says that the company’s interest
‘was not the development of art but developing a unique personality within the
industry, and art looked like the right medium’ (cited in Di Lecce 2010, p. 221).
Between 1969 and 1970 Philip Morris sponsored another four avant-garde events,
including a two-day symposium (with a large contingent of international artists as
speakers) organised by Siegelaub and Weiner in 1970 at the Nova Scotia College of
Art and Design in Halifax, Canada. It is interesting that, despite Siegelaub’s efforts to
counter the idea of the art as commodity, there seems to be no hesitation in joining
forces with an international corporation. As Hans Haacke said in 2006 (cited in Di
Lecce 2010, p. 226), reflecting back on the Philip Morris sponsorship of When
Attitudes Become Form:
In 1969 neither I nor, I believe any of the other artists had qualms about exhibiting
under the auspices of a corporate sponsor … The implication of corporate sponsorship
on culture was not yet generally recognised as an issue. The issues that riled us were
the Vietnam War, race relations, [and] the establishment.

This is a revealing statement. ‘International interests’ were as new to business as it
was to the artists and artistic practice. It is very likely, then, that there were moments
where art and business felt like a genuinely shared enterprise. For, entrepreneurial
discourses abounded at the time; business seemed to be the way of life; international
markets were rapidly expanding, and, as Frank (1997, p. 27) says, so was the ‘seachange in American consuming habits’.

Siegelaub left New York in the spring of 1972 just after the release of the Artists’
Agreement in 1971. By now, commercial galleries, and even MoMA were beginning
to exhibit conceptual art, and there was not quite the same opportunities around for
leveraging the new art. In addition, the artists Siegelaub had championed from his
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two-room apartment had been taken up by the New York art dealer Leo Castelli, and
were on the way to established international careers. However, perhaps Siegelaub’s
departure from New York had as much to do with Siegelaub’s talent for identifying
gaps where creative possibilities for promoting art might develop. In April 1969
Siegelaub said to Norvell (2001, pp. 51-3):
I just see voids. I was in Europe and in this certain area I see a void and I’m going to
go there next year … it turns me on, the possibility of going there and sort of making
trouble in a sense. I mean that’s my private joke for just going ahead and doing
something—shows, bringing some people over there … I like that idea and can see
myself working in this area very much, being able to ship not things but ideas and
people, and ideas about things, all over the world very, very quickly … I like the idea
of things moving back and forth. And now that has much to do with the quality of the
art too. It can travel very easily

And Siegelaub realised he could travel very easily too. By the end of 1969, Siegelaub
was well known in the United States and Europe via his network of booksellers and
the mailing lists through which he distributed his catalogues (Alberro 2003, p. 59).
Siegealub was also aware that the big collectors of conceptual art, ‘who actually
bought extensively’, operated in Europe (S Siegelaub 2005, pers. comm., May). In
Norvell’s interview with Siegelaub, he is euphoric about the possibilities of worldwide communication and exchange:
The work is there. It doesn’t need a space, I mean a space as we know as a gallery
space. The world becomes a space, which it always has anyhow, really. But I just want
to deal with that aspect of it of it. This is how I think…(Alberro and Norvell 2001, p.
38).

The model of the social entrepreneur seems to fit with Siegelaub’s innovative
practice, for accumulating money was of little interest. Mawson (2008, p. 7) says
social entrepreneurs are people who want to see things work, and are adept at
applying business principles to ‘social questions’. They also are people who form
relationships easily and are highly skilled at networking. While Siegelaub seems to
have had a natural talent for these attributes, what I have argued in this section is that
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discourses on doing business, business prowess, business deals, and business
innovation abounded. They shaped Siegelaub’s practice, and many of his generation.

6.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have identified the discourses of institutional critique, foregrounding
of the individual, collaborative practices, and entrepreneurial creativity, which, I
argue, were significant in shaping Siegelaub’s practice in his hybrid roles as
dealer/organiser, art-agent, entrepreneur, publisher, and independent curator. I argue
that there were affinities between these discourses but I also recognise tensions.
Siegelaub, I have indicated, entered the art world as an outsider. However, it was at a
time when the desire for change was compelling, and opportunities to instigate
change were there to be made. Discourses on individual responsibly and freedom
drew from fundamental American myths but also from protest movements, as did
ideas and theories of collective and collaborative action. But there were tensions here
too.

While the discourses of institutional critique were fashioned through the politics of
the civil rights movement, and especially anti-Vietnam War protests, the focus came
to bear on the art museum and its inequalities. Many artists saw the art museum as
oppressive and very resistant to new ideas and new art. In New York, the focus of
artists’ protests was MoMA. Links were readily found between its founders and
trustees, and all the major corporations in banking, mining, manufacture, and
communication who were all in some way party to the Vietnam War. Many artists
became attuned to the way art functioned within systems of power for the first time,
and conceptual art arose in this environment of social discontent, carrying, at its core,
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the critique of art world conventions. Discourses on entrepreneurialism, as has been
demonstrated, found a potent overlap between innovation sought in business products
or services, and innovation sought by artists to create new forms of art. Siegelaub
recognised that it was the new art that created the new possibilities for production, for
viewing, for publicity, for exhibition, and for distribution. In rejecting the art world,
there was another world however, that could readily take its place. This was the
market place. Ironically, Siegelaub found himself deploying many of the new
strategies for doing business that were being developed in the late ’60s business and
corporate culture. So we have an art movement, championed by Siegelaub, which
rigorously critiqued the very social mechanisms that Siegelaub employed for seeking
publicity, exhibition opportunities and moneyed-clients. I am wondering then,
whether this contradiction could have been in any way constructive or productive?
For a similar kind of tension can be seen in pairing, individuality with collaboration. I
noted that the demise of Siegelaub’s curatorial career in New York, coincides with
the moment when the conceptual artists whose careers he has helped launch were
taken up by art dealer Leo Castelli. At this point these artists became fully embraced
by the market place, and the art world, that they had sought to critique. Perhaps. here
too, for Siegelaub there is no longer a productive contradiction to sustain his practice.
I am wondering whether, as the archetypal intermediary, curators live by and are
regenerated by such a tension. I will return to this idea in the following chapters.
Although it was a short-lived career for Siegelaub in New York, the curatorial model
he intuitively developed has since been widely implemented in the art world. In the
next chapter we move ten years forward to where some aspects of institutional
critique explored in this chapter have begun to make changes within museums. And,
artists are still protesting societal injustices. As I will show, Juliana Engberg develops
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her curatorial skills working closely with artists, just as Sieglaub did a decade before,
and, for Engberg too, there are discursive tensions to be identified.
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Chapter 7: Juliana Engberg—Independent Thinker and Nurturer of
Artistic Practice
7.1 Overview
This chapter examines the development of the curatorial practice of Juliana Engberg
in Melbourne since the mid-1980s. I selected Engberg because I wanted to include an
Australian curator’s perspective within the context of this study. Were there local
conditions that would be of influence in an overall practice? Were there particular
problems encountered in curating contemporary art in Australia? How were
international connections made and sustained? Why might a curator with an
established profile decide to stay and work in Australia? These are some of the
questions that guided my initial research for this chapter. However, the chapter’s
scope is broader than Engberg’s Australianness, as the discourses that emerge in the
study take me in other directions.

When Engberg (2008, p. 106) first started attending and viewing art exhibitions,
events, and artist activities at the Ewing and George Paton Galleries at the University
of Melbourne, she was not even aware of the term curating. It was, however, in this
exhibition environment that she began to be drawn into the iconoclastic activities of
artists and musicians whose work was triggered by the changing social and political
climate of the late 1970s and early 1980s. An element of this was the ‘New Wave’,
centred around Paul Taylor and the Art & Text publication he edited. The debates
emanating from this publication and the contact with the artists who were linked to it,
I argue, had a profound impact on Engberg’s practice. Since this time, Engberg has
developed a very accomplished curatorial practice that includes an eight-month period
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at the New Museum in New York; working as Senior Curator at the Heide Museum of
Contemporary Art, Melbourne; and as Artistic Director at the Australian Centre for
Contemporary Art (ACCA), Melbourne. As well, Engberg has directed national and
international biennials and festivals, been a curatorial advisor for Australian exhibits
at the Venice Biennale, a curator for the visual arts programs for the Edinburgh
International Arts, and recently appointed Artistic Director for the 2014 Biennale of
Sydney. As in the previous chapter, the material here has been informed by a
discourse analysis of an interview I conducted with Engberg in 2005, and supported
by analyses of some of Engberg’s written articles and catalogue essays. As well, the
literature surrounding some of the key themes pursued by Art & Text during the 1980s
will be considered, in addition to textual analyses of evolving curatorial literature. The
significant discourses I have identified from this field are those that highlight tensions
between national identity and international aspirations; those that consider the
enrichment of close working relationships with artists; that embrace the politics of
institutional critique and new institutionalism; and that unravel the entanglements
entrepreneurialism. As mentioned in the last chapter, there are tensions and dualities
to be found between these discourses. This will be taken up later in the chapter.
Noting Weldes’ (2001, p. 648) assertion that discourses are ‘deeply political’, I argue
that these identified discourses shape and inform Engberg’s approach to her curatorial
practice. I will also discuss a number of Engberg’s curated exhibitions that use the
framing methodology of context and national identity. While Engberg has curated
numerous exhibitions, I have limited myself to discussing three from quite early in her
career, since I believe these exhibitions reveal a sensibility that is central to Engberg’s
continued practice.
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7.2 Engberg’s Introduction to the Art World
Carolyn Barnes (2008, p. 148) describes the Ewing and George Paton Galleries, which
began to exhibit contemporary art in 1972, as one of the first ‘alternative’ Australian
venues for exhibiting art, supporting experimental work in installation, performance,
film and video, and emergent feminist art. Barnes notes that, from its launch, the
Ewing and George Paton Galleries were able to attract artists with both reputations
and progressive agendas, which created an energised hub of activity. Artists were
empowered there because ‘creative risk’ was supported and encouraged both in artmaking, and forms of exhibition. As well, the Ewing and George Paton Galleries
became a place for pitching ideas, presenting work, and making contacts (Barnes
2008, p. 150). For over ten years, its institutional ties with the University of
Melbourne gave it a certain amount of security, as well as intellectual credibility from
which to apply for funding for art projects from the newly established Australia
Council. Interestingly, Barnes (2008, pp. 148-150) suggests that the Ewing and
George Paton Galleries ‘pioneered a new institutional model’ through its attention to
‘socially progressive’ ideas, its ‘informality’, and its orientation ‘to varied
communities of interest’. In this approach, the Ewing and George Paton Galleries were
unique in Melbourne until the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art opened in
1983, and 200 Gertrude Street opened in 1985.

From the mid-1970s, Director Kiffy Rubbo and Assistant Director Meridith Rogers—
neither of whom had previous gallery experience—responded to the ideas of artists
around them, focusing on sustaining a stimulating environment for the development of
artistic practice, and ways to broaden audiences for exhibitions and events.
Communication was essential to this plan, and in 1974, Rubbo and Rogers produced
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and distributed typed copies of gallery listings, which they called Art Almanac,28 and is
still in circulation today. Their significant contribution at the Ewing and George Paton
Galleries, Barnes (2008, p. 150) says, was in the way they were able to create ‘a web
of activity around the gallery’ that involved a range of different groups and
individuals.

From 1981, Engberg began to frequent the Ewing and George Paton Galleries’
exhibitions and events. A student of Fine Arts at the University of Melbourne,
Engberg joined other students to form the Fine Arts Students’ Society to discuss
contemporary art and the new theory that was in the air. As Engberg (2008, p. 106)
says of the time, ‘[p]ostmodernity … was upon us’, heightened by the newly available
English translations of publications, including those by Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous,
Luce Irigaray, Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari (Engberg 2008, p. 108). Further, the range and caliber of speakers in the
Ewing and George Paton Galleries Public programs from 1981, to which Engberg
would have been exposed, was remarkable.29 Through a combination of very effective
networking with other art institutions, academics, and galleries, as well as continued
funding to assist with such initiatives, most international visiting artists and theorists
to Australia presented lectures in this program. At the same time that this eclectic mix
of art, ideas, and social change was circulating in Melbourne, the art journal Art &
Text was launched in 1981. This publication was to apply the torch to complacency, to

28

In 1983 the collating and distribution was taken over by a private publisher. In 1985 the publication
moved to Sydney and published national art listings.
29
In 1981 alone, the following people gave lectures or participated in discussions: Marina Abramovic
and Ulay; Editor of Afterimage (US) Charles Hagen; Sandy Nairne (UK); Barbara Hall (AUS) on
Australian Women Photographers; Editor of Audio Arts (UK) Bill Furling; Forum on Contemporary art
and the Role of the Gallery with artists Peter Tyndale and Lyndal Jones, Director of the National
Gallery of Victoria Patrick McCaughey and Paul Taylor; Mike Leggett (UK); David Dunn (US);
William Tyler (UK).

174

unpack postmodernist theory, to encourage critical art writing, and to stir up debates
about gender and identity in Australian art. There were significant overlaps in ideas
and artistic agenda between the Ewing and George Paton Galleries and Art & Text.
Engberg, already writing on art in student publications, began to work on Art & Text.
Then, in 1984, Engberg became Assistant Director at the Ewing and Paton Galleries
and two years later became Director, a position she held until 1989.

As affirmed by Barnes, the Ewing and George Paton Galleries ‘pioneered a new
institutional model’; its activities fit closely to the attributes—‘part-community centre,
part-laboratory and part-academy…’—identified in institutions that led the way to
what would later be called ‘New Institutionalism’ (Esche cited in Doherty 2007, p. 2).
For Engberg it provided a unique training ground in handling the ripples and waves of
the art world, disagreeable university politics, fast-changing cultural contexts, and
low-budget exhibitions and catalogues. Of the time Engberg says:
it was a good place to begin because it was … devoted to the practice of the time and
really was, to the extent that it was financially able to, there to support practice and
produce practice with artists … it was an excellent place to … begin, and it steered me
perhaps away from curating in a museological sense—I went straight into more of the
production sense of it, and certainly at the contemporary edge of it (Engberg 2005)30

In her six years there, Engberg (2008, p. 116) was involved with 72 exhibitions, and
almost as many catalogues, twelve issues of Agenda: Contemporary Art (a publication
of reviews and articles), as well as organising, as Engberg says, ‘talks, talks, talks’. In
addition, the Ewing and George Paton Galleries provided Engberg with opportunities
to trial entrepreneurial initiatives; it gave her experience in strategising around the
political fallout from the formation of national cultural policies and, above all, it gave

30

All Engberg quotes are taken from my 2005 interview with her, unless otherwise referenced.
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her both the model and practice of fostering close and productive working relations
with artists, which would become her modus operandi.

7.3 National Identity versus International Aspirations
In general, the play between discourses of Australian national identity and
internationalism shaped the cultural practices and national art policies in Australia
between the 1970s and 1990s. However, as Ian McLean (1998, p. 74) points out,
nation-building begins in earnest after WWI, and, from then, was ‘particularly
influential on Australian art’. Further, he says, art became the means to represent the
nation, noting ‘several contesting discourses of nationhood being developed …
ranging from conservative Eurocentric pastoralism to radical forms of modernisms’.
By the 1980s, the discourses of nationhood were being theorised in new and novel
ways. In this section, I argue that the nature of the competing discourses of nationhood
shaped aspects of Engberg’s practice since the 1980s. This section will track some of
the key shifts in these discourses and the manner in which Engberg has responded to
them. By no means, however, does this section offer a complete overview of the
politics of the time.

In On Dialogue, the catalogue of an exhibition of contemporary Australian art,31 which
travelled in 1997 to Haus am Waldsee Berlin, Engberg (1997, p. 37) discusses Ian
Burn’s 1969 work A Thread From a Canvas of Jackson Pollock For Australia Only. It
is a work to which Engberg returns throughout the essay, seemingly using it as a
talisman to navigate through the discourses surrounding Australian contemporary art.
31

The artists’ works were selected by curator Anne Marie Freybourg with the aim to examine ‘the self
image of Australian art in an international context … ’ highlighting ‘the issue of national identity and
the inter-cultural ties of the Australian artists in the 1990s’ Freybourg, A. M., Ed. (1997). On Dialogue
Contemporary Australian Art. Berlin, Jovis Verlagsbüro.
This exhibition frames precisely the competing discourses on which this section focuses.
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Burn’s work is literally a thread of canvas marked with two blotches of black enamel
paint, ‘retrieved’ (Burn was framing the works in New York for exhibition) from
Jackson Pollock’s black-and-white paintings from 1951–52 (Stephen 2006, p. 123).
The thread is taped to a glass surface, dangling above the title created in black vinyl
adhesive lettering. Engberg (1997, p. 38) identifies in this ‘dadaist object’ both a
problem and a solution. The problem is ‘slavish devotion’. Australian art, in
attempting to follow American ‘rules’ of art, can only ever be a thread hanging in the
cast shadow of internationalism, which, from WWII, was centred in New York. The
solution to this problem, Engberg (1997, p. 38) suggests, can be found in three words
of the work’s title: ‘For Australia Only’. This statement offers Australian artists an
opportunity to recognise the value of a particular point of view and the value of a
particular context. Burn, a few years later, identified the pressure on artists to conform
to certain ‘American rules’ of art. It was ‘game’, Burn says, however, a game in which
‘only American artists can win’ (cited in Engberg 1997, p. 38). Engberg (1997, p. 38)
argues that in A Thread From a Canvas of Jackson Pollock For Australia Only, Burn
offers a way out from the endgame. For, while there are rules of games, it is not
possible to know how those rules might be interpreted or played out; and herein lies a
potential power. For, art will be invigorated not through ‘a slavish devotion’ to the
rules but in understanding, and ‘registering’, the specifically different contexts of
reception. Engberg (1997, p. 38) asserts that Burn, in New York at the time, had begun
to play by ‘Australian rules’ himself. Through this work, Engberg says, Burn ‘rescued
his Australianess back’ using ‘irony, humour and conceptualism’.

Burn’s ideas developed from his experiences as an Australian artist making art in the
UK and in New York, together with his involvement with the radical conceptual art
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collective, Art & Language. In conversations with art historian Terry Smith, the
problem Burn poses in A Thread from a Canvas of Jackson Pollock for Australia Only
led to Smith’s seminal article titled ‘The Provincialism Problem’, first published in
Artforum in 1974. In the article, Smith (1984, p. 46) describes provincialism as ‘an
attitude of subservience to an externally imposed hierarchy of cultural values’. As ‘an
attitude’, Smith says, provincialism is not the result of a history of colonialism, nor
does it arise as ‘merely as a function’ of geography, for distance from the metropolitan
centre is ‘only one measure of cultural distancing’. It is thus not exclusively an
Australian problem, rather it can be found anywhere outside of the New York art
world. Alas, however, just holding up the ‘New York art world as the metropolitan
center’ is, in itself, one of the symptoms of provincialism. Nevertheless, it is from this
centre that ‘the criteria for standards of “quality,” “originality,” “interest,”
forcefulness,”’ are determined (Smith 1984, p. 47), and the provincial artist, as Rex
Butler (1996, p. 24) puts it, ‘cannot but be judged in terms of them’. This is one of the
‘provincialist’ binds (Smith 1984, p. 47). For, provincial art, even when it is different
from art from the metropolitan centre, is always understood in relation to it, as either
an engagement with or a rejection of it; and, regardless of the direction provincial art
takes, it is always considered inferior (Butler 1996, p. 24). While provincial art may
not be necessarily concerned with issues of identity, Smith (1984, p. 47) says that
‘provincialism in fact produces highly self conscious art’ that is ‘obsessed with the
problem of what its identity ought to be’ (Robert Hughes cited Smith 1984, p. 47). So
whether the provincial artist takes up issues of identity in their work or not, they are
always seen to be doing so. And further, regardless of whether the provincial artist is
aware or not of the standards of metropolitan art, as Butler (1996, p. 24) asserts—their
work is ‘always defined in terms of a metropolitan art which it is not’. There is a
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second bind of provincialism: even if a provincial artist is able to master the art of the
metropolis, even if he or she conforms to all the standards, and is successful in their
terms, this still does not change anything. For, the art world system only allows a few
artists to succeed; in fact, a few artists must succeed to allow the system to perpetuate.
However, the problem for provincial artists is that even if they do succeed, it is shortlived, for he or she can only adopt the metropolitan style too late, ‘usually with the
mature forms of the style’ (Smith 1984, p. 47), and is soon overtaken by artists who
follow. In addition, the adopted style is open to distortion by being known generally
only through reproduction, without its ‘genetic contexts’ or adequate criticism. In
short, for provincial artists there is only ‘relentless entrapment’ (Smith 1984, p. 47).
Butler (1996, p. 25) says that because provincialism is an attitude, ‘there is
accordingly no empirical refutation of it, no way of overcoming it in fact’. Smith
(1984, p. 53), however, offers a way out that requires the participation of artists,
curators, critics and ‘critical supporters’ to recognise that art is not ‘an amorphous
metaphysical entity’ but rather ‘a context-dependent activity’ that is ‘socially specific.’
Engberg (1997, p. 40) says Smith’s articulation of the ‘provincialism problem’
strongly influenced Australian artists; many used it as a springboard to reject ‘an
internationalism which would keep them subservient’, turning rather towards the
‘style-lessness’ (Burn 1988, p. 46) of conceptual art. Given that conceptual art arose
from a critique of society and its institutions, it positioned, as Engberg (1997, p. 40)
says, ‘the individual over the state, the artist over the institution and the idea over the
object’, providing a means for Australian artists to develop ‘art from their own context
while adhering to the rules of the game’.
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In the following excerpt from my interview with Engberg, she identifies the manner in
which she responds to Australia’s relative isolation. While recognising the ‘tyranny of
distance’, Engberg uses this context to give her another point of view, which enables
her to see differences differently. And, like the artists she speaks of in the 1970s and
1980s, she too uses the idea of context (and the ‘provincialism problem’) as a
springboard to engage in a very strategic manner with the international art world:
It’s true that there is a tyranny of distance … [i]t is more difficult for curators and
institutions in Australia to do leading international work because it is often costly to
achieve that, but that can have a positive outcome as well. What it means is that you
develop a practice that is rich in ideas—perhaps it might be poor in financial means, but
you actually are thinking very creatively about how to achieve it. I think a hallmark of
my practice in some ways is that I have been quite inventive about the ways in which
I’ve developed an international perspective and curatorial strategy of sorts, and have
gradually moved international guests into our midst. Now, it’s commonplace in
Melbourne.

Here Engberg acknowledges the centrality of ideas to her practice, but also the
importance of finding continuities and differences between national and international
artists and contexts. And, once identified, the continuities and differences are used to
find ways to make significant links between artists overseas and artists in Melbourne.
While the above excerpt was recorded in 2005, 31 years after ‘The Provincialism
Problem’ was first published, I consider that Engberg’s practice—from its early days
at the Ewing George Paton Galleries—has been shaped through the analysis and
awareness that Smith’s article (preceded by Burn’s art and insights) brought to the
theorisation of Australian art practice.32

As Engberg (1997, p. 45) acknowledges, Imants Tillers was one artist who, during the
1970s, used Smith’s ‘provincialism problem’ as a point of departure for new work. In
32

Engberg (2013, email, 5 January) informs me she was also influenced by the exhibition The Decade
Show at the New Museum in 1990, which looked at socially conscious art practice that registered the
social and cultural changes that had occurred in America between 1980–90, and the book Out There:
Marginalisation and Contemporary Cultures, which considered the centre/periphery debates in
circulation, and was being edited while Engberg was at the New Museum.
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an essay that responds to provincialism, ‘Locality Fails’, Tillers (1982, p. 51-60)
strategically and thoroughly reshuffles the issues of provincialism. While rejecting any
value in art that is seen to be ‘locally’ specific, he creates what Butler (1996, p. 29)
describes as ‘a brilliant, witty and pataphysical argument for provincial art’. Having
problematised the concept of a ‘local’ art through questioning the legitimacy of
Australian artists’ efforts to create a ‘cultural convergence’ with Australian Aboriginal
artists (1982, p. 53), Tillers argues that desiring to create a specific art tied to a
specific time and place is fundamentally flawed. He reminds us that ‘local’ conditions
are various, and may well include indigenous ‘presence’ and influence on the one
hand, but, on the other, they might just as easily include ‘the transference of art
information and models from New York to Sydney’ (1982, p. 55). Tillers, also argues
that ‘locality fails’ for another reason. This is based on the reasoning derived from, as
Butler (1996, p. 28) says, ‘an obscure result in quantum physics’ called ‘Bell’s
Theorem’, which shows that ‘the principle of local causes is false’ (Tillers 1982, p.
55) [original emphasis]. The Theorem proposes that there are links between ‘‘the
irrational’ aspects of sub-atomic phenomena’ and ‘the events in the world at large’.
Drawing further from this, Tillers sees that ‘unexplained connectedness between
events in different … places’ can allow an artist’s actions to impact on ‘the state of a
system in another remote (apparently unconnected) place’ (Tillers 1982, p. 55; p. 57).
While such a train of thought allows surprising synchronicity to occur between
unconnected places, it also makes it unlikely that ‘a strictly local’ art can self-generate
because this art can be considered to arise elsewhere, even without obvious
communication links (Butler 1996, p. 28). Butler (1996, p. 30) considers that Tillers is
able, against all evidence of ‘economic and cultural power’, to create ‘a kind of
triumph for the creative spirit’ where thought has power over reality, and the virtual
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power over the actual. In this way, it is possible to ‘interpret’ metropolitan art through
that of the provinces. Further, with any claim to the existence of a ‘local’ art, there is
also the possibility that the metropolitan art is the ‘“unconscious” or inadvertent
imitation of provincial culture’. Tillers’ restructure of the ‘provincialism problem’ or,
as Butler (1996, p. 30) says, his ‘tactical reversal’, does not end provincialism; rather,
it creates ‘its paradoxical limit’ (Butler 1996, p. 27). However, for Tillers, because
‘locality fails’, he is able to say that the immediate environment, or the ‘immediate
circumstances’, of provincialism no longer create limits.

Mount Analogue (1985) is an example of Bell’s Theorem at work for Tillers. It was
included in the exhibition Colonial Post Colonial that Engberg curated in 1996 at the
Heide Museum of Modern Art. Colonial Post Colonial took on many of the issues that
arose (but were not necessarily dealt with) by the Australian Bicentenary celebrations
eight years before.33 The exhibition brought together famous historic works drawn
from collections around Australia, coupled with contemporary works that ‘re-phrase
and re-frame’ the colonial works, using many of the insights and tropes of
postmodernism and post-colonialism34 (Engberg 1996a, p. 10). Tillers’ Mount
Analogue, draws very closely from Eugene von Guérard’s painting Mount Kosciusko
33

Engberg (2013, email 5 January) brought to my attention the impact that Joseph Kosuth’s installation
The Play of the Unmentionable at the Brooklyn Museum, New York, in 1990 had on her practice at the
time. The Play of the Unmentionable drew works from the Brooklyn Museum’s encyclopedic collection
to focus on the recent censoring of an exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs. What gave the
exhibition such energy was the way Kosuth wrapped around the exhibition structure his main artistic
interests, which were ‘the problems of interpretation and epistemology’. The works selected by Kosuth
highlighted changing perceptions of taste and morality, and the way responses to art are strongly
influenced by social, political, and cultural framing. Works were clustered together in the exhibition in
provocative, sympathetic, or surprising groups. It was an ahistorical exhibition, but not so much one
where affinities were sought between the works, but rather where the works seemed to highlight
contradictions and anxieties. As Kosuth says: ‘This particular exhibit tries to show that artworks … are
like words: while each individual word has its own integrity, you can put them together to create very
different paragraphs’ Kosuth, J. (1992). The Play of the Unmentionable. B. Museum. New York, The
New Press. p. 27.
34
Engberg (2013, email 5 January) also says she was interested in using ‘contemporary tactics’ to create
a new approach to working with an established collection.
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(1864). In fact, Mount Analogue is a topographic rendering of Mount Kosciusko
through Tillers’ use of gridded canvas tiles, and, while five times larger, ‘it re-enacts’,
Engberg (1996a, p. 18) says, ‘von Guérard’s original cartesian mapping of place’.
Engberg identifies that Tillers’ ‘reinvention’ adds to the ‘collage’ practices through
which von Guérard created his sublime vista. Further, Engberg indicates that in
Tillers’ up scaling of Mount Kosciusko, the viewer is ‘outside and above the view’,
gaining through this ‘a critical distance, the better to contemplate the rules of artifice’.
In this way, Engberg highlights the process by which the idea of landscape itself is
constructed. There is nothing natural about either depiction of Mount Kosciusko, a
subject, which, interestingly, von Guérard considered of ‘Australian National Interest’
(Bonyhady 1988, p. 46). Tillers (2002),35 however, following Bell’s Theorem, takes
his work on another journey. Firstly, Tillers identifies that von Guérard’s Mount
Kosciusko is not a depiction of Mount Kosciusko, but rather (through error), an
adjoining peak, Mount Townsend. Then Tillers exposes the curious link between the
‘real geographic’ Mount Kosciusko and Krakow. For the real Mount Kosciusko was
named by the Polish adventurer/explorer Edmund Strezelecki in 1840, seeing a
similarity between the tallest mountain he had climbed in the Australian Alps and the
shape of a huge mound completed in Krakow 16 years before that honoured the patriot
Taduesz Kosciuszko. There are other associations that Tillers makes to link to Mount
Kosciusko to Paris, and Mexico. Tillers is a given a photocopy of the Mexican
surrealist artist Remedios Varo’s depiction of a key moment from the book Mount
Analogue, written by French mystical thinker René Dumai. In the book, Mount
Analogue is a ‘symbolic mountain’ in an allegory ‘of the spiritual search of the Self’.
The connection with Mexico intensifies as Tillers unexpectedly exhibits large works in

35

http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/Detail.cfm?IRN=68991&PICTAUS=TRUE. Accessed 17th September 2012
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two locations in Mexico. As well, it is in Mexico City that von Guérard’s Mount
Kosciusko is discovered ten years earlier in 1973 by art historian Daniel Thomas (after
years of neglect), and brought back to the National Gallery of Australia. Tillers asks
‘[h]ow does all this relate to the painting, Mount Analogue? Could it be in the origin of
my source, my model?’ Implying here, just as Strezelecki saw the tallest mountain he
had climbed in the Australian Alps not for itself but for a man-built mound in Krakow,
so it’s possible that the source for von Guérard’s Mount Kosciusko was not even
Mount Townsend but rather some place in Mexico. For Tillers, Bell’s Theorem
‘rationalises’ the synchronicity he finds unexpectedly in the world. Through Bell’s
Theorem ‘locality fails’ and provincialism no longer creates limits. However, for
Engberg, it was never a case of locality failing. She had already worked out a way of
using locality as a positive departure point. Further, for Engberg, Bell’s Theorem does
not give leverage to consider the political issues raised through a post-colonial
framework. This point is made clearer when Engberg says that a lot of people
criticised her for the position she took in the exhibition Colonial Post Colonial.
Nevertheless, Engberg says she believed that post-colonialism at that time had been
largely discussed in academic circles but not given ‘any purpose’. For, the ideas were
‘never attached to anything real’ and further, ‘[i]t didn’t have much meaning for an
audience who I thought really needed to get to grips with something like that’. Clearly
articulating her intentions, and believing in the value and importance of these ideas to
be more broadly understood, Engberg continues: ‘A lot of people said are you crazy?
Because post-colonialism is over. I said it hasn’t even begun …’

Engberg (1997, p. 51) notes that in the move from ‘the pluralism of the 1970s into the
post modern’, ‘“The Provincialism Problem” continued to be a theoretically shaping
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force’. Whereas, in the 1970s, provincialism carried with it a negative sense of
dependence on external cultural impulses, by the 1980s, this tendency to consciously
use images and ideas that came from somewhere else—now termed appropriation—
could be seen as an advantage. Appropriation was a concept championed from 1981
by Art & Text, the publication edited by Taylor, which itself was modelled on the
American art criticism journal October. Taylor, Heather Barker and Charles Green
(2010, p. 1) say, drew broadly from the ‘still fluid canon’ of French post-structuralism,
particularly focusing on Jean Baudrillard’s ideas of ‘the simulacrum’ and ‘the copy’.
Taylor (1981, pp. 23-4) also packaged this with a blend of Roland Barthes’ concept of
the ‘second degree’—which Taylor describes as ‘pleasure in dislocation’—as well as
Dick Hebdige’s analysis of ‘the subversion of conventional values’ in subcultures.
With this eclectic intellectual mix (and with the help of some artist friends), Taylor
declared the creation of Australian New Wave. And, what better way to publicise it
and confirm its radical status than to propose an exhibition of works that aspire to New
Wave at the oldest and largest public gallery in Australia, the National Gallery of
Victoria? As Taylor is reported to have said, ‘[w]e are not scared of the Gallery … We
inhabit it as would a terrorist, to make a specific historical and political point’ (cited in
Holloway 1996, p. 93). This exhibition took place in 1982 as the highly controversial
Popism.

While there were other critics in Melbourne and Sydney who had noticed the use of
appropriation among young Australian artists, it was Taylor, Butler (1996, p. 20)
notes, who was the first to give the use of appropriation in art practice ‘its rhetorical
charge’. This arose through the decisive connection Taylor made between artistic
appropriation and the ‘problem’ of Australian identity. However, as Butler (1996, p.
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20) points out, there is a contradiction at the heart of Taylor’s argument. Taylor sees
the history of copying from elsewhere as ‘peculiarly Australian’ and the making of ‘a
specific Australian identity’. However, the consequence of appropriation is the eroding
of ‘any specific Australian identity’. Taylor (cited in Butler 1996, p. 20) asserts that,
while ‘Australia is not anything actually represented’, it is the ‘medium of
representation itself’—much like photography—‘the medium of transmission for any
and all images’. As Taylor (1996, p. 86) writes in 1982: ‘This art, born of mediation,
has gestated within the camera, where things are naturally upside-down and is
expressed in a carnivalesque array of copies, inversions and negatives.’ This assertion
questions ‘the privilege of artistic authenticity’, and discredits the search for an art
‘based on national uniqueness’ (Barker and Green 2010, p. 1).

Taylor is seen to have applied the impulse of appropriation to the lingering worries of
Australian cultural identity. However, it was at the 1981 Foreign Bodies: Semiotics in
/and Australia conference that Paul Foss, in his paper ‘Theatrum Nondum
Cognitorum’, began to air ideas of an Australia formed through the ‘logic of
representation’ (Butler 1996, p. 20). These ideas were seminal in Taylor’s theorisation
of Australian New Wave. Foss (1996, p. 119) first identifies ‘the gap’ that exists
‘between image and real, so that the first is no longer able to refer to the other.’ And
further (following Baudrillard), a map precedes exploration—just like it is ‘sight
which follows the image’ (Foss 1996, p. 121). Thus, while ‘maps concern
representation … no ideal co-extensivity ever exists between map and territory, nor
can there be’, for ‘the power of the map resides’ in this very difference (1996, p. 123).
So it is ‘not a “real” Australia’, as Butler (1996, p. 21) says, interpreting Foss, ‘that
lies at the origin of its various mappings, but an “infinite regress” of maps which is the
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… origin of Australia’. In his historical survey of map-making from Pythagoras and
Plato to the eighteenth century, Foss (1996, p. 125) notes that the dominating ‘function
of all these antipodal maps was that they simulated what lay outside the cosmology of
the known’. It was, however, the gap between the ‘map and the territory’ that enabled
the ‘unknown’ to be assimilated ‘in terms of the known’ creating ‘a structural reversal
of everything.’ Foss’ (1996, p. 126) overriding argument seems to lie not so much in
the capriciousness of projections onto the unknown, but ‘in the void of difference or
distance’ between ‘image and real’, or ‘map and territory’ through which ‘Australia
was created and still remains’. Thus, Butler (1996, pp. 20-1), drawing from Foss is
able to say, ‘if Australia has an identity, it would be found in the fact that it has no
identity’; and, while ‘nothing in itself’, Australia is ‘only ever a complement to
Europe’.

In her catalogue essay for the exhibition Colonial Post Colonial, Engberg (1996a, pp.
10-12) takes up the spirit of inquiry of Terra Australis developed by Foss through
‘hypothesised maps’ and ‘fictional accounts’. Here, Engberg notes the imaginary
projections of a place that was ‘fertile, utopian, paradisical’, and, in time, a potential
site for ‘the revolutionary treatise, the political satire and speculative reformist
theories’. While Engberg suggests that the name Terra Australis Incognita captures
the ‘inevitability of a European blindness’, at no stage does she carry Foss’ concept of
Australia as a void, the gap between ‘map and territory’. Emptiness is not a starting
point for Engberg. For her, place is always a site where ideas are formed and where
critique and creative expression can take hold. In the theoretical underpinning of
Colonial Post Colonial, Engberg uses the position of Edward Said (rather than Jean
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Baudrillard) to analyse and critique power structures and values evident in the visual
representations of Australian history, landscape, and desires.

Taylor, saw in Foss’ articulation of Australianness ‘the possibility of a new kind of
Australian art’. It would be an Australian art formed without the suggestion of
nationalism or the despair of the ‘provincialism problem’. Rather, this would be an art
that, in acknowledging the distance from the centres of art, was able to use distance
and the history of reliance on overseas models as ‘the rhetorical justification’ for
speaking of appropriation ‘as uniquely “Australian”’ (Butler 1996, p. 23). In the Tall
Poppies catalogue, Taylor (1983/4, pp. 49-53) describes the new art further. It would
be:
art conceived as a crossroad, a meeting place for historical quotation, introspection,
materialism, opportunism, decoration and the image. Spearheaded by critiques of
representation and simulation from within the domain of art itself, reference between the
image and both the perceived world and social action is severed. This is why that which
had previously been radical … is powerless. Painting has again been delivered as a
gratuitous act, the surfeit of representation, and it is therefore available to render the
iconic, the meaningless and the epic all by means of quotation, bricolage, narrativity and
a love of the particular.

Taylor’s position of enthusiasm for ‘iconic’, ‘meaningless’ and ‘epic’ content in art
identified here is rejected by Engberg (1996b, p. 183) because it is derived from a
‘dalliance with nihilistic concerns’. And, in the exhibition Mirabilis: PostAppropriation, held in 1987–88 at the George Paton Gallery, Engberg manifests this
opposition.36 Mirabilis is Engberg’s (1996b, p. 183) call for artists and audiences to reengage with an art that is concerned with wonder, the extraordinary, the admirable.
Artists in the exhibition, Engberg says, drew on other artist’s works but ‘in a spirit of
inspiration’, not as the ‘uneasy death’ of ‘disassociation’; further, a ‘sense of irony
36

Engberg (2013, email, 5 January) informs me that a source of inspiration for Mirabilis was Fake: A
Mediation on Authenticity at the New Museum 1987. The exhibition questioned the value of
authenticity and the ethics of appropriation,
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and humour’ is to be found in the works as distinctly different from repeated ‘one-line’
gags. Engberg (1996b, p. 184) acknowledges here what she calls the ‘failure of
appropriation’ occurring through its inability to ultimately ‘sustain our interest’. ‘We
want to be surprised and delighted’, Engberg says ‘and we want to wonder again at our
love object, art’. While this seems to be a long way from Engberg’s position on the
value of context, I think it reveals an often-understated quality in Engberg’s work.
This is a love of art. It is onto this, and around this, that she builds her ability to
critique culture. As well, Engberg (2008, p. 110) from the time she became Assistant
Director of the Ewing and George Paton Galleries, says she ‘thought it important to
reinvigorate issues of Feminism, look at locality, and make an exhibition program that
linked through ideas but was not slavish to the thin veneer of Post modernism’.
Engberg here shows scepticism towards fashion, and instead looks to more
fundamental ideas that extend beyond themselves to other concepts of self, place, and
meaning.

There were others who also disagreed with Taylor. Annette van den Bosch (1985, p.
10), speaking in regard to several travelling Australian exhibitions in Paris, America
and Edinburgh in 1983 and 1984, was concerned that without even a regional identity,
Australian art was ‘once again in the Antipodes’. Van den Bosch says that Australian
artists and critics who ‘constructed their “difference from a trans-national mass media
culture” which they consume and re/present’ actually ‘missed the main chance’. To
van den Bosch, the ‘main chance’ comes through the position argued by Bernard
Smith that, for Australian culture, identity will be achieved only when there is a full
recognition of the inherent racism in Australian society, ‘from its colonising past to its
political present’. Van den Bosch (1985, pp. 9-10) notes that, in hindsight, ‘the
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concept of provincialism’ functions as a way of ‘disguising colonialism’ within
Australia.

Julie Ewington (1982, pp. 64-73) identifies problems with Taylor’s argument as well.
She argues that his project, despite its claims of postmodernism, is essentially ‘a very
Modernist project’. It is modernist, she says, precisely through the declarations to
distinguish it from what has gone before. As well, she finds that its claims to a break
between image and reference, image and meaning, ‘links it with the old formalist
writing of fifteen years ago’.37 In Taylor’s promotion of this ‘new artistic tendency’,
Ewington sees the conservatism of formalist criticism. The specific links Ewington
finds between modernist criticism and the emergent postodernist criticism in Art &
Text is the shared rejection of ‘an art of social purpose, including feminist art’.
Ewington notes that while there is no explicit opposition to ‘the art of social
commitment’ within the Art & Text discourse, dialogue around this topic is evaded. As
Ewington puts it, ‘The manouevre is to block rather than to tackle.’

Interestingly, Engberg (1997, pp. 52-3), writing a decade later, sees Taylor’s
declaration of ‘the second degree’ as a continuation of the minimalist impulse to reground and re-chart the interpretation of art. However, the effect of the focus of the
‘second degree’, she says, was to shift ‘the theoretical interest’ from existing projects
that examined ‘ideals of radical modernism’ to ‘a more retinal understanding of
quotational strategies’. And, far from creating ‘the possibility of a new kind of
Australian art’ (Butler 1996, p. 23), Engberg argues that ‘the idea of the ‘second
degree’’ had the reverse effect, returning Australian art to a familiar ‘place of
37

Ewington cites Martin Armiger in his review of the exhibition Popism—‘Pushing the Art of Pop’,
The National Times, July 11, 1982 pp. 24-5: ‘Instead of being about something which is meaningless
(Pop art) popism is “about” the meaning that was always contained in the meaningless-ness.’
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reception rather than a place of participation’, and even, ‘close to a point of cultural
oblivion’.

Just as ‘culture-less-ness’ (Engberg 1997, p. 53) was developing in Australian art
under the head winds of postmodernism, Australian Aboriginal desert art, nurtured and
supported from the 1970s with managers, infrastructure, commissions, inclusions in
national and international touring exhibitions, began to have considerable impact
within Australia and beyond. Overseas audiences from the early 1980s were entranced
with Aboriginal art, as were collectors in Australia. In her discussion of the 1983
exhibition of Australian art at ARC/Musée d’Art Moderne Paris, van den Bosch (1985,
p. 11) mentions the positive responses the Aboriginal art, with its powerful
representations of foundational myths, received as opposed to ‘the other art’ on show.
Engberg (1997, p. 54-5) notes that there was a flow on from the reception of
Aboriginal art to other forms of Australian contemporary art, as critics and collectors
‘searched anew for a particular “Australianness” in painting’. Identity had reemerged
on the agenda whether local artists liked it or not. Many did not. Engberg (1997, p. 54)
cites Philip Brophy in 1984 saying :
it is not necessary to constantly interrogate the place of “the Australian” in Australian art
(that debate has long since worn itself out as the impetus for critical enquiry here) …
worse still, that this is not occurring at the behest of self-reflection but deflected back on
us from outside. In a sense “Australianness” is becoming a foreign import, no longer
capable of direction from here and at the whim of intercontinental currents.

Interestingly, Brophy’s prognosis of Australianness ‘becoming a foreign import’, was
a prediction made by van den Bosch (1985, p. 10) when she suggests that one of the
potential outcomes of resisting ideas of national identity (e.g., Taylor, Tillers, Foss)
was the opportunity for ‘that ‘identity’ to be conferred by histories and cultural values
set elsewhere. However, Engberg (1997, p. 54) asserts that the issue of
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‘Australianness’ was originating as much from national impulses (for example, the
preparation of the 1988 Bicentenary of white settlement) as from outside the country.
The issues of Australian identity were widening and deepening during the 1980s with
the impact of post-colonial theory and the increased recognition of Aboriginal culture
and the shared black/white histories. Engberg (1997, p. 55) emphasises that
‘Australianness’ is continuously in a state of ‘socio/political flux’ and thus there is a
need to ‘constantly interrogate the “Australian” in Australian art’.

Another exhibition that questioned ideas of Australianness was The Beach, which
Engberg curated in 1994 at the Heide Museum of Modern Art. Here Engberg
juxtaposed contemporary art works with works dating from the late-nineteenth century
to open and question established ideas of rituals and mythologies of the Australian
beach. From the twentieth century, the beach replaced the bush in representing a way
to frame ideas of Australian democracy and modernity. Engberg (1994, p. 19) notes
that the beach, simultaneously a ‘site of culture and nature’, ‘provides a stage upon
which our national dramas, big and small are played out’. It would be ten years later
that the Sydney beach Cronulla would be the stage where the drama of race riots
would be played out. In fact, Engberg (1994, p. 21), with a degree of prescience,
indicates that, far from a playground of democracy, the beach has ‘become a contested
site of national identity’. The beach, in the exhibition is framed as a ‘site which is
created’, ‘a constructed place’, ‘a site in constant flux’ (Engberg 1994, p. 25). This is
achieved through the way Engberg sets up the art to do the talking. Her effective
juxtaposition of images lets loose irony, black/white relations, gender flips, time lapses
and the history of Australian modernist ideas. For instance, Gordon Bennett’s
Prologue—They Sailed Slowly Nearer (1988), which takes history out of the pages of
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history books and into the popular genre of the comic strip, animates the moment
before the meeting on the beach of the indigenous dwellers of Botany Bay with
Captain Cook. It is like any other comic book drama. We read the convention of
simultaneity in the compressed dramatic space. Same moment, different points of
view. Or is it? We hear only one point of view. Juxtaposed with Bennett’s work are
two others. One is Anne Zahalka’s The Sunbather #1 (1989) and the other, painted a
hundred years earlier (but a hundred years after the moment depicted in Bennett’s
Prologue), is Charles Conder’s A Holiday at Mentone (1888). Both works focus on a
young woman reading alone. In the latter, the young woman on a portable chair faces
away from the sea (and possibly the sun and wind). It is of no matter what she is
reading, for reading is a respectable pursuit for a genteel woman. It is bright clear day.
There are others in the distance. Everyone is fully clothed in a manner suitable for the
main street of town. Only an upturned parasol suggests less formality on the beach.
Was this the artist’s insight into how the beach might impact on future social
relations? In the former image, the young woman occupies a close-up diagonal
position in the photograph. She is dressed for a swim. She battles with the harsh sunlight which causes a play of sharp shadows around her, but is absorbed in Marcel
Proust. Could it be In Search of Lost Time that she is reading? Engberg (1994, p. 29)
notes the date of 1989 places Zahalka’s work at the height of contemporary debates in
art and feminism around ‘our cultural absorption’ in ‘imported’ French philosophy.
Has the woman swapped philosophical theory for reading of French upper-class
infidelities? Engberg (1994, p. 29) says that Bennett’s and Zahalka’s images were
‘created in response to the emerging questions of nationhood’. Both works speak, I
suggest, to our history of conflict and desire. These are just two of the many threads of
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inquiry that underscore The Beach. In my interview with Engberg, she speaks of her
conviction to use art to bring issues to public notice:
In terms of a culture, I believe contemporary practices in particular are mostly
arranged around very sophisticated ideas and the more that we are thinking
about that, the more we are adding to the concept of public intellectualism …
So I like to think that we are making contributions in that way as well, and that
we’re touching on ideas and issues that are important to a civic society.

Concluding her essay in the catalogue On Dialogue, Engberg (1997, p. 60) returns to
Ian Burn’s work A Thread From a Canvas of Jackson Pollock For Australia Only.
While Engberg refers to some of the artists in On Dialogue as those who ‘took up
Burn’s challenge to create their own context while being attentive to the rules of a
readymade avant-garde’, this could just as easily be said of Engberg’s own curatorial
practice. And, while an understanding of creating and analysing context is
fundamental to Engberg’s practice, so too is the recognition that this is of value to the
wider society. As Engberg says:
I am constantly asked on to media to not only talk about art but in fact
invariably I’m asked to talk about concepts—concepts that are cultural, because
I think people want to understand their own culture and how it is constructed
and how that construction shifts and mutates all of the time as we take on board
other kinds of things.

The ideas expressed here of recognising the power and value of cultural critique to
individuals and the community can be said to be a cornerstone of Engberg’s curatorial
practice. At the beginning of this chapter I mentioned there were tensions or dualities
to be found between the cited discourses. These exist particularly between the
discourses surrounding national identity, and internationalism, which have been
explored here as assemblies of competing ideas. Engberg, I suggest, uses the tensions
in these discourses constructively and productively. In the previous chapter on
Siegelaub, I posed the question whether, as archetypal intermediaries, curators live by
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and are regenerated by dualities. Engberg presents convincing evidence of this being
the case.

7.4 The Impact of Institutional Critique and New Institutionalism
In the last chapter, institutional critique from the 1960s was identified as emerging
from the recognition of the way that systems of power operated in relation to the art
museum, art criticism, art history, and the art market. This wave of political awareness
of the art world, it is argued, was triggered and intensified through the exposure of
social and economic inequalities revealed initially through the civil rights movement,
anti-Vietnam War protests, and later, the feminist movement. A critique of art
museums questioned their authority and bias, and their links and ties with the
corporate economy. Sheikh (2006, p. 2) describes this period between the late 1960s
and early 1970s as the ‘first wave of institutional critique’, which questioned the
museum’s authority through art works, interventions, critical writing and political
activism. I argued in the previous chapter this was a significant driver in the
development of artists’ works promoted by Siegelaub. The second wave of
institutional critique occurs from the 1980s, which Brian Holmes (2007a, p. 3)
comments, would be ‘unimaginable’ without influences from feminist and postcolonial theory. Artists at this time unravelled museological systems of representation,
exploring within them the economies of power and the ‘epistemological roots’
(Holmes 2007a, p. 3) of colonialism. Engberg’s time at the Ewing and George Paton
Galleries from the early 1980s coincided with this second wave of institutional
critique. Sheikh (2006, p. 1) identifies that, from the early 2000s, both waves of
institutional critique merge into what could possibly be a third wave, which has
become part of the art institution itself—part of the ‘art historical canon’—perceptible
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in the pulse of the practices of de-materialisation and in post-conceptual art (Sheikh
2006, p. 1). In addition, artists’ works, once censored for their critique of the museum,
are now fully embraced by the very museums that rejected them (Fraser 2009, p. 408).
Whereas previously, it was artists in ‘isolated interventions’ (Marchart 2010, p. 468)
who took part in institutional critique directed against art institutions. Now, Sheikh
(2006, p.1) says, it is curators and directors of art institutions who, in extracting from
the developed artist-critique praxis, are transforming and radicalising institutions from
within. This move takes institutional critique from outside the institution to a force
within the institution. Doherty (2004, p. 1) describes this phenomenon as New
Institutionalism—a concept drawn from the social sciences—which has a radical
agenda to transform art institutions through ‘curatorial practice, institutional reform
and critical debate’. Doherty (2004, p. 3) is quick to indicate there is nothing new
about New Institutionalism in the context of art practices, identifying it as arising from
the forty years of discourses of institutional critique cited above. As mentioned earlier
in this chapter, Barnes (2008, pp. 148-150) proposes that the Ewing and George Paton
Galleries pioneered New Institutionalism through its attention to ‘socially progressive’
ideas, its ‘informality’, and its orientation ‘to varied communities of interest’. It seems
likely that Engberg came to experience art during the second wave of institutional
critique, and absorbed what would become New Institutionalism in its formative
stages. As Marchart (2010, p. 469) points out, the aims of New Institutionalism are
expansive. He identifies them as:
to open up the art institution in question, to create a space of criticism, to make
experimental formats possible, and to call into question institutional hierarchies,
work relationships, and the circumstances of institutional production in general.

At ACCA, Engberg embraces some of these aims of New Institutionalism. In the
following excerpt, Engberg unpacks her methodology—which she says remains a
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central position for her (J. Engberg 2013, email, 5 January)—in curating exhibitions.
She emphasises the way she uses an exhibition as a tool to analyse and explore issues
within art that she considers important for audiences to consider:
My practice is open-ended … I always like to think of it as the first word rather than the
last word. I am not interested in being right … I am more interested in whether it’s an
exploratory thing, and so in a show … I would have a variety of ideas inside it. I am not
trying to define a precise feminism; I am not trying to define a precise abstraction. I am
not saying minimalism is the be all and end all of the last classical moment or whatever.
I might think some of those things are true or not true, and I will show a show that
investigates those principles or concepts but in a much open-ended sort of fashion.

Working from Marchart’s list of aims, it could be said that Engberg identifies how she
creates a space of criticism through her investigative analysis of issues, using ‘a
variety of ideas’, and through her stance to not have ‘the last word’, but rather to
present art in exhibition using open-ended, exploratory approaches.

Doherty (2004, p. 3) notes how particular artistic and cultural trends have converged
in parallel to New Institutionalism. The first of these is the formation in contemporary
art of ‘relational and/or socially-engaged practices’ supported through dialogue and
the concept of social networks. Then, there is the recent theorising of culture and
creativity known as the culture economy, the concepts, logic, and urgency of which
have driven urban regeneration in the West. In turn, this has led to a reassessment of
the role museums and galleries might play in creating more convivial public spaces
and smarter, more civil, cities. In the enthusiasm for city transformation, finance has
become available for either refurbishing previous industrial sites, or creating new
spaces for the civic renewal possibilities presented by contemporary art. It is in the
lead-time for these building ventures to be realised, Doherty says, that a unique
opportunity has opened for ‘critical questioning’ of the ‘production and process’ of
new contemporary art exhibition programs and enterprises. Importantly, it has allowed
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opportunities to consider ways to establish meaningful relationships with potential
audiences in the museum’s locality.

Engberg says she thinks about audiences all the time, ‘not for a turnstile reason, but
because you want those people to be engaged’ with the art. To this end, the floor staff
at ACCA are employed to enter into discussion with visitors:
All my staff wear badges that says ‘ask me about the art’. We are not interested
in being standoffish; we’re interested in engaging people, and it’s mandatory in
my institution that people know about the art … and are prepared to speak about
the art. They are there to protect the art, but more and more fundamentally
they’re there to actually provide an intelligent, engaging service with the art.

What does it mean, Sheikh (2006, p. 2) asks, ‘when the practice of institutional
critique and analysis has shifted from artists to curators and critics’, or ‘when the
institution itself has become internalized in artists and curators alike (through
education, through art historical canon, through daily praxis?’ Is institutional critique
completely emptied of its ‘critical method’, he asks. Farquharson (2006, p. 4) notes
that this line of questioning presumes that the institution consists of ‘buildings [and]
not discourse’. To Fraser (2009, p. 414): ‘Institutional critique has always been
institutionalised. It could only have emerged within and, like all art’, she says, it ‘can
only function within the institution of art’ [original emphases]. Smith (2012, p. 138)
asks whether inside or outside the institution, is it possible to be ‘simultaneously
reformist, critical and out there?’ For this, he says, is one of the most pressing issues
of contemporaneity.

The most productive way to consider this wave of institutional critique, suggests
Sheikh (2006, p. 2), is not so much as an historical moment or form of art making, but
more as ‘an analytical tool, a method of spatial and political criticism and articulation’
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that has wide application to the art world and other institutions beyond it. Sheikh
refers to this as an ‘an expanded notion of institutional critique’, and while he
recognises the positive potential for stimulating ‘a questioning of the institution and
what it institutes’, he also sees through ‘its very act of internalization’, the way it can
lend itself to a means of ‘control within new modes of governmentality’. And these, he
says, can be detected as an unspoken, yet increasingly perceived, undercurrent in the
enthusiasm for the culture economy.

What, then, are the hopes and aspirations of New Institutionalism? As Farquharson
(2006, p. 2) asks can ‘new institutionalism’ last or do ‘collection-based institutions by
nature’ remain resistant ‘new institutional’ values…’. How is it seen to enable art
institutions to transform themselves from within their own structure and organisation?
Central to such transformation is the rethinking of the actual physical and conceptual
space of the art institution. In this context, the vision of Charles Esche is often cited; in
2001 he launched the reopening of Rooseum at Malmö (cited in Doherty 2007, p. 2).
In the following excerpt, Esche begins to realign what amounts to the central precepts
of Western culture in his positioning of contemporary art. ‘Now the term “art”’, he
says:
might be starting to describe that space in society for experimentation, questioning and
discovery that religion, science and philosophy have occupied sporadically in former
times. [In this way the art institutional space] … has become an active space rather one
of passive observation. Therefore the institutions to foster it have to be part-community
centre, part-laboratory and part-academy, with less need for the established showroom
function.

Here, Esche declares a new place for art in the twenty-first century global culture,
which is strangely in tune with the experience economy38 and the cultural economy
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identified earlier. Esche also models a strand of artistic practice where its energy and
engagement is derived from dialogue; it is ‘process-based’, often over time, and
layered with the principles of audience/viewer participation and involvement. A
philosophic position, I argue, that derives from Esche’s own history and experience of
working closely with artists and students to realise innovative art projects. Engberg
describes her similar practice of working in close parallel with artists:
I started working directly with artists … I really was working with producers, and so I
think that has informed all of my practice. I am a champion of artists, so I want to work
with them at the sort of edge of what they do, and I want to push them as far as they
wish to be pushed … providing a critical reception point and a critical reaction point for
what they do.

New Institutionalism is further characterised through the concepts of self-reflexivity,
inter-disciplinarity, integration, temporariness, responsiveness, experiment, change,
and flexibility. These concepts have in turn stimulated a thorough restructure and
reinterpretation of institutional sites, exhibition programs, viewer and user experience,
use of technology, time frames, education, public programs, and marketing (Doherty
2004, p. 1). Doherty (2004, p. 4) notes that it is when New Institutionalism ‘creates
points of dialogic convergence for artists and art works’ that ‘it is dynamic, inclusive,
experimental and responsive’. Here Engberg speaks about her approach to creating
convergences within exhibitions:
So in …[a] sense my philosophy is to be an active curator; it’s not to be merely a sort of
organiser of things or a re-arranger of icons or a cataloguer of items in an archive—it’s
actually to … really interrogate why artists are doing certain things at certain times and
make an ideas based event which will explore that and let the artists and audience
explore that too.

When Engberg began as Artistic Director of ACCA in 2002, she moved into an
architecturally distinctive and purpose-built building, designed to be a notable part of a
cultural hub in the urban redevelopment of Melbourne’s CBD. In many ways, the
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building lends itself thoroughly to the aspirations of New Institutionalism. ACCA’s
architects Wood Marsh describe the building as ‘a robust laboratory for
experimentation’.39 Its structure is designed to facilitate the realising and exhibition of
diverse art practices. Modelled on the European kunsthalle it has no permanent art
collection; rather, new works from local and international artists are commissioned for
exhibition as well as idea-based, curated-themed exhibitions. Engberg describes
ACCA as ‘a … laboratory of practice’ and:
a co-producing institution … an institution of currency … in a cultural way … ACCA is
not authorative … I think it is a very approachable kind of place in general. The work is
displayed and arrayed in such a way as it’s vulnerable to the intervention of people;
therefore it is a more immediate encounter.

The building-environment of ACCA certainly sets the tenor for the exhibition
program; however, Engberg brings to it her leadership and commitment to nurture
contemporary artists and their art as well as developing audiences that are interested in
the art journey:
I am driven, I think, by art and ideas, and my premise is always to be first led by art to
see what art is doing, and then in certain ways go back inside my own knowledge and
say, well, why would this be the case? Artistic trajectories … always come out of a
strong sociological instinct at certain times or an economic instinct at certain times.

Further, dialogue stimulated through art and creating conditions conducive to the
involvement of audiences is part of making spaces active. As Engberg says:
I think the work we do is highly engaged, and I think the audience is highly engaged by
it, because they realise it is not a passive display of proper names and collected items
that they don’t actually have to look at or think about terribly much.

New Institutionalism, like the way the cultural economy is pitched, has a glowing
rhetoric. However, Doherty (2007, p. 3) identifies some of the more problematic sides
to it. In the enthusiasm for identifying the benefits of New Institutionalism to artists,
audiences, and communities, Doherty notes that, rather than an organic expansion of
39
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ideas, there has been a narrowing of ideas, ‘as issues have been rehearsed, assimilated
and reiterated’, particularly through ‘a profusion of seminars and conferences
involving the same voices’. As well, Farquharson (cited in Doherty 2007, p. 3) has
recognised that there can be a tendency for curators, with an interest ‘in dealing selfreflexively with the structures of mediation’, to privilege and create ‘a demand for art
practices engaged in those same questions’. With this in mind, Doherty considers
whether New Institutionalism might set up ‘unnecessary polarisation’ between
practices that are open-ended and self-reflexive and those that are not. Doherty also
suggests that there is often not a full understanding of the concept of ‘participatory
practices’, nor are the differences between ‘socially-engaged’ activities or ‘interaction
and participation’ fully understood. Further, Nina Möntmann (2007, pp. 1-2) notes that
the European art institutions that championed New Institutionalism in the early
2000s—Rooseum Malmö, Kunst-Werk Berlin, the Museum of Contemporary Art
Oslo, the Nordic Institute of Contemporary Art, the Contemporary Art Center Vilnius,
Kunsthalle Helsinki—had, by 2007, all suffered budget cuts, and lost their curators
and directors as they were merged with larger organisations. Möntmann considers this
outcome linked with ‘the dismantling of the welfare state’, and ‘the demands of the
neoliberal event economy’ (Steyerl cited in Möntmann 2007, p. 1). However, Doherty
(2004, pp. 6-7) suggests there are other issues too. She identifies that the art
institutions that have continued to be enriched by the ideas of New Institutionalism are
those that have not used them as ‘a set of rules’; rather, they have used these ideas to
create programs that ‘morph around artists’ work’. These art institutions also work on
extended projects with artists, as well as using their spaces for a variety of activities
and events, such as including a bar or a nightclub, or a lecture theatre, or a venue for
forums, performances and ‘peer critiques’. Of particular relevance is that Doherty says
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that the ‘surviving’ art institutions are those that have not avoided ‘exhibition as a
form of presentation’, but have successfully combined exhibitions with other social
uses of the space. This has occurred at ACCA, where, besides the talks, lecture series,
bar, and music events, art exhibitions are the lifeblood of the place.

This section has considered the dynamics within the discourses of institutional critique
and New Institutionalism, and the manner in which these have impacted and shaped
Engberg’s practice and beliefs. I have argued Engberg’s empathy with these
discourses derives from her close working relationships with artists and from her
formative exposure to institutional critique generated in the environs of the Ewing and
George Paton Galleries in the 1980s. However, given that certain European art
institutions that once championed New Institutionalism have suffered financial and
organisational blows, it is interesting to reflect on how Engberg been able to sustain
New Institutionalism’s ideals while maintaining the ongoing survival of ACCA. In
part this has occurred through the good fortune of working in an institution created for
the primary purpose of exhibiting contemporary art. Moreover, however, I suggest that
the survival of ACCA owes as much to Engberg’s productive working relations with
artists and also to her entrepreneurial capabilities. The next two sections will consider
the discourses surrounding these practices.

7.5 The Power of Working Closely with Artists
When curators began to work independently from museums, a significant change
occurred: they began to forge much stronger friendships and alliances with artists. The
case of Harald Szeemann exemplifies this. When his 1969 seminal exhibition Live in
Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form, held at Bern Kunsthalle, hit a raw nerve
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with the local Swiss authorities, Szeemann was forced to step down as Director of the
Kunsthalle. What happens next, symbolically, marks a strategic new alliance that
would become a hallmark of the practices of ‘independent’ curators. Departing from
the Kunsthalle, Szeemann took with him the full archive he had built up over eight
years, which consisted of documentation of art works, exhibitions, and, importantly,
all correspondence with artists (Aubart and Woods 2007, p. 39). The archive was to
become Szeemann’s new structure around which his practice was built, and with
which he set up an independent agency called The Agency for Intellectual Guest
Labour. Fabien Pinaroli (2007, p. 65) notes that Szeemann’s vision for this agency was
modelled on the creative processes he had observed ‘by the “happening” artists’,
whose public impact was achieved through ‘interventions or situations’. As Szeemann
(cited in Pinaroli 2007, p. 65) says in 1972: ‘I sought to recognize and participate in a
kind of art that depended entirely on the moment of the experience …’. And to do this
I suggest, depended on very close working relationships with artists. While close
working relationships between artists and curators were already occuring (as in the
examples of Siegelaub and Fischer mentioned in the previous chapter), most of the art
activities involving artists in this way at the time were taking place outside of art
museums. What differentiates Szeemann is that, in a ‘freelance capacity’, he was able
to continue curating exhibitions within art institutions, largely because he was able to
draw on and capture ‘the moment of the experience’ from the artists with whom he
closely worked. Working closely with artists marked a difference in cultural
production at this time, which, I would argue, has continued to be a highly desirable
asset for curators professing an independent practice.
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Nevertheless, tensions often exist between artists and curators, as O’Neill (2012, p. 88)
says; specifically, a tension between ‘artistic autonomy’ and ‘curatorial intervention’.
Drawing from Theodor Adorno’s theorisation of culture,40 O’Neill identifies the
‘dialectic’ between authors, artists and producers of culture and those who
administrate culture—the managers, organisers and curators. From this point of view,
the creative flow of cultural producers is potentially neutralised by administrative
interests. In this way, O’Neill (2012, p. 89) says, artist and curators can be seen to be
‘oppositional agents’. Bourdieu (1993, p. 79) sees the relationship between artists and
curators not so much oppositional but ambivalent. Artists and curators, he says, are
‘adversaries in collusion’, battling each other and others in the artistic field for
legitimacy and authority. Should this still be the case? It is interesting to consider how
Engberg unpacks the nature of her close working relationships with artists:
I would consider [my practice] collaborative. I would even consider it interventionist, if
you like. There is a balancing act, to some degree … I do often say to an artist, I don’t
think you’ve quite reached it, got it, whatever, or do you know about this or this? I
would generally try to help shape their concept or idea. I don’t make the work with
them, and it’s not for me to determine what the work would eventually be, but I think I
have an active role to play in being a sounding board, and of course being an
intellectual source for certain aspects of practice.

This statement identifies particularly well the complexity of artist/curator negotiation.
Here collaboration is nuanced to become interventionist, and then further, as an active
role, a sounding board and an intellectual source. All terms boarder onto ‘artistic
autonomy’. However, O’Neill (2012, p. 89) identifies that the oppositional model
Adorno articulates fails to deal with the way both artistic production and curatorial
mediation have expanded, such that, at times, they appear to converge. In particular,
O’Neill notes the way curatorial practice has encompassed a range of ‘organisational
forms, cooperative models and collaborative structures’ that ‘accommodate generative

40
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properties’ previously seen as a dynamic of artistic production. Curatorial work,
O’Neill says, can be ‘durational, transformative and speculative’ and as such takes a
very different form from Adorno’s concept of bureaucratic administration.

In the following excerpt, Engberg discusses what could be seen as ‘durational,
transformative and speculative’ aspects of her work with individual artists:
So, with an individual artist, I might spend quite a lot of time working with them,
talking about the concept for 8 or 10 months in advance of the actual making of the
work, so there is a thorough going through all aspects of it … So it can be both a
practical engagement at a sort of functionary sort of level, or it can be a highly
philosophical intellectual engagement with the artist as well. But you don’t do that with
everyone. That’s the sort of work I do when I am working closely with somebody with
whom I have a kind of relationship that’s been developed over a period of time and who
trusts that dialogue as being important to what they do.

Engberg identifies longevity of relationship and trust as important qualities in creating
significant relationships with artists.

The place of collaboration in the history of artistic practice has had a significant
impact recent curatorial developments. In her article ‘The Collaborative Turn’, Lind
(Kuan Wood 2010, pp. 181-204) briefly sketches the history of artistic collaborative
ventures from the nineteenth century onwards, highlighting constructivist projects,
dada theatrics, surrealist experiments, fluxus games, and conceptualist interventions.
Angelika Nollert (2005, p. 27) further notes that the following European movements
were created through artistic cooperation and shared ideas and goals: De Stijl,
Bauhaus, Cobra, Quadriga, Spur, Zero, Wiener Gruppe, Internationale Situationniste.
And there are still further examples. With the weight of evidence of artist collectivity,
it is curious that the belief in the artist-as-a-sole-producer continues to hold sway. In
the 1970s, collaboration, Lind (Kuan Wood 2010, p. 183) says, carried such impact
that ‘redefinitions of art tended to go hand in hand’ with its practices. Since the 1990s,
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however, artistic group work has fundamentally changed. Nollert (2005, p. 28) notes
that discontentment, or ‘revolutionary demand’, is no longer the sole motivation for
artists to work together. Rather, there is an increasing tendency for artists to
collaborate on a ‘one-off form of action’ or with ‘temporary and situation-specific
projects’ (Block and Nollert 2005, p. 8). Interestingly, the reasons for this are seen to
be both a sharing of knowledge and talent and also to find new pathways of
investigation. In a similar manner, curators are also using collaboration (on a one-off
basis or for regular pursuits) to make new discoveries, to approach topics differently,
and to enrich and extend outcomes (Block and Nollert 2005, p. 8).

Perhaps what makes collaboration hard to grasp is that it is a non-specific term,
encompassing diverse methods of bringing people together with ‘different capabilities’
often in an ‘unstructured way’ to build synergies. And there are other terms with
similar meanings that are also used, such as cooperation (working towards a shared
advantage); collective (a group undertaking); interaction (reciprocal action); and
participation (taking part in something initiated by another party) (Kuan Wood 2010,
p. 61). The range of interpretation and nuance of collaboration became apparent to
Rebecca Gordon Nesbitt in 1996 when she organised an exhibition to give an
overview of the changing relationships between artist-run initiatives and the art
establishment in the UK. Gordon Nesbitt (2003, pp. 59-61) says she identified 50
artists’ initiatives at that time, each with their own form of collectivity, which she
believes were to have considerable impact on both artistic and curatorial production.
Also taking place through these artist initiatives was the emergence of artist-curators,
who, while building organisation skills to mount exhibitions, ‘had the added benefit of
working with their equals, in a situation without hierarchy’ (Gordon Nesbitt 2003, p.
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72). It was this in particular, Gordon Nesbitt, says that fostered artists and curators,
who sought an increased sense of a shared undertaking and a desire to find solutions
through dialogue (Gordon Nesbitt 2003, p. 73).
Lind (Kuan Wood 2010, pp. 194-204) draws our attention to a range of theoretical
approaches that have added to the discourse on collaboration. Mention is made of
Suzy Gablik’s ‘“connective aesthetics”’ and Suzanne Lacy’s ‘“new genre public art”’,
both of which highlight the importance of values, ethics and social responsibility’ in
art collaboration. Nicholas Bourriaud’s (2002, p. 14) conception of ‘relational
aesthetics’, while not specifically addressing collaboration, describes an art that draws
on ‘the realm of human interactions’ and social and contextual dynamics. Further,
there is Peter Weibel’s ‘Kontextkunst’, which initiated, through ‘various forms of
collaboration’, a network of artists from New York to Cologne who investigated the
dynamics and mechanisms of cultural production. Grant Kester’s concept of
‘dialogical art’ identifies the nuances of collaboration with ‘diverse audiences and
communities’, using the ‘intersection of art and cultural activism’.

‘Teamwork’

features heavily in the current discourse on collaboration, advocated widely through
the principles of neoliberalism. In this context, Lind (2005, p. 273) says there is a
coherent structure with the desirable goals of increased efficiency and maximised
profits.

As well, Lind (Kuan Wood 2010, p. 201) identifies new models of art collaboration
that have emerged since 2000. They continue to be prevalent, and their mode of
organisation is heterogeneous, with many having a cross-disciplinary membership that
lies ‘on the border between activist, artistic, and curatorial activities’. In recognising
the social and work-sharing benefits of collaboration, Lind considers whether it makes
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a difference to the art produced. Is it an ‘inherently “better” method, producing
“better” results?’ The answer is both ‘yes’ and ‘no’. But, the spirit of collaboration
undoubtedly stirs questioning of assumptions, presumptions, and certainty, and this is
always good for art. And, as I have already argued, collaborative relations with artists
are good for institutions too. I asked Engberg whether working with artists changed
the way she thought about contemporary art, or changed the way she curated
contemporary art. Engberg agreed, noting that with contemporary art one is always
learning:
I think art always teaches you a great deal, and I think I am very privileged in that way
because I’m really able to continue to research things as a result of the things that are
delivered to me. So an artist will come forward with something, and you’ll think, ‘Oh
gee, wow, now what is that, and where does that come from?’
So it encourages you to go back inside your own research knowledge and extend that
knowledge by really sort of going further than you’ve gone previously.

Here Engberg affirms the reciprocal nature of working with artists and the manner in
which it continues to stimulate her practice. Recently, Engberg’s close working
relationships with artists has extended outside ACCA to pop-up performative art
activities in the environs of Venice Biennale in 2011 and Glasgow International
Festival of Visual Art in 2012. Finding new path ways of investigation and seeking an
‘openness to possibility’ (Smith 2012, p. 142) is as important for contemporary
curators as contemporary artists. Thus within the discourses around collaboration there
is room for considerable tension and at times duality. However, Engberg is able to use
this tension productively in working with artists.

7.6 To Be an Entrepreneur
In the previous chapter I discussed discourses of entrepreneurialism in relation to
Siegelaub’s practice. Siegelaub was presented as an energetic person who took on
risks and responsibilities, and used the economic resources he had in novel ways to
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launch exhibition projects. I suggested that since little money was ever made from his
exhibition and art activities, perhaps the concept and discourses of the social
entrepreneur came closer to describing him. Siegelaub was operating outside a formal
art institution in an era before state funding for art was in place. Engberg, on the other
hand, entered the art world a decade after the Australian national arts funding body,
the Australia Council for the Arts, was formed. The Australia Council formally came
into existence in 1975, a time when there was widespread interest and enthusiasm for
the arts. Through the policies the Australia Council developed to support artists,
museums and arts organisations, it is possible to track an increased emphasis placed on
overt links between culture and the economy as well as the positioning of arts workers
as entrepreneurs. For, in the creative economy, everyone needs to be an entrepreneur.

In her publication The Entrepreneurial Arts Leader (2002), Ruth Rentschler identifies
the way cultural policy development in Australia came to represent governmental
attitudes and values. Policy evolved through federal government reports, and research
undertaken by the Australia Council. As more became known about what the arts were
and what the arts did, greater expectations emerged about what the arts could do with
government funding, to roll out social policy. This has become known as the ‘cultural
turn’ where the idea of culture is seen to add value to ‘the way people think, feel and
act …’ (du Gay and Pryke 2002, p. 1). Wider knowledge about the arts (drawing on
local and international contexts), and acknowledgement of its contribution to creating
a more equitable and more democratic society, initially led to increased government
funding for the sector. Later, funding became tied to achieving certain goals, and,
finally, government funding became fully tied to the ability of organisations to raise
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their own funds through outside support—corporations, benefaction, philanthropy,
self-funding, fund-raising.

Rentschler’s (2002, pp. 20-32) chronology of cultural-policy development begins with
a preliminary awakening stage (1954–74), followed by three major ‘eras’. The
foundation era, 1975–87, established a focus on excellence, extending access, and
national identity through the arts. Overall, its vision was monocultural and largely
directed towards traditional, upper-middle-class audiences. The government reports of
this era (Piggott Report 1975 and McLeay Report 1986) signpost the need for change,
particularly in the areas of education, communication, and staff training. Also
highlighted was the need to widen public access to the arts, however, the funding
needed to realise this had to be sought from other sources. This is the moment,
Rentschler (2002, p. 24) says, when ‘government attitude to funding’ led to two major
shifts in the sector. Firstly, arts organisations were required to become more
entrepreneurial. This, in time, led to the replacement of leaders of arts organisations.
Impresarios, who used the persuasion of personality and their own personal
connections to direct their organisations, were replaced with administrators who
sought to balance internal organisational needs with outside funding constraints.
During the next stage, the professional era of 1988–93, public discourse began to
group arts organisations together as ‘a cultural industry’, which in turn saw interest in
individual artists move to a focus on cultural institutions as a whole. Research by the
Australia Council began in earnest to describe and understand this largely unregulated
field through data collection on attendance, employment, volunteers, operating
expenditure, and so on (Rentschler 2002, p. 26). These newfound statistics in turn
drove a greater democratisation of arts organisations, particularly through a
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reassessment of relationships with communities and the analysis of programs and
outreach. The focus was now on multiculturalism; the understanding of the arts was
widened to include entertainment, and ‘targeted potential audiences’ were also
widened to include ‘diverse targeted minorities.’ (Rentschler 2002, p. 20). ‘Funding
diversity’ became a catch cry as the reliance on solely public funding was strongly
discouraged. The 1990s saw further reports published, each re-sharpening policies
around ‘access and participation; creativity and excellence; diversity; valuing our
heritage; and a viable industry’ (Rentschler 2002, p. 27). It is interesting how
‘viability’, though listed at the end of these goals and principles, is gradually
conceptualised as central to the success of an arts organisation. Business management
language infiltrate reports; terms such as ‘new markets’, ‘new products’, ‘management
efficiency’, ‘distribution links’, ‘value chain’, ‘funding strategies’, ‘artistic gains’, and
‘a place in a global economy’ abound (Rentschler 2002, p. 28).

The entrepreneurial era, 1994–present, commences with the launch of Creative Nation
(the first Australian national cultural policy statement). Here creativity becomes the
central link between all things. And, as a chief generator and exemplar of creativity,
the cultural industry is seen to also become central to ‘national identity, marketing,
tourism, information technology and economic success in Australia’ (Rentschler 2002,
p. 29). The focus undertakes a dramatic shift. The arts are now in ‘a niche/global’
field, and their sector is tourism and leisure. Culture is there for consumption, and
audiences are much wider, including tourists and ‘niche groups’ (Rentschler 2002, p.
20). Clearly, there is an increased focus on the marketplace, on audiences, on selfreliance, and ‘on the spectacularisation of entertainment’ (Rentschler 2002, p. 31).
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Engberg’s professional career at the Ewing and George Paton Galleries occurred just
prior to the launch of the ‘professional era’ of Australian cultural policy, and
organisational restructuring was in the air. In reflecting back on her early days at the
(now named) George Paton Gallery, Engberg (2008, p. 110) says she recognised in the
‘midst of the shifting terrain’ of the time that the George Paton Gallery, despite its
track record, could be in trouble. Engberg could see that the Gallery was isolated
within the university, and was small in comparison with other contemporary art
spaces. With the opening in 1983 of ACCA and 200 Gertrude St in 1985, coupled with
the Australia Council’s desire to rationalise funding to one contemporary art space in
each state, continued funding would be difficult. Engberg (2008, p. 110) says she did
‘a re-niche-ing exercise’, recognising that if the George Paton Gallery was to survive,
it needed to be a centre that was ‘critical in both programming and publishing’. Within
the university, Engberg (2008, p. 108-10) saw that the program needed to fit in with
‘academic thinking’ and also provide a base for students who were curious about ideas
emerging from the interface between science and the humanities, and the fairly recent
cross-disciplinary studies of cinema, gender, and comparative literature. Lectures
given by visiting artists and theorists had been part of the Ewing and George Paton
Galleries’ culture since the 1970s. What the Wednesday at 7 lectures created by
Engberg were able to do at this time was create longer conversations with audiences
through the synthesis of topical themes, titles, and speakers. The lecture series
continued for three years, and as Engberg says, were ‘stuffed to the gills with people’.
This is the kind of strategising that appears to come readily to Engberg.

By the entrepreneurial era, Engberg was working at the Heide Museum of Modern
Art, where the complexities of gathering private and public funding had been in place
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for over a decade. The exposure to opportunities to participate in networks of
benefactors, sponsors and government agencies from her position at Heide would be
invaluable for extending her entrepreneurial approach to creative practice. In their
article

‘International

Entrepreneurship:

The

Concept

of

Intellectual

Internationalisation’, Gus Geursen and Leo Dana (2001, pp. 331-33) assess the
‘classic’ literature on international entrepreneurs. They indicate that the emphasis in
the literature on brand and expansion of technological and organisational structures
misses a significant approach, which, I believe, is taken by Engberg. The authors
point out that there are individuals who simply see opportunities by their ability of
‘seeing new combinations’. These are people who realise ‘they live in a global
community of singular or synergistic opportunities’. Further, the authors (2001, p.
332) articulate that these entrepreneurs:
find opportunities because their minds are not ‘bounded’ by local traditions and norms.
At the core of their contribution is the intellectual ability to think beyond organisational
transplants or territorial expansion but to see re-arrangement into new combinations,
operating intellectually.

Rather than focusing on profit gained from labour or capital, the authors see ‘lateral
intellectual contribution’ ‘as the ‘entrepreneurial component’. Seeing opportunities by
seeing ‘new combinations’ of things in new ways is part of the creative repertoire, and,
indeed, is the very element that has been canonised in the ideas found in Australian
cultural policies. Engberg’s natural talent for thinking about things differently or, as
she says, making ‘more sense of something’, has been substantially shaped by the
shifting discourses of cultural policy in Australia. This becomes clear in Engberg’s
chapter ‘The Arts’ in Dear Mr Rudd, a compilation of essays intended to stimulate
dialogue between ‘public intellectuals’ and the government. Engberg’s (2008, pp. 27890) strong and fluent advocacy for the arts outlines how the arts are ‘“good” for
people’. She makes a passionate claim for governments to ‘nurture excellence’ in
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artists’ work and not to be sidetracked by ‘national myth-making’. Engberg (2008, p.
281) also speaks positively about the reviews, the restructuring, and the introduction of
business models to arts organisations. ‘They have been good for us’, she says, because
they have pointed out ‘serious fractures’ in the infrastructure that requires government
financial attention; and, as well the business planning and strategising undertaken by
arts organisations has brought a greater awareness of ‘markets’ and the skills to
identify other sources of income. It is through these processes of analysis and change,
Engberg says, that it is possible for the arts to step up to the vision of the 1994
Creative Nation policy document that claims: ‘Culture creates wealth … Culture
employs … Culture adds value’. Engberg (2008, p. 289) identifies that the ‘funding
matrix’ for arts organisations is ‘now complex and potentially exciting’. And, while
praising the introduction of tax incentives (Prescribed Public Funds) for private
contributors to the arts, and noting that ‘private philanthropy is on the rise’, Engberg
(2008, p. 282), interestingly, still makes the plea for the intangible benefits of the arts,
lost in ‘an exclusively we-pay-our-way and our-outputs-are-up argument’. Engberg’s
curatorial practice is driven by entrepreneurship in its various manifestations.
However, the richness of her practice owes as much to her ability to see beyond the
tangibles, to the intangibles.

7.7 Conclusion
I have argued that Juliana Engberg’s curatorial practice has been defined and shaped
by the following dominant discourses: those that highlight the tensions between
national identity and international aspirations; those that embrace the politics of
institutional critique and new institutionalism; those that consider the enrichment of
collaborations with artists; and those that encourage entrepreneurism. I have identified
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these discourses through analysing my interview with Engberg, along with her articles,
catalogue essays, and other scholarly texts. In many ways these are also discourses
that, since the 1980s, have generally inflected art production, exhibition and display,
museum building, cultural policy development, and arts funding in Australia.

Engberg’s apprenticeship in curating occurred in a highly experimental place where
artists and musicians converged; where ideas were pitched; where creative risks were
supported; and where artists were seen as the generators of important and progressive
ideas. It was also a place and situation where many of the ideas that were to become
the discourses I unravel in this chapter, first actively intersect. In 1981, Art & Text was
launched in Melbourne, which stirred up debates on many of the concerns that became
central to artistic practice over the next decade. The discourses of national identity and
internationalism were particularly pursued. During his time as editor, Paul Taylor
developed the rhetoric for a new kind of Australian art that found its identity,
ironically, by eschewing nationalism and enthusiastically embracing appropriation.
There was a history of overlap between the writers and followers of Art & Text and the
artists and exhibitions at the Ewing and George Paton Galleries. This does not mean
there was always agreement. In fact, Engberg came through this period of the 1980s in
opposition to aspects of Taylor’s ideas of New Wave’s ‘second degree’. As argued in
this chapter, Engberg believed that far from creating a new Australian art, ‘second
degree’ potentially had a nihilistic effect on Australian culture. Engberg draws rather
from Ian Burn and Terry Smith, whose ideas were vigorously discussed in journal
articles in the 1970s. These were ideas about the problems of provincialism in artistic
practice. While the binds of provincialism were apparent at every turn, both Burn and
Smith saw a way out that was based on recognising that art did not operate
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autonomously, and like everything else, it is context dependent. Burn, through his art
practice at the time in New York, argued there was a power that could be derived from
recognising, analysing and using one’s own context to give a different point of view.
Paul Foss and Imants Tillers in the 1980s promoted other ideas about the impossibility
of locating a unique Australian identity within art practices. Both Foss and Tillers
argued that pursuing a unique Australian identity was futile, but for very different
reasons. Engberg shied away from both of these approaches in developing her
curatorial practice, influenced as well by the wider centre/periphery debates emerging
at this time in the United States. Engberg uses context not to give certainty to a
particular point of view but rather as a springboard to enable her to see differences
differently, and through this, to engage in a very strategic manner with the
international art world.

The Ewing and George Paton Galleries was a place where the concepts of social and
institutional critique were circulating. I have also suggested that the Ewing and
George Paton Galleries fitted closely the model that later became known as new
institutionalism, drawing together a sense of community, artistic experimentation,
and intellectual inquiry. It was here also that Engberg experienced the synergy of
cross-fertilisation of ideas through forms of collaboration. Functioning on a very lean
budget, with few resources, meant that problem solving, and networking at all levels
was de rigueur. There were many opportunities for Engberg to trial entrepreneurial
ventures within this environment, where it was expected that you were able to see
things differently. The specific shaping discourses encountered in their formative
stages at the Ewing and George Paton Galleries were to give Engberg a strong belief
in the value and importance of being attuned to seeing the world sharpened by one’s
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own context; an understanding of the fundamental importance to maintain a critique
of the institution; a recognition of the mutual enrichment of close working
relationships with artists; and an awareness that creative intellect, synergistic and
strategic planning make things happen. This is a curatorial practice where tensions
within and between discourses abound. But these are tensions and dualities that I
argue, rather than undermining or weakening Engberg’s practice had the capacity to
revitalise and reenergise it.

It is interesting to consider a very brief comparison between the defining and shaping
discourses on the practices of Siegelaub and Engberg. There are similarities to be
found particularly in the way a critique of the institution is foundational to each of
their practices, but as has been explored, it is realised in different ways. The curators
are also marked out by their close working relationships with artists. They each draw
on the ideas, and questions that the artists around them are asking about the world.
They each also have a flair for networking and what can be seen as a form of
entrepreneurialism. In many ways what we see here is a particularly postmodernist
set of discourses. However, in looking across the scope this thesis, what consistently
appears of influence (with the possible exception of curators in the early days of the
British Museum), are the discourses linked to networking and forms of
entrepreneurialism. Perhaps, this is a source of the duality I recognise in Siegelaub
and Engberg’s practice as curators. In the next chapter I will discuss the final
example of curatorial practice, that of Charles Esche. Esche’s practice will give the
overall study a current European perspective; it will also reveal the makings of a
practice shaped by a strong political vision, where dualities abound.
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Chapter 8: Charles Esche—Optimist, Pragmatist and Agent of Change

8.1 Overview
This chapter will examine Charles Esche’s developing curatorial practice from the
early 1990s onwards; in the earlier years, he was based in England, Scotland, and
Sweden, and, since 2004, the Netherlands. Esche41 says he fell into art after being
disenchanted with mainstream left-wing politics during the Thatcher era in the United
Kingdom. According to him, political thinking at the time did not keep up with the
effects of globalism and neo-conservatism felt throughout the world. Instead, political
activists on the left reacted by turning back to focus on working-class victories from
the past. Esche wanted to question how global relations might be rethought or how
neo-conservatism might be understood in other ways; could these problems, he
wondered, be thought of in more speculative and imaginative ways? Could they even
be thought as presenting new possibilities? Esche reports that it took two steps to find
out that there were artists committed to this very way of thinking. The first was to
begin working in a social-history museum, which caused him to think about ways to
represent ideas. The second was meeting Stephen Willats, a conceptual artist
interested in socially engaged art, which questioned the meaning and intention of art
while speculating ‘about how things could be different’ (Willats 2010, p. 7). Willats
had the same problem with traditional art and museums as Esche had with party
politics. It created a turning point for Esche who recognised that it might be artists
with whom he could find a shared spirit of inquiry. In this chapter I will analyse the
way that Esche applied his political convictions to the exhibition of contemporary art.
41

All the material in this introductory commentary has been drawn from my interview with Esche in
May 2005.

219

The chapter will build on the previous examples of curatorial practice by considering
the impact of a different set of discourses on practice. And, while Siegelaub, Engberg
and Esche can be seen to display some similar personal attributes, the manner these
attributes are filtered through differing discourses, makes for significantly different
outcomes. As in the previous two chapters, here I will draw on the interview I held
with Esche in May 2005 at Eindhoven. I will also draw on the discourse analysis I
have made from his considerable number of catalogue essays and articles, as well as
other scholarly writing. Before beginning to discuss this material, however, I will
provide a brief overview of his career, and then go on to consider some of the early
exhibitions he curated. This is to give a sense of the direction that Esche’s practice
has taken.

8.2 Career Synopsis
In 1990, Esche completed an MA in Art History and Museum Studies at Manchester
University, which garnered him a curator’s position at Kettle’s Yard, a small house
museum and part of the University of Cambridge. Being here allowed Esche to
undertake exploratory and interdisciplinary projects with other university
departments. Following this, Esche continued to seek out professional placements
where experimental exhibition formats and collaborative opportunities were possible.
He first worked at Tramway, a visual arts centre in Glasgow, which exhibited and
commissioned local and international artists; then at the Proto Academy, an
experimental project that he initiated at the Edinburgh College of Art, which allowed
students across the College to collaborate in research projects with visiting artists.
The next move was to the Rooseum Center for Contemporary Art in Malmö, Sweden.
This provided Esche with an opportunity to plan and put into practice a model of new
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institutionalism. In 2004, Esche was appointed Director of the Van Abbemuseum in
Eindhoven, Netherlands, a role he still holds. Over the years, Esche has also cocurated a number of high profile exhibitions: in 2000, Intelligence, an exhibition of
New British Art at Tate Britain; in 2002, the Gwangju Biennale; in 2005, the Istanbul
Biennial; in 2007 and 2009, the Riwaq Biennale, Palestine; in 2007, the Dutch
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale; in 2010, he curated U3, the Slovenian Triennale in
Ljubljana; and, in 2011, he co-curated Strange and Close for CAPC, Bordeaux. In
addition, Esche is an active writer; he founded and has been co-editor of the art
journal Afterall and Afterall Books since 1999; he has participated in the research
project Former West since 2008; and in 2012 he received the European Cultural
Foundation award for his work in creating a critical voice for promoting societal
change. In his twenty years as a curator, Esche has actively promoted contemporary
art, instigated change in art museum practice, and driven critical art discourse through
his writing and presentations given at seminars and conferences. As Esche recently
said in an interview, ‘My core ambition that runs through everything I do is to work
towards making society more equal, and less divided than it is today’.42 This ambition
is evident within Esche’s curatorial and writing projects, such that it is possible to say
the significantly influential and shaping discourses in Esche’s practice are connected
to the broad discursive field of art and politics. Within this field there are particular
discourses around key ideas that Esche frequently references in his writing. I will
identify these and consider how they are played out in the major exhibitions he has
curated and the art institutions he has directed.

42

Interview as part of Triangle 2011 Conference at the University of the Arts, London.
https://soundcloud.com/resonance-fm/six-pillars-charles-esche accessed 14th January
2013 .
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8.3 Early Curatorial Work
The first exhibition Esche curated at Kettle’s Yard was titled Excavating the
Present,43 held in 1991. Interestingly, many of the ideas that would become significant
in his practice are evident in this exhibition. Excavating the Present asked questions
such as, how do we interpret art or anything else? How do things make sense? Who
makes the meaning? What is art’s relationship to the world around it? The exhibition,
which aimed to engage the viewer intellectually with the work, had its beginnings in
cross-disciplinary collaborative discourse; Esche had developed the exhibition’s
concept out of a discussion he had with members of Cambridge’s archaeological
department. The invited artists Jeremy Ackerman, Art in Ruins, Pavel Buchler, Tony
Cragg, Gillian Dyson, Rosie Leventon, Mark Lewis, Avis Newman, Cornelia Parker,
Michael Petry, Oliver Whitehead, and Stephen Willats all worked with concepts of
fragmentation, which, in art, often connotes disjunction, or disillusionment, or
dysfunction. However, within an archaeological framework, ‘the fragment’ has a
completely different meaning; a whole language may be developed around the
individual fragment. Using their professional techniques of analysis, the Cambridge
archaeologists ‘interpreted’ the exhibited art works, as if they were specimens of
material culture dug up on the site. In summary, the exhibition challenged the artists
to think about and adapt their work to the environment of an historic house; it spurred
on viewer discussion and inquiry about how meaning is created; it focused on
interpretation and narrative; and, it involved a local community of scholars in
collaboration. Above all, it focused on place as an architectural and archaeological
construct, as an artistic source for ideas, and as a community of viewers.
Transforming the exhibition or museum space into a forum is an approach Esche
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The details of this exhibition have been derived from Esche’s description of it in my interview with
him in May 2005.
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continues to evolve; and, working with ideas, histories and experiences of place is
something Esche says he believes defines his work. Further, collaboration remains
central to his practice, which is, as Esche says, ‘conversation and discussion’44.

The second early exhibition that further reveals Esche’s interests is Trust, held in
1995 at Tramway, Glasgow. Esche (1998, pp. 251-6) reports that during the planning
of the exhibition and its events program, he and his co-curator 45were very cognisant
of the ‘particularities of Glasgow and its artistic community’, and were attuned to how
Tramway’s ‘financial survival’ depended on an increased public appeal. They wished
to expose the artistic community of Glasgow to some engaging work that they had
recently encountered in their travels, and they wanted some local artists’ work to be
seen and experienced among their international peers. The title of the exhibition,
Esche says, was an inspiring metaphor for the exhibition process; it not only described
the relations between the two curators and the local artists, but what they hoped the
viewer would feel when they entered the gallery. This does not mean, Esche is quick
to assert, that the artwork should be considered uncritically, but rather that trust might
lower the ‘cynicism with which a Scottish audience approaches contemporary art’.
Determined to redefine what contemporary art could be, the curators selected some
conceptual works by international artists, such as Felix Gonzales (Untitled, Portrait of
Dad), Carsten Höller (Aphrodisiac Tea), and Andrea Zittel (Pit Bed). When the
exhibition opened, the press reception was generally critical of the lack of painting
and photography; however, they were completely irate at title of the exhibition. There
44

Unless otherwise referenced, all Esche quotes are taken from my 2005 interview with him.
Esche (2013, email, 18 February) informs me ‘Trust in Glasgow was curated together with local
artists (Gordon, Borland, Buchanan and Donachie). There were no Glasgow artist in the show itself. It
was a way to recognise an internationalism grounded in Scotland - which of course is not meant to be
an international country’.
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was one newspaper article, however, to which curators and artists took exception.
While positive about the exhibition, the journalist criticised Tramway for being
inaccessible to ‘the ordinary punter’, saying that ‘no one, not even artists go to
Tramway’ (Esche 1998, pp. 252-3). Determined to confront this throw-away-line, an
open forum was immediately organised with representation from Tramway, the Arts
Council, and the Glasgow School of Art, as well as the particular author of the
troubling article. Heated debate took place with 150 attendees, such that the
exhibition, Esche says, became a cause celebre. It was the subject of a 30-minute
television program, and featured on the front page of newspapers. At the conclusion
to the exhibition, a weekend of discussion and social events were organised, including
a bus trip to a whisky distillery in the country. With a fifty percent increase in
attendance, even local council officials were satisfied. However, for Esche, although
the audience was ‘a fairly specialist group on both occasions’, it was the
conversations the exhibition generated that were of most value; as Esche remarks,
‘[i]n place of silence, the space became the site for heartfelt exchanges of opinion’
(Esche 1998, p. 253). The exhibition also highlighted the way viewers experience
artworks in an exhibition. The feedback Esche and his co-curator received from the
‘funding bodies’ was that they had not provided enough information ‘to help the
viewers to look at the work’. However, Esche felt that many of the works did not need
‘interpretation’—for instance, he says the only way to explain Höller’s Aphrodisiac
Tea is to offer viewers a sample in a glass. On reflection, Esche said his collaborative
team thought the response from the funding body was more likely to be ‘a disguised
attack’ on some works in the exhibition. Nevertheless, Esche said it led them to
consider the nature of exhibition information. In particular, they decided to avoid
pronouncements in labels, and to include personal responses to works wherever
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possible. Esche (1998, p. 254) says, ‘[i]f we treat visitors as collaborators rather than
vessels to be filled with art we may find a more open, dare I say, trusting attitude in
return.’

Thus, Esche’s interests identified in this overview of Trust build on those identified in
Excavating the Present. These interests can be summarised as follows: a commitment
to collaborating with artists and colleagues; a recognition of the unique role that place
plays in the production and reception of art; and the desire for art to stimulate ‘open
debate’. In addition, I believe that Esche’s approach to reconsidering the relationship
between viewers and art exhibitions, and viewers and art museums was borne out of
these formative exhibitions. In Esche’s next major exhibition, Intelligence: New
British Art, it is possible to see how one of Esche’s key ideas begins to strengthen.
This is what he calls engaged autonomy. The other key ideas that form influencing
discourses are ‘modest proposals’, ‘agonism’ and ‘possibility’. I argue that all these
discourses, within the larger discursive field of art and politics have played a
particularly significant role in shaping Esche’s curatorial practice.

Intelligence: New British Art was held the Tate Britain in 2000, and Esche co-curated
it with Virginia Button, senior curator there. The exhibition was to be the first of a triannual series of exhibitions focusing on new British art. An early point made in the
catalogue essay, ‘Intelligence is the Great Aphrodisiac’ (Button and Esche 2000, pp.
8-16)46 is that the new century will be making new demands on us all, and we will
need to think about many things differently. The ‘ambition’ of the exhibition, then, is
‘to put forward an argument for art as an instrument to model new codes of value and
46

Although formally co-authored with Virginia Button, the catalogue essay reads very much like an indepth statement of Esche’s curatorial interests.
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behaviour in the future’; for art is like ‘an intelligence mechanism through which
experiences and ideas can be tested’ (Button and Esche 2000, pp. 12-13). This is an
aspect of engaged autonomy. The ‘autonomy’ component of this idea identifies an
articulated space that art has claimed around itself since modernity, which enables art
to say things not tolerated in other social spheres. It is a space in which it is possible
to think ‘differently’ or imagine ‘things otherwise than they are’ (Esche 2002a, p. 12).
Esche, I argue, uses this idea as a challenge to artists (and curators) to make use of
this opportunity, while at the same time challenging governments to ensure they can.
Esche’s use of the concept engaged autonomy is complex and contains many
slippages, which I will discuss as the chapter proceeds.

The other part of engaged autonomy, ‘engaged’ is linked to audience or viewers.
Intelligence’s catalogue essay notes (Button and Esche 2000, p. 10) that artists in this
exhibition are interested in finding ways to ‘develop a dialogue with their audience’.
Further, the artists recognise that the interpretation of their artwork is ‘determined just
as much’ through the ‘insight and translation’ of the viewer. This form of negotiation
between artist and viewer is at the centre of ‘an apparent uncertainty or ambiguity’ of
some contemporary art (Button and Esche 2000, p. 11). While this experience of
ambiguity may not fit ‘a broad cultural expectation of confident certainties’ that is
promoted by ‘politicians, economists and celebrities’, nevertheless, ‘it is the basis for
a thoughtful, self-critical society’; Art will be perceived differently by each person,
perceptions will change, and, in the end, not everything will be known (Button and
Esche 2000, p. 11). This is Eche’s call for a two-way engagement between artists and
audiences. He values artists’ attention to context, and viewers wanting to understand,
but encourages them not expect easy answers. In this exhibition catalogue, Esche
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strengthens his argument and understanding of ‘engaged autonomy’, and, in time,
engaged autonomy comes to express the artistic and social space that Esche seeks to
establish for art’s production and reception. I will now discuss in detail Esche’s key
ideas.

8.4 Art and Politics
To introduce the discursive field of art and politics, it is worth offering a broad
interpretation of the dynamics of social and artistic critique identified by Boltanski
and Chiapello in The New Spirit of Capitalism (2005). Their insightful analysis
underlines some of the tensions present in the key ideas underpinning Esche’s
practice. In their book, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005, p. 42) note that the critique of
capitalism in its various forms is as old as capitalism. All critiques find their source in
indignation, and while capitalism is constantly changing, its fundamental logic is not.
In this way, the authors say, the sources of indignation fueling critique have remained
consistent over the last 200 years (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 37). Indignation,
‘the domain of the emotions’, is the primary layer of critique; however, to enable
critique ‘take off’, it requires a secondary layer of reflection, theorisation and
argument (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 36). I will now outline the sources of
indignation because their interplay impacts on the tensions between artistic critique
and social critique, which, I argue, are fundamental to Esche’s practice. Boltanski and
Chiapello (2005, p. 37) cite the sources of indignation as being disenchantment and
inauthenticity, applied to people and things but also to emotions and feelings; and
oppression, in its impact on individual freedom, autonomy and creativity. Indignation
is aroused through the experience or awareness of poverty and inequalities; and,
finally, the recognition of opportunism and egoism, which are destructive to ‘social
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bonds and collective solidarity’. What emerges at this point is the impossibility of
combining the various indignations into a single cohesive framework. There are,
however, two major groupings that emerge, which are identified as artistic critique
and social critique (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 38). According to the authors,
artistic critique, derived initially from French bohemianism of the nineteenth century,
draws on indignation from disenchantment, inauthenticity and oppression. This
critique’s focus is on the sense of loss and dehumanisation derived from the effects of
commodification through mass production. A loss of meaning is experienced in
objects, as well a sense of loss in the value of human labour and skills. The artistic
critique identifies the drive of capitalism and bourgeois society to control and direct
people to specific work that is determined solely for profit, while ‘hypocritically
invoking morality’. The artist (and intellectual) is seen to have grasped freedom
through making rejections and refusals (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 38).

Social critique, on the other hand, drawn from Marxism and linked to working-class
movements, takes up the remaining forms of indignation: opportunism and egoism
that create poverty and inequalities (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 38). Essentially,
it is a moral call, often influenced by ‘themes’ from Christianity. It is perhaps
unsurprising, then, that social critique makes a stand against key elements of artistic
critique, namely the critique of morality as well as the central place given to
individual desires and interests. Boltanski and Chiapello (2005, pp. 38-40) say that the
incompatibility often felt between these critiques is due to the fact that they are
derived from different viewpoints and emotions. Depending on the circumstances,
there may be some association between these critiques but generally there is always
some tension, for together they represent an entanglement of counter ideas and
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desires. The artistic critique takes from modernity the concept of the individual, yet it
radically challenges capitalism’s logic and values and ultimately seeks ‘a total
abandonment of the capitalist regime’ (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 39). For
social critique, inequality and poverty are problems to be solved by compassion,
reform, and intervention in individual enterprises, not by the overall rejection of
capitalist frameworks—in this way drawing from modernity too. However, both
critiques, the authors say, possess ‘modernist and an anti-modernist aspect’. So while
there is tension between the critiques, there is also tension within each of the critiques,
determined by the degree of modernist and anti-modernist leanings. This tension
within and without that each critique, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005, p. 40) argue,
leads to the ‘inherent ambiguity of critique’. In summary, they say:
The artistic critique is anti-modernist when it stresses disenchantment, and modernist
when it is concerned with liberation … The social critique is rather modernist when it
underscores inequalities and anti-modernist when, fixing on the lack of solidarity, is
constructed as a critique of individualism (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 40).

I will use Boltanski and Chiapello’s analysis of artistic and social critique as a
background to consider Esche’s key ideas, which, I argue, carry the authors’
assessment of the ‘inherent ambiguity of critique’. I wish to explore the
aforementioned concept of ‘engaged autonomy’ further. Esche uses this term to
describe the artist’s position, or the action of a project, or Esche’s own position in the
world. In his collection of essays Modest Proposals (2005a, p. 10), Esche notes that
engaged autonomy is a paradox. He sees it as ‘a creative tension between two,
traditionally opposed, forms of artistic thinking’. However, using Boltanski and
Chiapello’s analysis, it could be more productive to discuss the paradox as the tension
between artistic and social critiques. Autonomy is a central part of the artistic critique
It seeks to play individualist rules free from normative accountability, and in this way
is modernist. Conversely, being engaged implies a concern, a stretching out, a moral
229

compassion. It is a critique of egoism and in this way is seen to be anti-modernist. In
fact, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005, p. 37) say the critique of egoism is often
associated with a ‘nostalgia’ for the ‘communitarian aspects’ of early societies.
Nevertheless, it is this tension, this ambiguity, this duality that I argue drives Esche’s
practice, and, very likely, enables it to avoid the pitfalls of either exclusive critique.

What is at stake when Esche uses the term autonomy? In his publication Conversation
Pieces (2004, p. 17), Grant Kester links autonomy to twentieth-century avant-garde
practices, where art is seen to be a catalyst for disrupting the ‘viewer’s expectations
about a given image, object, or system of meaning’. Through the resulting disruption
or alienation, the viewer is shaken from a ‘reliance on habitual forms of perception’.
Art is to question the world as a ‘fixed and orderly place’. Its role is to reveal that ‘our
very identities are shifting, unstable and contingent’ (Kester 2004, p.20). So, while for
Kester, art’s autonomy is more to do with the viewer’s experience, for Esche (2005a,
p. 11), the concept of autonomy is a way of protecting art and preventing it from
dissolving into ‘either its total commodification as a marketable good or its reduction
to a social welfare project’. In other accounts, Esche (2002a, p. 12) uses the autonomy
of art as the idea of advocating spaces where it’s possible to think ‘differently’ or
imagine ‘things otherwise than they are’. Esche argues that despite ‘the totalizing
structure of global capitalism’ and the fact that there is ‘no outside’, nevertheless, ‘a
protective shield has accrued around art in free market capitalism’. This is where a
‘possibility’ could be created that is ‘both meaningful and resistant to instant
comprehension … creating not a fixed point of view but a slippery and changeable
condition made of spatial, temporal and relational elements’. This is the ‘speculative
terrain’ of art that autonomy provides. Further, the ‘task of the curator’ is to cultivate
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this terrain, even ‘develop an enclosure … where some of these things can happen,
within capitalism … but a little bit defended from its destructive and mocking forces’
(Esche 2005a, p. 94). In this way, artistic autonomy seeks to distinguish art practice in
some manner from the surrounding world of commodities, as well as to create and
protect a space where speculative ideas can be developed. However, in a sense, Esche
(2002a, p. 12) is also speaking about disruption and alienation. In an earlier quote,
Esche talks about projects or artistic outcomes being ‘both meaningful and resistant to
instant comprehension’. Thus, perhaps he is not advocating a violent shake-up, but
more, a gradual dawning of awareness. Esche’s terminology suggests a journey: for
there is not ‘a fixed point of view’, and the conditions are ‘slippery and changeable’.
A similar concept is raised in my interview with Esche:
I think that’s what creates intelligence—it’s that moment of kind of estrangement
where you don’t know what is happening and you have to figure it out … [It’s] that
idea of making meaning out of what is apparently meaningless, or unclear at least …
[this] is the process of active engagement with art that really excites me.

Intriguingly, this suggests that art’s autonomy can lead (with determination) to
engagement. However, evidence suggests this is more of an indication of the twists
and turns in the tensions within the key idea.

Brian Holmes (2007b, p. 547) sees the current interest in artistic autonomy not as a
return to avant-garde practices of the early-twentieth century, nor as a conservative
attack on the experimental art practices of the 1960s and 1970s (which sought to
critique art’s autonomy), but rather as an important strategy for working creatively
‘within the pall of … [the] postmodernist anaesthetic’ (Holmes 2007b, p. 548). In his
discussion on artistic autonomy, Holmes (2007b, p. 547) foregrounds the way the
‘transformation of society on the business model’ has drawn ‘artistic and cultural
production into a major field of capital valorisation’, where art becomes categorised by
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the ‘market and the state’. The state, Holmes (2007b, p. 549) says, ‘seeks only one
thing’—to make creative work functional ‘to manage it, to give it a productive
discipline’. Using an example of the Tate Modern, and the way corporate support is so
tightly integrated into its structure and function, Holmes (2007b, pp. 550-1) says that
art has become ‘the ultimate commodity, the one that sells all the rest’. It is within
these conditions that Holmes sees Esche’s call for autonomy as an important ‘political
project’ against ‘the spectacular communication machines of contemporary capitalism’
(Holmes 2007b, p. 552; p. 555).

However, Esche links autonomy to engagement. In fact, Esche (2005a, pp. 10-11)
sees that autonomy ‘can only be maintained if the idea of engagement is also fully
sustained’. Thus, engagement as an aspect of social critique becomes the antimodernist modifier to autonomy, and, as such, appears aligned with the dialogic art
paradigm for which Kester (2004, pp. 9-12) argues. Dialogic art47 is a socially
interactive model of art practice where artists create a convivial and empathetic
relationship with viewers/participants. Artists working with a dialogic approach see
the links between art and the wider social and political world, and see art as a conduit
for change. Art is seen as a change agent because of ‘the kinds of knowledge that
aesthetic experience it is capable of producing’ (Kester 2004, p. 9); however, this is
an aesthetic experience built up over time ‘through an accumulative experience of
exchange and dialogue’ rather than the ‘shock of insight’ advocated by the historical
avant-garde’s artistic autonomy (Kester 2004, p. 12). But there are differences
between dialogic art practices and Esche’s concept of engagement. The examples of
dialogic projects that Kester discusses generally have clear desired outcomes, and
47

Dialogic art is one of a large range of participatory art practices explicated in Bishop, C. (2012).
Artifical Hells Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. London, Verso.
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they operate with ‘an ethics of interpersonal interaction’ (Bishop 2012, p. 25). Clare
Bishop (2012, pp. 25-6) considers the form that this ethics takes as problematic. She
sees it leading to ‘consensual behaviour’, avoiding disruption and ‘idiosyncratic or
controversial ideas’. This does not mean that Bishop is opposed to ethics in art; rather,
she states, she is opposed to ethics being ‘performed in such a direct and saintly
fashion’ (Bishop 2012, p. 26). Esche (2005a, pp. 10-11) sees an engaged art practice,
while not so much involving interaction between artists and viewers, as nevertheless
one where the viewer or viewers are foremost in the mind of the artist. The artist, or
curator, or project is to be attuned to ‘the immediate conditions of reception’. Esche
admits there are many approaches to art making; however, all are attentive to ‘the
time and place of presentation’, and in tune to the specific community, in order to
avoid ‘the idea or ideal’ of the ‘universal viewer’ (Esche 2005a, p. 11). I argue the
concept of an engaged practice has its roots in social critique and anti-modernism;
however, the way Esche nuances it possibly brings it back more into a modernist
orbit. Nevertheless, engagement and autonomy act as counter-balances to each other.
In their extreme state, they are polar-opposite artistic practices. Esche, however, has
interfaced them. And in doing so, the tension this creates, I argue, sets the limits that
enable Esche to separately address the critiques that are directed at each concept.
Furthermore, rather than the tension and ambiguity of engaged autonomy having a
disabling effect on art production, I consider it to have an energising effect, as it
addresses the desires of both artists and the ‘situation’.

There is another discourse that Esche indicates is important to his concept of engaged
autonomy, which both sets limits and creates openness: this is the recent thinking
around agonism. In fact, Esche (2005a, p. 11) says that the framework of engaged
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autonomy ‘can be valid only if artists themselves retain an agonistic relationship’ to
this framework, ‘struggling to assert their own contrary position while acknowledging
and actively responding to the issues at hand’. Here, Esche draws from philosopher
Chantal Mouffe’s (1993, 2000, 2007) articulation of agonism. In her thesis on the
‘agonistic public space’, Mouffe’s (2007, p. 2) starting position is that, after 1989,48
there is an ‘uncontested hegemony of liberalism’. While Mouffe recognises there are
‘many liberalisms’, she notes the ‘dominant tendency’ in liberalism can be seen as ‘a
rationalist and individualist approach which is unable to grasp adequately the pluralist
nature of the social world, with the conflicts that pluralism entails’ (Mouffe 2007, p.
2).

Antagonism exists because there is ‘no rational solution’ to many conflicts, revealing
explicitly the limits to ‘any rational consensus’. Nevertheless, what is desired in a
liberal democracy is ‘a universal consensus based on reason’. Mouffe (2000, p. 11)
says that rather than ‘acknowledging the ineradicability’ of conflict, liberalism ‘tries to
find ways of eliminating it’, which is ‘the paradoxical nature of liberal democracy’.
Mouffe (2000, p. 11) recognises ‘that pluralist democratic politics consists in
pragmatic, precarious and necessarily unstable forms of negotiating its constitutive
paradox’. Liberalism, however, remains ‘blind to “the political”’ (Mouffe 2000, p. 11),
and reduces ‘politics to a set of supposedly technical moves and neutral procedures’
(Mouffe 2007, p. 3). Against this position, Mouffe (2007, p. 3) advocates the
‘agonistic model of democratic politics’. To do this, she identifies two strands of
antagonism. One strand (‘antagonism proper’) is the conflict between enemies—where
there is little shared understanding; the other strand (agonism) is conflict between
48

This marks the year that the Berlin wall is demolished and in the West, Communism is seen to have
collapsed.
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‘adversaries’ or ‘friendly enemies’ (Mouffe 2000, p. 13). In this situation, people are
friends because ‘they share a common symbolic space’, but they are enemies because
they want to organise this space differently (Mouffe 2000, p. 13). What then does the
‘agonistic model’ of public spaces look like? Firstly, Mouffe (2007, pp. 2-3) says, it is
‘the core of a vibrant democracy’, recognising the centrality of power relations within
a society that always has a political dimension; and secondly, it contests the idea49 that
public spaces are places where ‘rational consensus takes place’ (Mouffe 2007, p. 3).
Esche sees agonism as an important component to his concept of engaged autonomy
that brings a distinct dynamic of ‘multiplicity of discursive layers’ (Mouffe 2007, p. 3)
to art projects. Further, he sees agonism as important dynamic in exhibition making:
In the art world at its best and the construction of an exhibition at its best, you are these
friendly enemies to each other so you are able to answer back, that there’s not an
overarching intelligence which is putting this together, which is the curator or whatever.
But there’s actually a set of agonistic relationships, which are going on. I think, at its
best, art is that.

So while agonism is encouraged between artists and curators, Esche also sees that
‘there should be agonistic tension between the public and the artwork’. This suggests
a very different involvement of viewers with art.

Modest proposals and possibility are other key ideas Esche upholds. Modest proposals
give permission or protection for possibilities to be dreamt up, thought about,
suggested, and trialled. For Esche (2005a, p. 11), modest proposals as ‘essentially
speculative’ yet ‘intensely concrete and actual’. Thus, while speculative, they eschew
‘the clearly fantastical’ and ‘the hermetic purity of private symbolism’ because the
focus is on the ‘real, existing conditions’. Esche (2002a, p. 11) says that modest
proposals were intended to be an antidote ‘to the utopian tendency of art’. For utopias
49

Mouffe cites Hannah Arendt and Jürgen Habermas who both draw from Kant, and see (through
different reasoning), public spaces as sites of consensus. Mouffe, C. (2007). "Artistic Activism and
Agonistic Spaces." Art and Research 1(2), ibid.
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are ‘always elsewhere’ and the present is often overlooked. As well, with an attitude
of modesty, proposals do not fall into claims of ‘universality’ or desires for the
‘grandoise’. Esche (2005a, p. 64) believes that in current times, ‘precise, small-scale
and specific observations’ have more impact than large generalisations. For,
‘[p]ropositions about certain clearly defined conditions go much further into our
hearts than the grand theories of change’ (Esche 2005a, p. 64).

Esche says critique is the starting point for modest proposals ‘out of which
prospective ideas have to emerge’ (Esche 2005a, p. 16). Modest proposals may well
be seen as critiques in themselves, but critiques as ‘active experiments’ (Esche 2005a,
p. 28). Importantly, modest proposals project ‘what might be rather than what is’; they
make use of existing things, ‘conditions and situations’ and out of these emerge ‘more
aspirational or purposeful configurations’ (Esche 2005a, p. 16). While small, they are
nevertheless ‘little disturbances from within’ (Esche 2005a, p. 34); they do not need
‘to be tested, and found wanting, in terms of profitability or market share because it
has no purchase on these terms’ (Esche 2005a, p. 27). Furthermore, modest proposals
‘can prolong … [their] existence … to become the seed for varieties of critique and
alternate thinking about existing conditions’ (Esche 2005a, p. 28). Overall, the idea of
a modest proposal is a loose concept set within various tensions. What comes through
in Esche’s writing is that the term is able to carry a great deal of optimism, for it is
strongly motivational. At a seminar Esche participated in 2002 (Esche 2002b, p. 75), a
student questioned Esche’s idealism. They commented that Esche’s discussion about
modest proposals and possibility sounded ‘church-like’ and ‘an ideal situation …
where everything will be discussed and then we’ll all get something out of it’. Esche
(2002b, p. 75) didn’t respond directly; rather, he replied with: ‘It might sound
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idealistic, but on the other hand, I don’t think cynicism is necessarily a good response
to the world at the moment. I think there is too much cynicism’. Undeniably, there is a
great measure of idealism in Esche’s key ideas, but they also seem to convey a
counterpoint to this idealism. In modest proposals, this is in the manner in which the
focus is placed on the actual, the what-is-there-now.

The idea of ‘possibility’ is closely connected to modest proposals. As Esche (2005a,
p. 93) says of possibility:
[It] is a very important word for me, because I think that’s what we have to grasp, to
create possibility … Possibility to change, possibility to imagine, possibility to
speculate, possibility to think things otherwise, these are very important.

Possibility is ‘a condition’ or mindset that allows ideas to evolve in fresh or different
ways (Esche 2004a, p. 2). Esche (2002b, pp. 71-2) also links other words to possibility:
‘temporariness’ and ‘provisionality’. Both of these encourage a destabilising of the
status quo, which, Esche says, can lead to greater awareness and involvement in social
issues, or, can be ‘triggers’ for remaking or reconstructing ‘art’s relationship to the
social’ (Esche 2002b, p. 72). Esche (2005a, p. 94) also notes that the ‘task of the
curator is to cultivate that terrain of possibility’, to nurture it, to invigorate it, and to
build things on it.

In this section I have discussed the tensions that exist within the concept of engaged
autonomy, and, following Boltanski and Chiapello, argue that each word connects to a
different form of critique, either social or artistic critique. And, because the critiques
are derived from different ‘indignations’, viewpoints and emotions, there is often
incompatibility between them. As well, each critique carries within them a ‘modernist
and an anti-modernist aspect’ determined by the degree of modernist or anti-
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modernist leanings that are articulated (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 39). The
tension between the critiques and within the critiques could also apply to modest
proposals. There is a sense here that ‘proposals’ are modernist in that they look to the
future and to change; and that ‘modest’ is anti-modernist, in the way it focuses on the
‘intensely concrete and actual’ (2005a, p. 11). Possibility, on the other hand, with its
links to temporariness, provisionality,50 and instability seems to be aligning as a postmodernist concept. It brings a flexibility and fluidity to the other key ideas. And then
there is agonism—friendly enemies. Agonism would seem to be modernist in its
desire for discourse and debate, yet in the way it recognises that the political is
threaded throughout the social, it seems to have a link to the post-modern. The
tensions within these key ideas are palpable. Nevertheless, these tensions and
ambiguities simultaneously set limits, and yet, other possibilities. I argue that it is this
quality that makes Esche’s practice adaptable and attuned to changing conditions.
Within these doubled-concepts of Esche’s key ideas, there is a great deal of optimism
and idealism. And, despite Esche setting limits to these too, I suggest they are the glue
that hold the doubled-concepts together. Reading on Esche, I have noted his interest
in ‘polar opposites, or dialectics, with which to juggle’ (2005a, p. 57). Indeed, his key
ideas do juggle, provoke, stimulate, motivate, and energise; they open a situation out,
and draw things back to the object at hand. In the next section I will consider how the
discourses around Esche’s key ideas are evidenced and played out in two biennials he
co-curated, one in Gwangju, South Korea, in 2002, and the other in Istanbul, Turkey,
in 2005.
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Esche makes links himself between possibility and Derrida’s concept of ‘becoming’ Esche, C.
(2002b). Models for Now II. Becoming Oneself: Four conversations on art and institutional creativity
today. M. Hlavajova. Utrecht, BAK, basis voor actuele kunst.
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8.6 The Gwangju Biennale
Esche co-curated the 4th Gwangju Biennale (held in March–June 2002) with Korean
artist and academic Wan-Kyung Sung, and Chinese/French curator Hou Hanru. This
discussion will focus on the component of the Biennale with which Esche seems to
most closely connected, which was ‘Project 1—Pause’. Here, instead of the usual
invitations sent to individual artists, 26 alternative art spaces and artist collectives
from Europe and South Asia were invited to participate in the Biennale. Each group
was to send, ahead of time, architectural drawings of their respective places of art
making, or their ideal space, and these were built as structures within the main
pavilion at Gwangju. Each of the invited groups was asked to ‘auto-curate’ work from
their members that would be installed in their constructed biennale space. The varied
works included group exhibitions, performances, video work, ‘social collaborations’,
web-sites and ‘urban documentaries’ (Sung, Esche et al. 2002, p. 27). Esche’s
enthusiasm for the project is strongly evident in the catalogue. As he says:
In the end, we will create an extraordinary international meeting point with Warsaw
standing next to Yogyakarta or Beijing next to Taipei. In places like Warsaw,
Copenhagen, Glasgow and across the Asia Pacific including Korea it becomes clear that
one doesn’t have to imitate the same kind of museums as mainstream centers. It is
possible to invent new ways to create art and to exist as an artist that are much more
locally relevant than reproducing the same kind of white cube institutions everywhere.
This is why we will try to articulate this network and to help strengthen and build on it
here in Korea (Sung, Esche et al. 2002, p. 27).

All of Esche’s afore-described key ideas are at work in this project: possibility,
modest proposals (despite the grandiose ideas the excerpt above conveys), agonism,
and engaged autonomy. We also see the tensions between the concepts at work. Of
the strategy to invite alternate artists groups to the biennale, Esche says:
there was one fundamental thing I had observed in the world and that I had brought with
me to the Biennale … and that was we should invite groups … groups that were
essentially working in the arts in order to achieve political aims … art is a collective
process, art is a collective production at the moment, and that the key points of that
production are around the world but, in certain cities, associated with certain self
organized … artists groups and that’s the art world we can present at Gwangju.
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It was also a story, Esche believed, that could be brought to the art world itself: ‘not
the story of the singular object, not the story of the commodity but the story of the
process and the story of the group structure’. It is clear this was an opportunity to
present a different model ‘or set of possibilities for the proliferating phenomenon of
the Biennale itself’ (Sung, Esche et al. 2002, p. 29). And, Esche continues, ‘[t]he
global biennale culture appears very superficial and, while that is part of its strength,
it is necessary to allow time and space … for relationships to develop’ (Sung, Esche
et al. 2002, p. 29). This is a modest proposal that begins with critique; the focus is on
‘real existing conditions’ (Esche 2005a, p. 11) of the artists’ collectives and alternate
spaces; it projects ‘what might be rather than what is’ (Esche 2005a, p. 16); and it can
seriously claim to be ‘a little disturbance from within’ (Esche 2005a, p. 34).
Possibility is grasped here as well, ‘to imagine’, ‘to speculate’, and ‘to think things
otherwise’ (Esche 2005a, p. 93). Further, the Biennale itself would provide ‘a
protective shield’ (Esche 2002a, p. 12) for speculative ideas to develop and function
as a means to distance the art works from the surrounding world of commodities.
This is in line with Esche’s key idea of artistic autonomy. There is no fixed point of
view; rather, a ‘slippery and changeable condition made of spatial, temporal and
relational elements’ is fully embraced (Esche 2002a, p. 12). The organisers of the
Biennale also demonstrate an engaged practice by being attuned to ‘the immediate
conditions of reception’ (Esche 2005a, p. 10). As Esche says, his understanding of the
Korean situation at that time was:
you saw there was a need … to create a different kind of network which was … [linked to]
outside the country—because the young artists were … struggling to find their position
within … this dominant dichotomy … [of] the … [social realism] political arm and … the
traditional cum-minimalist combination that was represented by another group of artists …
So … how best to leave a legacy … ? It seemed to be to try and create a set of connections
for that community, particularly in Seoul.
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Here, Esche tunes into what he sees could be valuable to a place (the young artistic
community in Seoul) at a particular time.51 To establish the network of artist groups
more firmly, Esche also held an eight-day workshop, ‘Community and Art’, in
Gwangju prior to the opening of the Biennale, where Korean artists joined with artists
from eight of the visiting groups. The focus of the discussion was on ‘their widely
different experiences and understanding of art in a local context’ (Esche 2002a, p. 13).
It seems the ‘agonistic model of democratic politics’ (Mouffe 2007, p. 3) was in play,
no doubt heightened through the fact that 9/11 had occurred only six months earlier.
Esche (2002a, p. 13) says of this:
The heat of the discussions about the effects of globalization on different Asian and
European communities provided some means to imagine what a different kind of
cultural globalism might mean. In the disputes between Malaysian, Korean, Polish and
Danish world-views grew the beginnings of mutual respect.

Two years later in Yogyakata, a further workshop with the participants from these
groups was held, called ‘Fixing the Bridge’, where art and community differences
were further shared among the participants in efforts to find common ground.
Articulating and understanding the unevenness of globalisation seemed to dominate
the workshop, where specific local village examples were discussed and strategies of
resistance explored (Esche 2004b, pp. 8-9). With workshops like these, Esche shows
his ability to encompass the full range of social and artistic critiques in his practice—
demonstrating empathy, concern, sensitivity to time and place, stimulating
imaginative thinking, and encouraging energetic agonism. It is a strong mix.
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On another occasion Esche described the Gwangju project as ‘making a network of alternative spaces
so that the Korean art scene could circumvent the official art structures and develop itself
independently’. Tan, P. (2005) "Interview with Charles Esche." Beyond Culture: The Politics of
Translation.
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Returning to the tensions between social and artistic critiques embodied in Esche’s
key ideas, there is another discourse that I have not yet discussed, which is that of
aesthetics. Bishop (2012, pp. 16-18) notes that there is a tendency in participatory art
practices for ‘the criteria for the work’s assessment [to be]… essentially sociological
and driven by demonstrable outcomes’. She asks ‘what happened to aesthetics?’ I
believe aesthetics can present a gap in Esche’s practice.52 For Esche, aesthetics is
only one part of bigger picture. As he says:
I’m not so interested in aesthetic values for themselves, and I’m certainly not interested
in art for art’s sake. It’s more how art engages and changes the conditions around itself,
how it operates on the imagination (Esche 2005a, p. 90).

Interviewing Esche three years after the Gwangju Biennale, I asked whether the
strategy of inviting 26 alternative art centres to auto-curate work for a Biennale had
worked. He said:
How do you judge whether it worked? I think it’s become something, which has had a
major effect on the situation in Korea. I think it did transform the situation … I think
Korean art is taken more seriously now than it was before. I think that’s partly as a result
of that Biennale which was no longer only about introducing the world to Korea but also
introducing the artists back. I think that was important and many of the artists who were
involved in that [Biennale] have gone on. So on the success in terms of the art world I
think can be measured.

This is a social critique or sociological account of the Biennale with identified,
measurable outcomes. However, Esche turns to aesthetics further on in the interview.
He spoke to me about how many had ‘despised’ the Gwangju Biennale for its chaos,
which was felt to have led to a lack of clarity. He continues with this line of thought:
What is interesting for me … is did the chaos add or detract from the possibility that art
could be … encountered in a way that you could take away some thoughts with you ?…
I think we might have been guilty … of actually deriding the possibility of art as an
agent in the making of meaning … to do its thing with the viewer because chaos got in
the way.
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Bishop brought this to my attention in her reference to Esche and his writing about a project by the
Danish art collective Superflex. Bishop, C. (2012). Artifical Hells Participatory Art and the Politics of
Spectatorship. London, Verso.
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As I have argued, Esche’s practice is at its best with the mix of social and artistic
critique. But it’s a mix where aesthetics does not play a strong role. When I
interviewed Esche, he was preparing for the Istanbul Biennial. Reflecting back on
Gwangju and its chaos, Esche said:
I think that’s something that I’ve learnt from and that’s something that we won’t repeat
in Istanbul for sure, but nor will we go to Istanbul for a kind of clean white cube
solution.

I will now take up the discourses of Esche’s key ideas at work in the Istanbul Biennial.

8.7 The Istanbul Biennial
Esche co-curated the 9th Istanbul Biennial with the then director of the Platform
Garanti Contemporary Art Center in Istanbul, Vasif Kortun. Place, in the manner in
which Esche works, was central to the overall exhibition concept; so central that the
Biennial took ‘Istanbul’ as its title. In his interview with Petlin Tan (2005, pp. 4-5),
Esche says:
we went about thinking what to do in Istanbul—what is necessary right here, right now.
To shift the model, open up the city etc. I think it is the right time to do it now in this
biennial—not two years ago not two years later.

As Esche (2005d, p. 25) points out in the catalogue essay, since 1987, the city of
Istanbul has been incorporated in previous biennials as the ‘backdrop’ or stage for art
events. However, with the 2005 biennial this was to change. Esche (2005d, p. 24)
says Istanbul ‘will become the actual environment within which this biennial is
constructed and to which visitors will return during and after the visit’. This is a very
compelling idea that it is the environment that makes the biennial. In fact, it is a
simple modest proposal, derived from ‘precise, small scale and specific observations’
(Esche 2005a, p. 64). And, further it is a modest proposal that begins with a critique
that takes on the big issues of the global biennial phenomenon. Esche (2005d, p. 25)
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recognises that biennials were used to prepare cities for the new economy of the
1990s by gentrifying them for the corporate global onslaught to follow. Often, Esche
(2005d, p. 25) says, biennials ‘substitute the urgent present for a painful past’ and
they rarely reveal the purpose or strategies used; nor are they particularly frank as to
how and why they occur. Another tendency is for cities to desire biennials ‘to be part
of contemporary culture and share its fruits with their population and tourists’
(2005d, p. 25). It is in this aspect of the critique that Esche finds a possibility. The
possibility is that in the conglomerate of a biennial, there are ‘the seeds’ for education
and inquiry, and, through the likely attention of the press, there are opportunities for
local audiences to become interested, involved, and exposed to ‘the idea of critical art
practices’. Thus, Esche conceived of this Istanbul Biennial not as a survey exhibition
identifying trends or developments in contemporary art practice; rather, the works of
art were ‘made and selected with the city of Istanbul constantly in mind’ (Esche and
Kortun 2005d, p. 24). And further, ‘This biennial is not a tool for selling the city to
global capitalism but an agency to presenting it to its citizens and others with eyes
awry’ (Esche and Kortun 2005d, p. 24).

Alison Carroll and Caroline William’s review of the Biennial that appeared in Artlink
(2006) suggests that that ‘citizens and others’ were entranced. They observed that ‘it
was overwhelmingly Istanbulis [who were] enthusiastically climbing stairs, looking
and discussing with maps in hand, plus a sprinkling of others like us’ (Caroll and
Williams 2006, p. 1). Artist residencies and talks held throughout the year leading up
to the Biennial were ways to prepare the ground for possibility to take hold. The
residencies, involving many of the artists, provided a period of time, before the
biennial, for inquiry into place, and site, and the preparation of artworks to occur. It
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also enabled Esche’s key idea of engaged autonomy to be activated. As Esche
(2005d, p. 24) says of the artists: ‘some came with existing ideas and proposals;
others let the city brush against them before deciding on the general direction of their
work’. The other artworks also included in the biennial were selected from artists
‘working in related ways in other parts of the world’ (Esche and Kortun 2005d, p.
24). By this I understand that these artists developed works that had a sensibility to
place; and the works were seen by the curators to be able to connect with Istanbul
through similarities and/or differences between another geography, culture and
community. Where at Gwangju I’ve suggested it was the Biennale that provided the
protection for the art, in Istanbul, it appears very likely it was the city itself that
wrapped around the art, creating spaces where it was possible to think ‘differently’ or
imagine ‘things otherwise than they are’ (Esche 2002a, p. 12). Through engaged
autonomy, Esche counts on art finding relevance, while ensuring there are
opportunities for artistic chance, and surprising and unexpected outcomes in the
artwork. However, as Esche says, the relevance is arrived at in dialogue with the
artists:
One of the crucial tasks we have as curators is to shape all the encounters that are involved
between artist, city, architecture and viewer, and to leave all their potential responses as
open as possible (Esche and Kortun 2005d, p. 26).

Comparing the Gwangju alternative artist space project to the work with artists in
Istanbul, one can see the latter process is much more controlled. Where it seems
Esche presumed the artists invited to Gwangju came already engaged with their own
communities, the artists at Istanbul were thoroughly taken through the process of
creating engagement. In my interview with Esche, he speaks about the role that
agonism plays in discussions and negotiations with artists. Perhaps it is agonism that
manages to sustain in engaged autonomy an effective balance between social
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engagement and artistic autonomy. For, it is clear that Esche in no way wishes to
stifle what artists are able to bring to a project. As he says in the interview:
So that perceived in terms of global conditions, [it] is an important place and if we can get
artists to respond to that place or to think about that place, then maybe we learn more
about that place. Maybe people who live there learn more about that [place] … and what’s
very exciting is that the things that [the artists] are coming back [with] are nothing like …
[what] you could possibly have expected … they’re way off on tangents.

Esche recognises the potential pleasure arising from the way artists work, and the
pleasure in the unexpected or ambiguous art outcomes. In addressing artists, curators
and viewers, he says:
Ambiguity is after all, an essential characteristic of an art that makes new thoughts
possible and it is always through contact with something unknown or uncertain that fresh
possibility materializes (Esche and Kortun 2005d, p. 26).

How did aesthetics fare at the Istanbul Biennial? I suspect probably much better than
at Gwangju. The city with its terrain and histories of architecture was clearly one
aesthetic layer. The other would have derived from the art, produced through the
experience and capabilities of the artists invited, who, unlike many at Gwangju, had
established reputations and exhibition experience.

Esche (2005d, pp. 26-7) recognises that with the current proliferation of ‘the biennial
as a global exhibition model’, biennials can start to look very much the same, and
have ‘a homogenising effect’. They begin to look like ‘global product launches’ with
the market close at hand. There is no integration of ‘art and life’ here, but rather ‘the
total consumption of art by the global free market’ (Esche and Kortun 2005d, pp. 267). In this situation, Esche’s (2005d, p. 26) modest proposal is that the art world may
demonstrate ‘a greater variety of ways of dealing with the structure of these two
yearly exhibitions’.
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The 2005 Istanbul Biennial provides for us another opportunity to observe the
flexibility and adaptability of what I’ve described as the doubled-concepts within
Esche’s key ideas. Esche described to me his approach of working with artists as ‘a
kind of call-and-response process’, which, I think, could be used to describe the
manner in which he converts his ideas into action in any situation. Another element
of Esche’s curatorial practice is his rebuilding of art institutions from the inside. He
did this at the Rooseum Center for Contemporary Art in Malmö, Sweden, between
2000–04, and since then has been involved in a much longer rebuilding process at the
Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. In the final part of this chapter I will discuss how
Esche’s key ideas developed strategies for change in these institutions.

8.8 Rooseum, Malmö
The building that housed the Rooseum Center was formerly an electricity station,
built in 1900. In 1988 Fredrik Roos, an art collector turned the building into the
Rooseum Center for Contemporary Art, where he housed his collection of Nordic
contemporary art, and created an experimental art space for exhibitions, commission
projects and seminars. Lars Nittve (later to become the director of the Tate Modern)
was its first curator. When Esche arrived in 2000, Nittve had left ten years before,
Roos had died in 1991, and Rooseum was run by a foundation. Esche’s arrival
coincided with the formations of ideas in northern Europe around New
Institutionalism (the third wave of institutional critique) that was discussed in the
previous chapter. Jonas Ekeberg (2003, p. 9) identifies a ‘handful’ of institutions,
including Rooseum, which he says:
seemed at last ready to let go, not only …. of the work of art as a mere object, but also of
the whole institutional framework that went with it, a framework that the ‘extended’ field
of contemporary art had simply inherited from high modernism, along with its white cube,
its top-down attitude of curators and directors, its links to certain (insider) audiences, and
so on and so forth.
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This is the manifesto that Esche set his sights on when he arrived at Rooseum. As I
discussed in the previous chapter, many of the ideas taken on by institutions at this
time were derived from the art-making approaches of contemporary artists and ‘their
micro or temporary institutions, especially their flexible, temporal and processual ways
of working’ (Ekeberg 2003, p. 9). As Möntmann (2007, p.1)(2007, p.1)(2007,
p.1)(2007, p.1)(2007, p.1)(2007, p.1) points out, it wasn’t just that ‘critical artists’ were
invited to the institutions (this had happened when Rooseum first opened), but
institutions ‘were themselves changing … [their] structures, their hierarchies and
functions’; further, reacting to the worst of globalism, ‘they employed a criticism of
globalized corporate institutionalism and its consumer audience’. Despite Rooseum
being recognised as ‘one of the model institutions of this new experimental and multifunctional approach to curating’, within two years of Esche’s departure in 2004, it had
closed, and, like many other institutions, was absorbed into a larger art institution
(Möntmann 2007, p. 1). In Rooseum’s case, this was Moderna Museet in Stockholm. I
will now identify some details regarding Esche’s approach to the restructuring at
Rooseum, and to consider the manner in which the discourses surrounding his key
ideas are implemented.

Esche’s ‘modest proposal’ at Rooseum begins with focusing ‘on the real existing
conditions’, and, as Esche reflected (2005, p. 4) some years later:
I tried to address the conditions I found there, tried to think them through my own
experience and tried to provide a structural model for activity that would work there …
in Malmö, for instance, [it was] critical culture towards social democracy.

Structure seems to have occupied Esche’s mind when he began at Rooseum, and this
included the form the organisation took, the way matters and relationships were
negotiated, the type of program, and the physical nature of the building. As Esche
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explained in his interview with Zerovc in 2003 (Esche 2005a, p. 103), one of the reasons
he returned to work within an institution was that working as a independent curator gave
little leverage to change fundamental institutional structures. He says:
What I became interested in is not who to invite, it’s not this artist or that artist, but rather
how that invitation is made, in what way you have a conversation and create a possibility
for an artist or a visitor … And actually I think at Rooseum, my main interest is becoming
structural—the ‘how’ you invite, what the nature of the invitation is, rather than the fact of
the invitation (Esche 2005a, p. 103).

These structural changes were to occur within the fabric of the building as well. In
the previous chapter, I quoted Esche (2005e, p. 128) as saying that institutions needed
to change because art itself had changed:
[Art] has become an active space, rather than one of passive observation … the
institutions that foster it have to be part community centre, part laboratory and part
academy, with less need for the established showroom function.

So with less need for showroom spaces, other spaces with other uses appeared at
Rooseum. Two artist’s studios were made upstairs, as well as a multi-purpose project
room; on the middle floor was the main exhibition hall, which was also available for
other uses, such as being transformed into a film studio, and open to the public only
at certain times. On the lower floor, ‘a living archive and a micro cinema’ was
created. The living archive/library was to be generated by the artists who were
exhibiting or developing projects at Rooseum; they would contribute books, CDs, and
videos that had been influential in developing their practice. As Esche (2005a, p. 99)
says, this built up ‘a very eclectic and strange library in which you can get to know
the artist’. The microcinema/discussion space was for video programs, talks and ‘club
nights’. The transformation of the main exhibition space occurred by doubling up at
the commencement of an art project. Esche (2005e, p. 129) describes how sound
artist Mark Bain, in a work he called Stark Act of Removal, orchestrated the removal
of a six-metre wall that had been a room divider in the space since Rooseum first
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opened. The wall was swung through the hall mechanically before been laid flat on
the floor to be used as a stage. The stage then became the site for a project All the
Needles R on Red, organised by Will Bradley (a previous co-collaborator with
Esche), where local garage bands were invited to perform, leading to ‘an electronic
music night’ that was recorded and later released on vinyl.

Also requiring restructuring was ‘art’s relation to the social and the emancipatory’
(Esche 2005e, p. 122). Esche (2005e, p. 123-25) says there were two ideas that
provided ‘the poles of an oscillating discourse’ through which issues of possibility
were discussed in relation to the artists and non-artists as ‘users of the space’. The
first idea is derived from a statement made by Vito Acconci in 1980, when Acconci
predicted what the art world would be like ten years in the future. For Acconci, as his
performances had been situated within art institutions for some time, the public and
public spaces were firmly in mind. Acconci’s prediction was:
The gallery could be thought of as a community meeting place, a place where a
community could be formed, where a community could be called to order, called to a
particular purpose (cited in Esche 2002b, p. 73).

Esche’s (2002b, p. 73) interpretation of Acconci’s insight is that the relationship
between the gallery and the conventional viewer is altered. Viewers, as Esche says,
are no longer ‘out there’. Viewers now use the gallery as a public meeting space, a
space where purposes are discussed. Esche also takes from Acconci that it is the
institution’s task to construct its own community, not to be reliant on those who, by
chance, visit it. On the other hand, the quote that forms the alternate ‘pole’ to
Acconci’s declaration is drawn from Jacques Derrida’s thoughts on hospitality.
Derrida, wishing to resituate the conditional nature of hospitality in the West
(Westmoreland 2008), says:
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Let us say, Yes to who or what turns up, before any determination, before any
anticipation, before any identification, whether or not it has to do with a foreigner, an
immigrant, an invited guest, or an unexpected visitor, whether or not the new arrival is
the citizen of another country, a human, animal, or divine creature, a living or dead
thing, male or female. Let us say Yes (cited in Esche 2002b, p. 74).

Esche (2002b, p. 74) interpretes this text as ‘there are demands that exist, which the
art institution could satisfy simply by saying yes’. This would make a radical shift,
Esche (2012, p. 39) notes, from the usual judgemental art institutional role of
‘gatekeeper’. ‘What would it mean to be a hospitable institution?’ Or, imagine if an
art institution was ‘judged on its attitude rather than products’ (Esche 2012, p. 39). In
a seminar in 2002, a student asked Esche whether this approach to hospitality would
imply ‘a complete open platform?’ Esche replied:
Yes, exactly. But I’m talking about it also as an oscillation between that point and a point
of specificity, ‘that of calling a community to order’. In other words, there is this
oscillation between a proposal of restriction, the disciplining of a community, and then on
the other hand, just saying yes (Esche 2004a, p. 74).

We can see Esche in this encounter using the dialectic as a means to limit one of the
ideas, and in the process, reinvigorate both ideas (2002b, p. 74). This, I argue, occurs
as a duality within all of Esche’s key ideas.

How did Esche then go about constructing Rooseum’s community? Initially, by
asking artists about what makes a community. The first exhibition Esche initiated at
Rooseum was called Vi: Intentional Communities,53 where Esche worked with artists
who had explored ideas of utopia or real and imagined communities in their work.
The exhibition also included historical documentation of communities from the 1970s
and 1980s (including the commune Friedrichshof in Austria). Esche (2001, p. 1) says
the exhibition swung ‘between the optimism and hope of building a new world and
53

‘Vi’ is Swedish for we.
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the terror of imposing a single vision on the whole of humanity’. While the exhibition
was a call out for people to ‘become involved in the process of re-imagining the
Rooseum’, there were other projects with communities in Malmö and artists’ groups
also that took place (Esche 2001, p. 1). Another exhibition that occurred in Esche’s
early days at Rooseum was Baltic Babel (2002). This was a follow on from the
Gwangju Biennale and brought together nine independent artist organisations from
the ‘watershed’ Baltic cities of Copenhagen, Stockholm, Helsinki, Tallinn, Riga,
Vilnius, St Petersburg and Warsaw. The exhibition focused on ‘art and the new Baltic
society’; it was also a means to ‘question the meaning of cultural globalism and
suggest interchange— exchange as a more compelling and relevant model’ (Esche
2002c, pp. 1-2). It was also another means to build the Rooseum community, through
creating a community within the centre that had a firm interest in its existence, and
purpose and program. Another program from 2002 is also worth mentioning. It was
provocatively titled In 2052 Malmö Will No Longer Be ‘Swedish’ (In 2052…). This
involved a media program, workshops, seminars, and projects developed by eight
artists and specific groups of local ‘citizens’ over a three-month period. The artists
were from Scotland, Israel, Finland, Turkey, Denmark, and Poland. Esche (2002d, p.
1) says at the time, cultural diversity was spoken about by politicians as ‘a problem
that must simply be managed, or worse as a call for racist xenophobia’. Esche (2002d,
p. 1) says ‘it may be in the terrain of art that more complex responses can be sought’.
This is an example of Esche taking the Rooseum community of artists out into
suburbs and local towns. These were artists, Esche (2002d, p. 1) says, who were
‘committed to working within the reality of a given situation’, and developing modest
proposals to use the autonomous language of art ‘with which to talk about a given
situation’. In terms of building Rooseum’s community, it seems Esche (2002d, p. 1)
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was also keen for this project to ‘create possibilities’ for a thoughtful art practice that
stimulated discussion ‘on the potential function of art projects as effective social
interventions’. These were the kind of projects that could win the hearts and minds
not only of the art world broadly but also city decision-makers.

In addition, artist residences, and the Critical Studies international program initiated
by Esche with the Academy of Art Malmö and Proto-academy in Edinburgh also
contributed to building the Rooseum community. The Critical Studies program
brought a group of ten to twelve artists, curators, and writers to Malmö to work for a
year, using Rooseum as a base from which to develop their own projects, while
contributing ‘to the pool of ideas and projects’ (Esche 2004a, p. 3). Esche (2004a, p.
3) says that these initiatives created ‘the life-blood of an active, thinking Rooseum
attached to the city in a myriad of intimate and small-scale ways’. Writing three years
after he began at Rooseum, Esche (2004a, p. 3) comments that with the different
strands of activity already built, they had achieved the ‘mix of community centre,
club, academy and showroom’ he had proposed. He says while the ‘head count’
remained the same at Rooseum, there were now fewer casual visitors, but there were
far more ‘engaged groups or individuals working with us on projects’.

How to situate Esche’s key ideas in the Rooseum project? I think they are evident in
Esche’s approach to working with immediate conditions, initiating conversations
about possibility and imagining things otherwise, encouraging dialogue, debate,
criticism, cross-fertilisation of ideas and the play of friendly enemies. Fundamental to
the whole Rooseum project, I suggest, is Esche’s ability to both demonstrate and
encourage in artists’ practices, engaged autonomy. An important addition to the
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already discussed key ideas is the tension oscillating between ‘calling a community to
order’ and ‘just saying yes’. This tension is a feature of Esche’s directorship at the
Van Abbemuseum, which I will discuss in the final section of this chapter.

8.9 The Van Abbemuseum
The Van Abbemuseum already had a reputation before Esche began as director in
mid-2004, which was based on the notable collection of works of El Lissitsky and
other artists from the historical avant-garde, as well as European and American artists
from the late 1960s. Founded in 1936, it was one of the first European museums to
focus on contemporary art. An impressive new extension, in the international museum
style inspired by the Guggenheim Bilbao, had been opened in the year before Esche
arrived. It would seem all Esche had to do was keep the museum on track. But the
world had changed, and the art had changed with it. And, in Esche’s opinion, the
museum needed to change too. Eindhoven is small city, however, strategically placed
for art networking. And it is networking that can be seen to be at the heart of the Van
Abbemuseum’s reshaping. On the home page of Van Abbemuseum’s website is the
following:
We challenge ourselves and our visitors to think about art and its place in the world,
covering a range of subjects, including the role of the collection as a cultural 'memory' and
the museum as a public site. International collaboration and exchange have made the Van
Abbemuseum a place for creative cross-fertilisation and a source of surprise, inspiration
54
and imagination for its visitors and participants.

Just as Esche found ways to construct a community at the Rooseum through open
forums (Öppet Forum), and making Rooseum itself a base from which students and
researchers could work, and to which artists, students and researchers were drawn, so
Esche used similar strategies to build a community at the Van Abbemuseum. The Van
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Abbemuseum has become known as an institution for grappling with difficult issues,
including immigration, thinking how a museum can effect change in a provincial city,
dealing with the recent loss of funding for art institutions across Europe,55 and thinking
through the central concern that has driven Esche’s practice for several decades: how
can art get us thinking about things differently? I now plan to consider several of the
Van Abbemuseum projects related to constructing a community within the museum.

Play Van Abbe was a ‘multifaceted’ program that ran for eighteen months between
November 2009 and June 2011. Divided into four parts, it consisted of exhibitions that
involved all the curators (six people), and some guest curators, supplemented by
lectures and discussions, a research program, an international conference and various
publications. The series of exhibitions functioned as a game, in which the whole of the
museum’s art collection, using many of its galleries, was brought out and critically
considered afresh with the museum’s community—involving the visitors, the artists,
and the museum workers who were all asked to play an active role. Malte Roloff and
Iris Ströbel (2011, pp. 8-11), in their article on the Play Van Abbe program, note that it
is through examining the collection of a museum that a critical view of art history and
the art museum emerge. And, as if turning the museum upside down, questions are
asked such as: What are the conventions of a museum and how aware are we of them?
How neutral is the museum? How did the art works get into the museum? How are
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The Autonomy Project (http://theautonomyproject.org/about) was developed to discuss the position
of art in society today. Large cuts in cultural funding in Europe created an urgency to build a strongly
informed, and questioning field of art practitioners. Summer schools have been held in 2010 at Van
Abbemuseum, 2011 at the Dutch Art Institute in Eindhoven, and in 2012 at Van Abbemuseum with
notable speakers like Thomas Hirschhorn, Tania Bruguera, Peter Osborne and Jacques Rancière. The
following institutions are partners in the Autonomy Project: Dutch Art Institute, NLGrizedale Art
Centre, UKFilter-Hamburg, DE/Detroit, USA, Liverpool Art and Design Academy UK, Lectoraat
Kunst en Publiek Ruimte NL, Onderzoekschool Kunstgeschiedenis NL, Onomatopee NL, University of
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choices made? How are art works looked at in a museum? How were they looked at in
1983? How different is it in 2009? What kind of cultural memory do objects provide?
The first of the four parts of the project, The Game and the Players, looked at the
stories of the artists and exhibition makers. What was their involvement with Van
Abbemuseum collection and in what ways are their stories told through the art works?
Time Machines, the second part, considered past models for exhibition display at the
Van Abbemuseum. What stories do display techniques tell? Then, Politics of
Collecting / The Collecting of Politics considered the meaning of collected objects, and
why they are continued to be collected. The final part of the project considered the
pleasure of being a visitor to the museum in the roles of either as a Tourist, Pilgrim,
Flaneur (and the worker). In their article, Roloff and Ströbel discuss two components
of the first part of the Play Van Abbe project. These are an exhibition Repetition:
Summer Display 1983 curated originally by the then museum director Rudi Fuchs, and
rehung in precisely the same place with the same works, and an exhibition Strange and
Close, curated by Esche, of recent acquisitions. In the first exhibition, the authors note
that the artworks were displayed with barely visible small-typed labels beside them,
with minimal information—just the artist’s name, title and year the work was made.
This was of course to focus the viewer’s attention on the art, with no distractions, and
no contextualisation. Viewers were left to their own perceptions and prior knowledge.
However, in the exhibitions re-run in 2009, information cards for some of the works
were available, giving a basic interpretation of the work, and contextualising the artist
and their work. The authors give the example of Jörg Immendorf’s Café Deutschland
BrrrD-DDrr (1978), where the 2009 information given to viewers is that the painting
depicts the artist and experiences in Cold War Germany. They note that Fuch’s attitude
to art was that it was important for art to be disentangled from the pressures of the
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world outside the museum (Roloff and Ströbel 2011, p. 9). In 1983, viewers worked
with their existing knowledge, their intuition, and the gallery’s atmosphere, for
‘intellectual reasoning’ was not considered important or even useful (Roloff and
Ströbel 2011, p. 9). It is also noted that Fuchs was one of the curators at the time who
radically broke museum chronological conventions of arranging works according to
style, national school, or medium. Fuchs curated by aesthetic judgement and personal
taste, and while his approach was criticised at the time, it has, from the late 1980s,
become common practice in exhibiting contemporary art.

Strange and Close, by contrast, asked questions of viewers at every turn. There were
wooden floor panels (in the form of inserted sheets of cardboard) that, through various
quotes, asked questions about the role of the museum, the role of art in society, the role
of memory and history. The labels beside each work contained key words, identified
by ‘a simple reading device’, which provided a ‘starting point’ for interpretation
(Roloff and Ströbel 2011, p. 9). As well, viewers were asked to add their own key
words to existing labels. The exhibition was hinged around the year 1989. ‘What did
1989 mean to you?’ viewers were asked at the entrance. The political events of 1989
(massacre at Tiananmen Square, the fall of communist governments across Eastern
Europe, the launch of the ‘global hypertext system’ for the World Wide Web (Esche
2011a, p. 8)), form the contextual framework for this exhibition. In fact, Esche (2011a,
p. 8) sees 1989 as ‘one of the most significant years in the twentieth century’; it was
when ‘a new political settlement’ took place, ‘a new global economy’ emerged, as did
‘the growing collective consciousness we live with today’. And, as Eastern Europe
opened to Western Europe, so the ‘collection politics’ at Van Abbemuseum began to
also take an interest in East Europe (Roloff and Ströbel 2011, p. 9). Video footage of a
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lecture given by Homi Babha at Van Abbemuseum in 2007 and separate video
interviews with Fuchs and Esche added another layer of information, context and
ideas. In summing up, Roloff and Ströbel (2011, p. 11) consider the ‘mediating
strategies’ of the curators. They note that in Fuch’s exhibition, the curator is ‘arbiter of
taste’, and in Esche’s exhibition the curator is the ‘arbiter of context’. Further, in
Fuch’s exhibition, the viewer is given the role of an intuitive observer; in Eche’s
exhibition, the role is of an active, ‘intellectual reader’. The authors say that in both
exhibitions viewers ‘play and enact’ the ‘knowledge-power-system of the museum
(Roloff and Ströbel 2011, p. 11). One approach has these power relations hidden in an
atmosphere of contemplation; and the other, has the power relations displayed with all
their contradictions. The parts to the overall Play Van Abbe project provide lenses
through which to think about art differently, becoming more familiar with artworks
through the impact of changing contexts. But there is also a long-term vision at work,
which is the slow and incremental building of an understanding of art’s role beyond the
museum.

Another component of the Play Van Abbe program was the Q&A Play Van Abbe
videos viewed on the homepage. These consisted of two-minute responses given by
Esche56 to questions asked by visitors to the Play Van Abbe exhibitions. The questions
related to each of the four parts of the exhibition project. Questions included were:
Why is art so difficult? Why do you exhibit a work of Dan Flavin in combination with
a series of portraits? Why do artists make video and other stuff? Does the museum
become a children’s playground? Do you think artists have some prophetic vision of
the future and how might that be shown in an artwork? Do you think the art world is
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separate from the commercial world? Why does the museum want to disperse itself
throughout the city? Why not just stick to the museum building? These questions
posed by viewers are of enormous importance to those involved in art museums,
because they reveal that the mechanisms around art are not obvious, and are very
likely to create stumbling blocks in viewers’ response to art.

Another community-building initiative that occurred at Van Abbe arose out of
necessity. This was a call to raise money to purchase a work of Richard Long’s The
Wood Circle (1977). The work had been on loan to the Van Abbemuseum from the
owner of the work for 30 years. After the death of the owner, the heirs wished to sell
it and as the museum had insufficient funds to purchase it, it appeared the Wood
Circle would leave the museum. Consisting of 840 tree branches with instructions for
their placement in a circle of seven metres, the work took on a different quality each
time it was assembled. Soon after the Play Van Abbe project, the museum’s
volunteers and guides initiated a crowd-funding project. Fundraising also took place
through nature walks and selling t-shirts and buttons with the text ‘We saved an
artwork’. At the same time, Long’s work was displayed in the museum with videos of
the work’s making and unmaking and interviews with people who knew and loved the
work. With 250 donors and additional support from a major supporter for the
museum, Wood Circle was purchased. While this project is likely to be a one-of, it
does have a sense of Acconci’s calling the community to order, ‘called to a particular
purpose’.

Esche, in a published conversation with Maria Lind, titled ‘Destroy the Museum’
(Esche and Lind 2011, p. 2), lamented that the ‘core audience’ for the museum still
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came ‘for what the museum represented in the past than what it does now’. He
believed in time these people would give up. Esche is critical of the art world in not
‘addressing new publics’. As he says:
I am desperately trying to find ways out of the impasse, mostly by leaving the building
or at least dispersing the art across the city and perhaps the world.

Esche also identified another serious concern for him (and the museum), and that is
buying artwork. ‘What is it about object possession’ he says ‘that is so fundamental to
the circulation of art?’ Artists could be easily supported in other ways, he says. Yet he
still buys art for the collection because he feels he should leave a legacy. At the same
time, Esche questions whether leaving a legacy is more egotistical than anything
else.57 Building an archive, he says, ‘seems a more appropriate way to go’ and at the
Van Abbemuseum they have combined the museum archive and the collection into
the one data bank where ‘things, facts and opinions’ co-exist (Esche and Lind 2011, p.
2). It was this data bank that was drawn from for the projects Living Archive and Play
Van Abbe.
Despite the achievements at the Van Abbemuseum, effective ways to build or
construct a museum community continue to worry Esche. As he says:
Rarely is the effort made to persuade people with a radically different approach to
consumer culture. Art could be the site for a different kind of action. Surely the stillremaining public field within art could draw a new kind of audience interested in a
different aesthetics, ethics and politics (Esche and Lind 2011, p. 2).
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Perhaps these comments are a reflection of the very gloomy environment in the
Netherlands due to the reduction in cultural public funding announced in September
2010.58 However, in a more positive frame of mind, Esche said to me:
So I suppose it is all about … a generative idea, what you’re doing with art as a curator
… It’s kind of putting things into motion that might go on and that putting things into
motion is I think what I would like to see as maybe something that marks my practice
out.

Esche is clearly a curator who puts ‘things into motion’, but, more than that, his ideas
and vision for change are underpinned by intellectual argument and passion for the
role art can play in stimulating open debate, enriching relationships, and making
society more equal and less divided. In my discussion of Esche’s work at Van
Abbemuseum, I have focused on examples of the way Esche has led building a
community within the museum. I’ve suggested the strategic location of Van
Abbemuseum made it an effective site for networked activities. The museum takes
research seriously, and in turn attracts researchers and other scholars to participate in
seminars and exchanges. The example of the exhibitions project Play Van Abbe
demonstrates the intellectual rigour59 underpinning the project and the commitment to
developing a museum community through open inquiry, curiosity and involvement. It
is also an example of how a modest proposal can grow. Starting out working with the
concrete situation of an existing collection but applying speculative thinking, critique
and an active experimental approach, surprising opportunities arise. Agonism is at
work in the way ideas for Esche are extended and fine-tuned with artists and
colleagues, as each asserts ‘their own contrary position while acknowledging and
actively responding to the issues at hand’ (Esche 2005a, p. 11). Esche also sees that an
agonistic tension should exist between viewers and the artwork, which seems to be
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Mention needs to be made that Play Van Abbe was undertaken as a research project connected with
Former West http://www.formerwest.org/ResearchExhibitions accessed 29th January 2013.
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explored in some the activities surrounding Play Van Abbe. Engaged autonomy, that
tension between being attuned to ‘the immediate conditions of reception’ (Esche
2005a. p. 10) while maintaining an integrity of practice, where it’s possible to think
differently or imagine things otherwise than they are’, (Esche 2002a, p. 12), is
strongly evident in Play Van Abbe. In fact, it is this tension, I argue, that brings
strength to Esche’s projects and is now a practice shared widely with colleagues at the
Van Abbemuseum. Possibility, or the ‘terrain of possibility’ (Esche 2005a, p. 94), is
the very condition on which ideas evolve in fresh and different ways. Finally, the ‘the
poles of an oscillating discourse’ discussed in relation to Rooseum, between ‘calling a
community to order’ and ‘just saying yes’ is evident in initiatives like the Autonomy
Project and the vigorous networking and collaborative joint projects for which Esche
is renowned. I suggest even this tension is embodied in a statement on the Van
Abbemuseum website home page: ‘Openness, hospitality and knowledge exchange
are important.’60

8.10 Conclusion
This chapter has considered the way discourses surrounding art and politics have
played a central role in defining and shaping Esche’s curatorial practice. Through a
discussion of three of Esche’s early exhibitions, I identify formative ideas and
concepts that would, in time, become part of the discourses informing Esche’s key
ideas. I identify these key ideas, drawn particularly from Esche’s writing, as being:
engaged autonomy, agonism, modest proposals and possibility. Boltanski and
Chiapello’s analysis of the critiques of capitalism brought to my notice tensions they
identify within, and between, artistic and social critique. This has been very useful in
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my discourse analyses of Esche’s key ideas, which, I argue, also embody these
tensions. Boltanski and Chiapello identify the genesis of these tensions as the
embedded conflict between modernist and anti-modernist forms of indignation. And,
further they see these tensions leading to the ‘inherent ambiguity of critique’
(Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 40). However, I argue that these very tensions and
ambiguities and contradictions drive Esche’s practice, making it adaptable and
attuned to changing conditions. Perhaps even, the tension I identify as being palpable
in the key ideas is a form of embedded agonism around which the ideas are created.
As noted, it is these tensions and ambiguities in Esche’s key ideas that
simultaneously set limits, and yet in doing so, open other possibilities. Through a
consideration of two major projects, the Gwangju Biennale and the Istanbul Biennial,
I discussed the way I see Esche’s key ideas evolving and being applied to exhibiting
art. The focus on the two institutions where Esche has been director—Rooseum and
the Van Abbemuseum—has enabled a consideration of the key ideas at work within
more organisational structures. It has also enabled a discussion on an additional
contradictory idea of Esche’s regarding the building and constructing of a museum
community, based on the one hand with hospitality, and on the other hand
expectations and responsibility. Entrepreneurialism, while it is not discussed as part
of Esche’s practice, it is nevertheless evident. It can be seen in the manner in which
Esche initiates co-productions of events, exhibitions, conferences and publications,
demonstrating his ability to work strategically and synergistically to make things
happen, or, as Esche says to put things into motion. Esche’s practice is an enormously
interesting one. He is part of a movement of arts practitioners who have been active
through critical analysis and engagement with artists and theorists in rethinking art’s
relation to society and in turn society’s relation to art. As the final chapter in the suite
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of chapters looking at examples of practice of three ‘independent’ curators, I now
move to the Conclusion where I plan to link new findings from the historical
contextualisation part of this thesis with the new findings from the examples of
practice.
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Chapter 9: Conclusion
The overall purpose of this thesis is to explore how the contemporary art curator is
shaped and defined by competing discourses. My reason for tracking so far back in
time, is because the contemporary curatorial role is one that in some sense appears to
be so radically different from its immediate forebears. Were there precedents of
curatorial practice, I wondered, that would lead to a greater understanding of the
contemporary curator, or is the contemporary curator simply an invention of our
times, an outcome of spectacularised corporate culture? What I have found is that
there are links that may be drawn between the various roles played by scholarly
collectors, art advisors, and curators over the centuries.
In the historical contextualisation of over 500 years that this thesis surveys, I
endeavoured to avoid an assessment of heroes and masterpieces. Following Foucault,
I aimed rather to identify the transformations in dominant discourses that affected
assertions about the nature of significant objects. These discourses have, in turn,
fashioned collectors, and art advisors, and influenced theories and modes of display.
Foucault’s (1973, p. xxi; p. 131) theorisation of social change has been helpful to
understand how social and cultural shifts open spaces through changes in the
perception of previous codes of being and thinking. As discussed in Chapter 2,
scholarly collectors, in establishing both new ways to look at objects and also new
objects to look at, begin to occupy such a cultural space.

During the Renaissance, scholarly collectors provided evidence of their activities in
the form of inventories, catalogues, journals, and correspondence between other
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scholarly collectors, visitors and patrons. New knowledge through the study of
significant objects transformed discourses relating to the natural world, and, in the
process, defined the scholarly collector. As I have argued, through their engagement
with other scholars, dialogue with viewers of their collections, and the framework in
which they ordered these collections, scholarly collectors at this time establish what
can be seen as early patterns of curatorial practice. Further, they were effective
communicators, proactively located patrons, and sustained networks of collectorcolleagues, traders and visitors. By adhering to the humanist ideals of the sixteenth
century, scholarly collectors used their knowledge of the teachings of ancient scholars
to identify exemplary intellectual models of inquiry. It was through applying this
knowledge and understanding to new data and new observations that reputation and
social standing was formed. A duality exists here between the old and the new.
Scholarly collections with a deep understanding of ancient texts were highly regarded
in being able to apply this knowledge to new situations. In the sixteenth century,
actively promoting one’s own learning and standing in the world was a sign of
civility. I argue that contemporary art curators establish reputation and standing in
quite similar ways; they are required to have superior knowledge of a canon of artists,
and, importantly, be able to link new expression with old significance. Just as the
identity of the collector was linked to the extraordinary objects in their collection, so
the identity of the contemporary art curator becomes closely tied with the increase in
symbolic (or spectacle) value of the art and exhibitions, with which they work.

Historically, however, art advisors and curators are rarely singled out, and their roles,
cultural contributions, and work practices are even less identified and discussed.
However, Samuel von Quiccheberg, writing in Germany in the mid-sixteenth century,
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offers an exception. As Chapter 3 related, art advisor Quiccheberg published a
philosophical and practical guide to creating a Kunst- und Wunderkammer. In it,
Quiccheberg outlined the plan for a symbolic map of the cosmos achieved through a
system of different classes of objects. On the one hand, Quiccheberg argues for
collections to be a place and means to generate new knowledge, yet on the on the
other hand, their stated purpose is to represent the power, wealth, prestige and ‘noble
characteristics of the ruler’ (Smith 2008, pp. 117-8).
Another rare document, uncovered after 400 years, is the letter Gabriel Kaltemarckt
wrote in 1587 to the Elector Christian 1 of Saxony, in which he sought employment as
‘an art advisor’. In Kaltemarckt’s ‘Thoughts on How a Kunstkammer Should Be
Formed’, he identifies a wide range of abilities that one needed in order to complete
the task, including: possessing art-historical knowledge, political and philosophic
understanding, connoisseurship, knowledge and experience of art techniques of
production, project management skills, diplomatic skills, and devotion to the ruler. As
noted in Chapter 3, there were parallels between Kaltemarckt’s qualities and Žerovc’s
(2008, p. 252) ‘contradictory sets of skills’ that contemporary curators require, which
were cited in the Introduction.
The historical presence of the curator does not necessarily become more apparent in
the formation of public museums during the mid-to-late eighteenth century. In some
respects, the tracking and identification of the curator becomes harder as the
institution becomes dominant. And thus my investigation became one of working in
the shadowy institutional spaces formed around the transformation of object
collections and display. As I researched this area, I constantly found myself asking
‘where is the curator?’ Curators are there, albeit as keepers, or librarians, or
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administrators, but in accounts of these museums, curators only flick past in between
the architecture and the infrastructure. As discussed in Chapter 4, identifying the
competing discourses that led to the establishment of the British Museum and the
Louvre assisted considerably in this somewhat speculative search for the curator.
Foucault (2008, p. 33) sums up these discursive fields as the development of ‘the
economy of government reasoning’ or the model of effective government, derived
from the principle of marketplace exchange. The effects of this discursive field within
the public museum are found in forms of rationalising and demarcating the
professional from the amateur; the public sphere from the private world; utility from
vanity; comparison from resemblance; the representative from the rare; and, new
order, over old order. In this, rationality and chronology were foregrounded and moral
improvement asserted through the acquisition of ordered knowledge, as seen in the
exhibition and display practices of the British Museum and the Louvre. Curators
became increasingly professional functionaries within this world. Just as I discussed
there was a duality in the roles or practices of art advisors/curators from the sixteenth
century, there was also a duality that underpinned the roles of these public museum
curators. Foremost, for instance, would be the conflict between scholarly pursuits and
the instruction and moral improvement of viewers to the museum.

Chapter 5 moved chronologically on to the early-twentieth century. With the launch
of the Harvard University course in museum studies, the art curator is fashioned
anew, as is their range of duties. The figure of the art curator is now a more public
personality with prestige and cultural capital conferred through art-historical
knowledge and social standing. The Harvard course trained graduates to function in
an elite social world with scholarly knowledge (echoing the British Museum), skills in
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connoisseurship (echoing the Louvre), as well as a foot in the modern market
economy as an art broker or agent—interestingly, not unlike the qualities listed by
Kaltemarckt. Concurrent with the Harvard museum course was the much more
informal course instigated by John Cotton Dana who advocated that curators should
be less involved in establishing collections for museums and more involved with the
health, and well-being of their immediate communities. Museums, Dana advocated,
needed to be democratic and educational, and able to respond to local community
interests and needs. Important players to realise this vision were the curators who
were to be the catalysts and the go-betweens involved in cultural development. These
two philosophical approaches—one formed through art-historical knowledge and
social standing, and one through democratic ideals of education and community
cultural development—continue as the competing discourses that shape contemporary
art curatorship. In Chapter 5, I use Alfred Barr, a graduate of the Harvard program,
and first director of MoMA, as an example of how the role of the art curator changed
with the advent of modernism. Barr’s tenure at MoMA covers thirty-eight years,
during which considerable changes took place in museum culture. For a start,
connoisseurship was no longer valued in quite the same way, or, rather, there were
new skills that were equally required. Barr also points to future curatorial practice,
where managing education and communication would become a priority, and where
the curator would become closely identified with the art he or she chose, for the
reputation of institution, founders, cities, or nation was also at stake—again, not
unlike Quiccheberg in the sixteenth century. In addition, instigating temporary
exhibitions would become fundamental in the drive of the publicity machine required
by the global economy. Towards the end of his career at MoMA, Barr reflected on the
current expectations of a curator/director. He noted his abilities ‘as a writer, curator,
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showman’ but recognised he lacked abilities as ‘a fund raiser, administrator and
diplomat’ (cited in Kantor 2002, p. 364). It appears Barr recognised these dual
attributes to be intertwined in the future role the curator/director. This concluded the
historical overview, which made up the first section of the thesis and laid the
foundations for the second section, which considered the practices of three
‘independent’ curators—Seth Siegelaub, Juliana Engberg, and Charles Esche.
Through the detailed analyses I’ve made of their practices, I believe it is possible to
identify continuities between their practices, and past examples of curatorial practice.
I identify these continuities through the presence of dualities, or even embedded
contradictions, within their practices. Such embedded contradictions seem to have
occurred across time, regardless of specific influencing discourses. To clarify this idea
further, I need to return to the discussion in Chapter 2 on significant objects. The
identification of significant objects is central to all curatorial practice. Are the
contradictions I have identified in curatorial practice linked to the fundamental duality
of significant objects argued by Pomian? To reiterate, Pomian’s (1990, p. 22) thesis
develops around the visible/invisible attributes of significant objects. So, while
situated within the visible material world, they are also the symbols of the invisible
world of yearnings, feelings, memory, desire, curiosity, and significance. I suggested
the ability of significant objects to straddle both worlds is the source of their
knowledge and power. Their contradiction, or duality, then, rests on their visibility
and invisibility; belonging in one world and yet imagined in another. Could this
embedded contradiction be transferred to the roles of the people who work in close
proximity to significant objects—curators?
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In my discussion on Siegelaub in Chapter 6, I identified the influential discourses
shaping his practice as those surrounding institutional critique, individualism and
collaboration, as well as the evolving discourses on entrepreneurial creativity. I
highlighted how, in pairing institutional critique with entrepreneurial creativity,
tensions emerge—although they may be considered as providing for productive and
adaptable practice. I noted the radical nature of conceptual art, which emerged within
the social and cultural critique of the protest movements in the 1960s in America.
Conceptual art embodied what became known as institutional critique through which
artists initiated a rigorous questioning of conventional artistic practices of
representation and visuality. It was an art form that pushed aside the traditional status
of the art object, its commodity forms and modes of distribution. The counter force
here was the evolving discourses around entrepreneurism and consumerism. Siegelaub
recognised that the new art created new possibilities for production, for viewing, for
publicity, for exhibition, and for distribution. As I related, ironically, Siegelaub found
himself deploying many of the strategies, for exhibiting and promoting art, then
developing in the business and corporate world for doing business. With
entrepreneurial capabilities, Siegelaub invented a new role in the art world as
facilitator, agent, and curator, a practice, which, in many ways, has since provided a
model of practice taken up by more recent independent curators.
Similarly, in Chapter 7, which focused on Engberg, I recognised conflicting tensions
between the discourses around national identity and international aspirations, which
underpin her practice. Despite the various persuasive waves of one discourse or the
other, Engberg managed to find a way to engage productively with these
contradictions. I argued that Engberg recognised there was a power that could be
derived from analysing and using one’s own context to give a different point of view
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of the world. Engberg uses context as a springboard to enable her to see differences
differently and to engage in a very strategic manner with the international art world.
The contradictions in her ideas continue to energise her practice, as perhaps directing
an international biennale on her home turf in 2014 demonstrates.
In Chapter 8, my analysis of Esche’s practice reveals tensions, ambiguities and
contradictions within the discourses of his key ideas that, following Boltanski and
Chiapello’s analysis of the critiques of capitalism, I identify as the tensions between
artistic and social critique. Whereas Boltanski and Chiapello see these tensions as
leading to ‘an inherent ambiguity of critique’ (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, p. 40), I
recognise that within Esche’s practice, tensions provide a vitality that makes his
practice adaptable and attuned to changing conditions. I argued that rather than
undermine Esche’s key ideas, or weaken their effectiveness, the tensions
simultaneously set limits, and in doing so, opened other possibilities of application.
As such, the key ideas are adaptable to changing conditions because they have an
inbuilt linguistic generative ability to reshape and redefine. Through a focus on some
exhibitions that Esche co-curated and the institutions he has directed, I demonstrate
the means by which these key ideas generate a range of progressive practices.
The idea of duality and contradiction that has run through this thesis is taken up by
Žerovc’s (2008, p. 252) commentary on contemporary curators, as noted in the
Introduction. Žerovc says that with the flow of finance to the new contemporary art
economy, there is a need for people with skills to ‘manage and organise’ between
parties in this economy. It is the curator, Žerovc (2008, p. 252) says, who possesses
such a ‘contradictory sets of skills’, which enables them to ‘manoeuvre between
artists on the one side and today’s funders of contemporary art on the other’. Žerovc
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argues that it is this duality that constitutes the curator’s role, which happens to be so
favoured in this economy.
In concluding, it is worth returning to the question that initiated my research: how is
the contemporary curator defined and shaped by competing discourses? As I have
shown, while the realm of the contemporary art curator is seen to be inextricably
linked to the current moment of creating knowledge, dispersing influence, and
generating capital, there are other discourses—particularly evidenced in the practices
of Engberg and Esche—that play an influential role in defining and shaping of the
contemporary art curator’s role. Further, this thesis proposes how duality and
contradiction as a generative and constructive force has formed the core of curatorial
activities since early times, and this continues today. Taking this longitudinal view, I
consider that it is not that the role of the contemporary art curator has radically
changed so much as that there are new discourses and new dualities through which art
curators now fashion their practice.
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Appendix

Ethics Clearance obtained from Griffith University Human Research Committee
on 29th October 2004. Reference Number: QCA/04/04/HREC

Questions For Interview
1. BIOGRAPHICAL
Routes to becoming a curator are various.
What was your passage or pathway?
Was this to have any impact on the curator you became?

2. PHILOSOPHICAL
It is said that curating has become a highly intellectual and philosophical exercise.
How would you define your particular approach to curating exhibitions?
Is there a particular spirit of inquiry you wish to infuse in the exhibition?
What motivates you in the making of an art exhibition?
Do the pressures and expectations in museum practice of the need or/desire for
education, aesthetic experience and/or entertainment impact on your
conceptualization of an exhibition?

3. EXHIBITION
Do you have goals and ambitions for an exhibition?
What do you think exhibitions do or can do?
What marks the success of an exhibition?
Artists are often very critical that curators use art to illustrate a curatorial idea. Do
you think artists’ fears are legitimate?
Describe the way you have realised a curatorial rationale within a specific exhibition?

274

Which of your exhibitions do you continue to feel most excited by?
Can you give some details about this?

4. CURATORS
What are the drivers of curatorial practice?
Can you say what contributes to change in curatorial practice?
How do you think the role of the curator has changed over the last few decades?
What do you consider innovative in your practice?
Tell me about issues of power in relation to curatorship.

5. ARTISTS
How would you describe the way you work with artists? Would you consider it
collaboration?
Has collaboration in art practice changed what artists do or make?
Does a particular form of art production thrive in collaboration?
Has working with artists changed what you think about contemporary art?
Are you ever concerned you may have undue influence an artist’s work? How do you
keep a check on this?

6. ART MUSEUMS
Art museums arose from collections of royalty or the very rich.
Do you think the elitist tag ever be lifted from art or art museums?
Carol Duncan has argued that museums removed from everyday living offer an
experience closely related to rituals of ‘enlightenment, revelation, spiritual
equilibrium or rejuvenation.’
How much is this is to do with architecture and exhibition spaces?
Can contemporary art possibly have this effect on its own?
How do you think future art museums might function?
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