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“another book on curating?” you think, holding a copy of this volume in your hand. To be sure, curating in the visual arts has been the topic of countless publications in the last fifteen to twenty years—not to mention numerous seminars and debates.1 Nevertheless, the nature of contemporary exhibition practice demands that it be considered yet again, since one aspect of curating has been consistently neglected, even though it is highly relevant to contemporary curatorial discourse: the relationship between curating and politics. First of all, it touches on one of the most basic tenets of contemporary exhibition-making: namely, the notion that curating is an inherently radical-political practice. Second, the last few years have shown curatorial practice avidly striving to make itself relevant in society at large, beyond the limits of the art world.

The first programs in curatorial practice launched at art schools in Europe and the US in the nineteen-nineties marked the emergence of the professional curator. This figure developed in the wake of the conceptual exhibition-makers of the nineteen-sixties and -seventies, such as Harald Szeemann and Seth Siegelaub. They were viewed as advocates of the idea of curating as a radical, critical practice in opposition to traditional museum institutions and the exhibition practices they fostered. Within curatorial discourse established in relation to the professional curator in the nineteen-nineties, the very concept of curatorial discourse was often considered a practice of institutional critique. While this alignment may have been productive in the nineteen-nineties and the first decade of the two-thousands, when the first generation of professional curators was still struggling to establish their discipline as a creative authorial enterprise of meaning production, today’s practice reveals the perspective of institutional critique as too limited, as it tends to overlook a number of other, equally important connections between curating and politics.

Today’s new institutional models, strategies for funding and collecting, and new modes of exhibition production reveal curatorial politics as much more than an oppositional gesture with respect to white cube ideology and the traditional museum. It also includes curatorial projects that reach beyond activist tactics of intervention often associated with the term “politics” to encompass subtler demonstrations akin to Jacques Rancière’s definition of politics as that which occurs when the dominant social order is ruptured and revealed as a contingent structure.2 To make these unexplored political levels of exhibition practice visible, however, we need to approach the subject from a point of view beyond that of the professional curator, since politics on this scale are beyond the curator’s control, and often beyond the scope of individual artworks grouped together under the exhibition’s title. Instead, the relationship between curating and politics must be considered from a position that recognizes curating as a dynamic field in which the curator is but one out of several players.

One of the editorial challenges involved in this project is the fact that almost any act of selection may be referred to as “curating” today. How exactly should curatorial discourse reflect this condition, and does it make sense to limit the discussion to the visual arts? We came to the conclusion that the overall field associated with the term curating is far too broad and unspecified, making it more productive to limit our research to the visual arts: a field with a common history, common concepts, and a common frame of reference.3

As the title of this book indicates, our ambition is not to provide a consistent theory or even a comprehensive overview of the relations between curating and politics. The essays gathered here are intended as an initial reflection on the subject from a perspective beyond that of the professional curator. It is more an attempt to read the concept of curatorial politics through a new pair of spectacles, to approach it with a slightly different vocabulary than the one associated with curatorial discourse today. The distinction between theory and practice is obviously difficult to maintain when it comes to curating, but for the purpose of this publication we have invited contributors with a particularly developed knowledge of art history and theory to connect curatorial discourse with a more general aesthetic discourse and to avoid a vocabulary that is mainly accessible to the agents of the curatorial field themselves, as is too often the case. All five essays were written specifically for this volume,4 some by writers deeply involved in curatorial discourse and practice, others by new voices in this context. Hopefully, the mix will invite new perspectives on curatorial politics while at the same time developing prior avenues of research on related subjects.

The book begins with the editors’ “Request for a Radical Redefinition: Curatorial Politics after Institutional Critique.” The essay discusses how curatorial discourse has, from the nineteen-nineties onward, centered on the figure of the professional curator, considered as an exponent of a radical critical program bent on changing established conventions, often within current perceptions of the art institution. What the essay seeks to show above all is that this has led to the notion of curatorial politics as inherently marked by the legacy of institutional critique. Keeping to this model overshadows other, more important politics related to exhibition-making, such as corporate sponsorship, public funding, museum gifts, marketing agendas, public relations, and working conditions, among other things. By way of setting the stage for the analyses that follow, the essay concludes with a call for new perspectives on curatorial politics that are more relevant to today’s circumstances.

In “Art and the Colonization of Value,” Andrea Phillips starts by considering a situation that several art institutions are struggling to negotiate: the urge to program politically relevant exhibitions with only limited funding. Phillips suggests that the shortage of monetary resources motivates a discussion on how value is produced. She claims that challenging financial situations often force cultural workers to enact a contradiction on a daily basis, in which the “front” and “back” of an institution are treated differently: with “front” referring to exhibitions and events, including their politically themed and collaboratively produced actions, and “back” to how workers are actually treated and paid, how decisions are made, how financial arrangements between patrons and public funds are organized, how collectors become benefactors, and how curators are contracted to “sell” their institutions. According to Phillips, the gap between the front and the back of art organizations typically reveals how the notion that everything can be fixed at the level of the curator needs to be reconsidered. Basing her discussion on Adorno and Horkheimer, Phillips historicizes the development of the culture industry with an eye towards discussing why, where, and by whom value is produced, concluding that art represents a colonization of value that should also be debated outside the field of art.

Art historian Reesa Greenberg, who co-edited one of the most important books on exhibition history and curating of the nineties, Thinking About Exhibitions (Routledge, 1996), considers a kind of curatorial politics evolved by agents other than the professional curator. Her essay, “Activist-Patron-Curators and North American Museums,” points at a highly political pattern of private patronage within today’s art world. Taking recent North American examples of activist-patron-curating in museum-based initiatives as her point of departure, Greenberg shows how private philanthropy can foster more equal and democratic systems within the art world—and by extension how these art world systems can serve as models for organizing other segments of society as well. More specifically, she reflects on what might happen if we redefine current concepts of productive politics to include previously excluded players and take on the topic of private money, which is usually considered anathema in discussions of curatorial politics.

In “Curating Against the Apocalypse: Documenta 13, 2012,” T. J. Demos launches a discussion of curating on the basis of his current research on the politics of ecology. After introducing the subject, Demos examines the way artists and artists’ collectives—including Claire Pentacost, And And And, the Otolith Group, and Moon Kyungwon and Jeon Joonho, as well as theorists such as Vandana Shiva and Donna Haraway—addressed environmentalism at Documenta 13 in 2012. This edition of Documenta, curated by Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, forms the backdrop of Demos’s discussion of current debates on sustainability, eco-futurism, and dystopia in the global art world. Asking if it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of the unsustainable mega-exhibition, he suggests that we should rethink the idea of curatorial politics within exhibition-making. Documenta 13 clearly shows the problem with thinking of curating exclusively in relation to curatorial visions, since the exhibition’s thematic focus—gardens and sustainability—stood in stark contrast to the fact that audiences flew in from all over the world to see it.

In the essay “Beyond the Era of the Object: Towards an Aesthetics of Anti-Commodification,” Cecilia Sjöholm considers the politics of curating from the point of view of aesthetics as filtered through Hannah Arendt’s philosophy. Sjöholm argues that the nineteenth and twentieth centuries represent an era of commodification, particularly in the domain of art. She claims that the focus on, and fetishization of, the artwork is reflected in the exhibition practices of our time, as well as in critical theory such as Marxist theories of consumer fetishism and psychoanalytical theories of desire. As she points out, the primacy of the object has been questioned and undermined since the early nineteen-sixties. Nevertheless, the art object has only been replaced by the wider notion of aesthetics in theoretical analysis, and objective qualities by relational ones. As Arendt has noted, cultural objects embody values of permanence beyond their immediate aesthetic, social, and economic worth; as such they belong to the conditioning of society that makes political action possible. It follows that the political potential of art is not necessarily inherent in the artwork as such, but may emerge through the ways in which it is displayed. According to Sjöholm, the challenge to curatorial practice today lies in negotiating artworks from points of view that counter phallic forms of possessive individualism and fetishistic practices—not necessarily by displaying artworks with an explicit political content, but by deploying curatorial strategies that emphasize aspects such as collective memory and solidarity. This in turn should activate both aesthetic experience and the politics that take place within a relational field beyond any fixed point.

In her critical afterword, “Curating As Hand-Sorting and Other Recent Developments,” Ekaterina Degot contextualizes the five preceding essays as well as the book’s ambitions and general perspective. For her, the anthology’s notion of curating brings to mind Roland Barthes’ famous 1967 argument on “the death of the author.” In the same way Barthes argues that a text’s meaning is no longer attached to the intentions behind the work, so the book conceptualizes curating beyond the intentions of the curator. In this situation, curators do not fully control the meaning of their work; increasingly, they are not expected to show something unambiguously “good” in an artistic sense as much as they are expected to do something for the good of society through their exhibition-making. It therefore follows that now is the time to rethink the political and social role of contemporary curating. Art’s autonomy—if it ever existed—is ultimately a thing of the past, or at least shattered beyond repair, and this creates new openings for art’s political agendas; hopefully these will generate new targets for critique as well.

We would like to offer our sincere thanks to the writers for their excellent contributions— Ekaterina Degot, T. J. Demos, Reesa Greenberg, Andrea Phillips, and Cecilia Sjöholm; Reesa Greenberg, Charlotte Blanche Myrvold, and the peer reviewers for reading selected parts of the manuscript and for their insightful comments; Ulrike Ruh and Cassandra Edlefsen Lasch at Hatje Cantz Verlag for a problem-free production process; Bryne McLaughlin and Irene Schaudies for careful editing; Peder Bernhardt for excellent book design; the Arts Council Norway, the Office for Contemporary Art Norway (oca), forart – Institute for Research within International Contemporary Art, and the University of Oslo for generous financial support; Charles Esche at Van Abbemuseum and Thomas Peutz at smart Projectspace for their enthusiasm in the initial phase of the project; and last but not least, Henie Onstad Kunstsenter and its director Tone Hansen for valuable dialogue and encouragement throughout the project, all of which contributed to making this book possible. ■

—

Heidi Bale Amundsen

and Gerd Elise Mørland

Editors





	1 Within some aesthetic fields, such as the performing arts, there is a tradition of distinguishing between “curating” (the practice of exhibition-making) and “curation” (the theory and history of exhibition-making). Though some writers employ it, the distinction is not a common one within the field of visual arts; hence, we will use the term “curating” for the practice as well as the theory and history of exhibition-making throughout the book.


	2 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, trans. Julie Rose (Minneapolis, 2004), pp. 28–30.


	3 Tom Sellar, editor of Yale’s international performance journal Theater Magazine, chose a similar approach in the special number on curating and the performing arts (vol. 44, no. 2).


	4 The essays by Reesa Greenberg, T. J. Demos, and Cecilia Sjöholm are based on papers presented at the seminar Curating and Politics: In Theory, organized by the editors in April 2014 at Henie Onstad Kunstsenter in Oslo as a preliminary to the publication of this book.
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Heidi Bale Amundsen and Gerd Elise Mørland
Request for a Radical Redefinition
Curatorial Politics after Institutional Critique





curatorial politics is usually discussed as a product of the curator’s intentions and active choices. But what about the politics that transcend the figure of the individual curator, that are a product of contextual factors over which the curator has little or no control? The plurality, scale, and broad spectrum of politics—which can involve anything from community tensions to economic conditions to donor involvement—highlight a gap in today’s critical curatorial discourse that urgently needs addressing, particularly since the meaning of contemporary exhibitions has expanded well beyond any one single figure or frame.

Jacques Rancière’s ongoing research highlights the correlation between the art world and politics as it appears at different moments in time. For him, politics is not the exercise of power; rather, it is constituted by what occurs when the dominant social order is ruptured or revealed as a contingent structure and reconfigured for the better.1 That is, when it is reshaped to accommodate a more equal and democratic system. In the light of this definition, contemporary curatorial practice seems to be characterized by increasingly political ambitions, by a desire to get involved with society and to produce change by reconfiguring established social or art world structures.

A long list of examples bears witness to this type of political ambition—the Göteborg Biennial PLAY! Recapturing the Radical Imagination of 2013 perhaps most explicitly. According to the press release, the intention of the curatorial team was to “us[e] the agency of play to deconstruct established systems of meaning.”2 Through the artworks selected for exhibition, the curators sought to constitute an alternative space for creative playfulness and activism, and for experiments with alternative approaches to the world we live in. That intention corresponds closely to Rancière’s definition of politics as a space for reimagining established truths.

Another example that reveals similar political intentions is the 11th Istanbul biennial, What Keeps Mankind Alive? (2009). The curators, the WHW Collective (Zagreb), aimed at being transparent with regard to the process and realization of the show by making available statistics and data usually off-limits to press or public, such as information concerning the income and expenses of the event, the distribution of artists according to their current location, age, and gender, and the connections of exhibiting artists to commercial galleries. In short: information on the total distribution of wealth related to the biennial at the economic, social, and artistic level was presented as part of the exhibition. The intention behind this gesture of transparency was “to address questions of the contemporary world amidst the current economic crisis,”3 and their means of doing so was to play with art-world conventions of secrecy. It was a highly political move, since visibility made possible the reconfiguration of established structures.

Another example illustrating the current politicization of the exhibition is the Potosí Principle: How Can We Sing the Song of the Lord in an Alien Land?, presented at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt and Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia in 2010. The exhibition consisted of two parts: the first comprised a selection of Baroque paintings produced in Potosí, Bolivia, during colonial times, when Potosí was one of the wealthiest cities in the world, with a strong economy based on transnational trade and the violent exploitation of local citizens. The second consisted of artworks made in response to the Baroque paintings by contemporary artists and artist collectives like the Culture and Arts Museum of Migrant Workers, Harun Farocki, and Chto Delat. In the words of the curators, the purpose of the juxtaposition was to highlight certain “parallels between the ideological function of colonial-era painting and the modern-day function assumed by art—that of legitimizing the elite of globalization.”4 In short, by letting artworks from different time periods comment on each other, the curatorial team hoped to open up a field of exchange for highlighting, questioning, and perhaps even reconfiguring certain established structures that influence our conception of the world: here again, the curators’ intentions approach Rancière’s notion of politics.

Several other examples could have been added, and the frequency of this kind of political exhibition, which aims to question dominant truths, calls for broader discussions of curatorial politics. But this has not been the case. When politics has been discussed, it has usually been within the extremely limited framework of individual curators’ intentions and active choices. But curators are not the only agents that produce meaning within the context of exhibition production, and the politics of an exhibition are obviously not limited to the curator’s active choices, selections, and gestures. Other factors may include the relationship between the selected artworks and the funders and benefactors of the institution or exhibition, the contextual relationship between the institution and the reality of the city in which the project is carried out, or the relationship between the exhibition and its constructors, officials, and ticket vendors. These relationships are also encompassed by Rancière’s definition of politics, yet they rarely form part of curatorial discussions. The question we want to ask is why this should be so: our working hypothesis is that this lacuna is driven by the dominant perspective of contemporary curatorial discourse, which is almost entirely centered on the notion of institutional critique.



The Dual Identity Quest of the Professional Curator

The nineteen-nineties was a time of transition within the art world, involving a rapidly expanding market for contemporary art, an upsurge of biennials, art fairs, and large group exhibitions as well as the construction of numerous new museums for contemporary art. Within this new construct a new kind of curator took to the stage as the exhibition came to be regarded as a medium of expression in its own right. While the term “curator” used to refer to a marginal character who worked as conservator and administrator within the confines of a museum, today’s freelance curator—often referred to as the “professional curator”—is thought to inhabit a freer, more creative, more central position within the art world at large, and, more significantly, to have staked an authorial claim to the exhibition as such.5

Curatorial discourse as we know it developed in conjunction with the emergence of this new breed of curator and was—and still is—dominated by that same figure, rather than by art historians. These curator-writers, such as Ute Meta Bauer, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Maria Lind, developed theoretical discourse as a means of self-reflexion—as a testing ground for curatorial ideas—and as a critical tool for identifying the curator as a subject that produces meaning.6 Through writing, curators attempted to establish an identity for themselves by posing questions in which the role of the curator and the myriad nature of curating occupied pride of place.

The curatorial profession’s attempt to establish a new identity is mirrored in numerous first-person narratives on curating written by curators and published throughout the two-thousands. That is, in curatorial literature in which the writers take their own practice as exhibition-makers as a point of departure for discussions of what curating is and what a curator does. Some important examples are Hans Ulrich Obrist’s A Brief History of Curating (2008), Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Curating (2011), and Ways of Curating (2014); Selected Maria Lind Writings (2010); and Jens Hoffmann’s Should the Next Documenta be Curated by an Artist? (2008), and Ten Fundamental Questions of Curating (2013).7 This highly self-reflexive practice is also mirrored in several seminars and debates organized throughout the nineteen-nineties and two-thousands, such as the seminars Curating Degree Zero, first organized in Bremen by Dorothee Richter and Barnaby Drabble in 1998, and The Curators at Witte de With in Rotterdam in 2008.8

The first-person perspective of curatorial discourse involved a particularly close connection between theory and practice as the quest for curatorial identity was carried out in parallel, through writing and experimental exhibition production. Reaching back to the nineteen-sixties and -seventies, the professional curators of the nineteen-nineties adapted the strategies and programs associated with artists such as Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, Michael Asher, and Marcel Broodthaers: artists now associated with the foundations of institutional critique, who questioned established ideas of the artwork as autonomous and somehow independent of time and context. The professional curator was also inspired by conceptual exhibition-makers who were active before the institutionalization of the curator but contemporary to the conceptual artists referred to above. Examples include Harald Szeemann and Seth Siegelaub, who took questions of aesthetic neutrality and autonomy to new levels of interrogation by pointing to the entire art institution as deeply entrenched in a political, ideological field of which the exhibition is a far from neutral expression.

One of the key strategies of this first generation of artists and exhibition-makers associated with institutional critique was the anti-exhibition, a genre that could even take the form of an entire anti-institution. These critical projects had radical intentions, and sought to change the terms of the exhibition and traditional art world structures through the act of non-exhibition. One such project, which somehow paved the way for this kind of radical critique, was an event held at the “Salon de la Jeune Peinture” on January 3, 1967. An artists’ group consisting of Daniel Buren, Olivier Mosset, Daniel Parmentier, and Niele Toroni—known collectively by their initials, bmpt—staged a parody of Yves Klein parodying George Mathieu’s expressionist style of painting. During the course of one day, each artist executed as many of Klein’s trademark works as time allowed, while the slogan “Buren, Mosset, Parmentier, Toroni advise you to become intelligent” was played continuously over the gallery’s loudspeakers. At the end of the day, the artists took the “works” produced with them, and left only a banner on the wall reading: “Mosset, Buren, Parmentier, and Toroni are not exhibiting.”9 With this gesture of non-display, BMPT reconfigured traditional notions of the exhibition. By staging a show without artworks in the traditional sense of the term, the collective emphasized the exhibition’s status as a meaningful construct in its own right, and claimed for the curator the status of author.

In the nineteen-nineties and especially in the two-thousands, similar gestures of non-exhibiting were repeated in numerous projects engaged in institutional critique, with the aim of revealing the power structures involved with exhibition production and art world management. The clearest signal of the new curator’s debt to the conceptual artists of decades past was the frequency of new anti-exhibitions and -institutions. Through similar, radical gestures, professional curators of the nineteen-nineties launched a radical critique of contemporary art world structures—particularly the notion of the exhibition as a neutral container for artworks—by experimenting with alternative exhibition formats, such as seminars, reading-groups, and talks.

One such example is the well-known 1992 symposium A New Spirit in Curating?, which was part of Ute Meta Bauer’s curated program at the Künstlerhaus Stuttgart shortly after she officially proclaimed herself a curator and adopted “META” as a middle name. The anti-biennial To Biennial or Not To Biennial? of 2009, curated by Solveig Øvstebø, Elena Filipovic, and Marieke van Hal involved a similar gesture. This symposium was organized after a local politician approached Bergen Kunsthall with the intention of establishing a Bergen biennial, and involved discussions of whether the city should or should not have its own biennial.

Ivo Mesquita’s decision to leave the main exhibition space of the 2008 São Paulo Bienal empty is another example of this practice, as are The Sixth International Caribbean Biennale, a show with artists—but no apparent artworks—curated by Maurizio Cattelan and Jens Hoffmann in 2000; The Wrong Gallery, a gallery founded by curators Massimiliano Gioni, Maurizio Cattelan, and Ali Subotnick in New York City in 2002, which never opened its doors before being shut down in 2005; and KBH Kunsthal, a row of glass vitrines on the street across from Copenhagen’s central train station that operated from 2005 to 2006 as a comment on the ongoing debate regarding the need for a Danish kunsthall. Although these projects differ greatly in form as well as content, they all reveal the intention to launch a radical critique through a gesture of non-exhibiting. Through initiatives like these, the anti-exhibition was re-launched as the number one political gesture of the art world, and the curator established as heir to a program of institutional critique dating back to the conceptual practices of the nineteen-sixties and -seventies.

The practice of critique through anti-art, anti-exhibitions, and anti-institutions in many ways represents the objective through which the professional curator came to understand him- or herself. As Simon Sheikh noted in an interview, curators seem to agree that the “unforming of the exhibition equates the radicality of one’s politics. [Not making an exhibition at all] is considered, so to say, how you create a political exhibition. Or rather, that’s how you act politically as a curator.”10 Or, as we prefer to put it: curatorial politics has come to be considered in light of institutional critique. By extension, the conceptual practice of deconstructing the exhibition through the anti-exhibition was paralleled by a discourse that places the curator within the tradition of institutional critique by negatively defining contemporary curatorial practice in opposition to certain ideas of “traditional exhibition practice.”
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