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Abstract 

This thesis develops an original notion of 'support' as a critical lens through 

which to investigate forms of display and the structures that sustain them; it is 

based on a multi-year art project consisting of ten exhibitions whose overall title 

is Support Structure. The notion of support is examined as the physical, economic, 

social, and political structures that are art’s conditions of possibility, and this 

investigation is undertaken theoretically and historically, as well as through the art 

practice. 

The history of art continues to separate artworks from their display.  This 

thesis argues that display is not only an essential element of interpretation and 

exhibition, but is intrinsic to artworks themselves, and is part of their coming into 

being. It shows that contrary to most understandings, display is not something 

done to already existing and fully defined objects, but is itself a transformative 

process, albeit one that often remains invisible. This thesis asks whether  any 

object can be separated from how it is shown, repaired, treated, classified, owned 

and valued.  Its answer is negative: engaging with these very processes reveals the 

operations that determine the nature of the object, and the conditions under which 

it is and can be recognised as such, the apparatuses of visibility that I have come 

to designate as ‘support structures’. 

In Support, the thesis title, designates its subject and its methodology as a 

critical operative concept, which articulates the main proposition as practice: there 

can be no discourse on support, only discourse in support. The practice outlined 

in this thesis consists of the invention of structures and infrastructures of support 

in several different contexts and thus the structure of the thesis is designed to 

function as a series of supporting texts. 
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Prologue

Almost exactly ten years ago, while walking through a museum, I saw the 

work I was going to make. A set of rooms on the first floor of a blindingly white 

museum in Barcelona contained Exhibition by Antoni Muntadas, one part of 

the mammoth On Translation project he had already been working on since the 

1980s, which took over MACBA for a number of months, before continuing to 

develop with new chapters in other locations.

There were no artworks on display in Exhibition. The generous rooms 

contained no paintings, no sculptures, or videotapes; and there were no ambient 

lights. There were just frames, a slide projector, a film projector, three video 

monitors, and a light box. The show consisted of nine clearly captioned tableaux: 

The Print Series; The Drawing Series; The Photo series; The Triptych; The 

Nineteenth-Century Frame; The Slide Projection; The Video Installation; The 

Billboard; The Film Projection; and The Lightbox. Each installation was just what 

it was called, but there were no prints in The Print Series, no video in The Video 

Installation, and the billboard of The Billboard was unprinted. Everything was 

lit according to the standard practices associated with the type of work usually 

presented within each kind of framing device, or was just switched on as in the 

case of the video monitor, the slide projector, and the light box. 

 Mary Ann Staniszewski described the work well: “By accentuating light 

– traditionally associated with idealist and metaphorical aspects of fine art – 

Muntadas paradoxically rendered the historical and material conditions of the 

modern art gallery. Illuminated in this installation was what the viewer does not 

normally see: the social conventions that shape aesthetic worth, the political 

unconscious of an art exhibition.” 1

1  Mary Anne Staniszewski, 'An Interpretation / Translation of Muntadas' Projects', in Muntadas, On Translation, p. 28.



What I recognised in Exhibition was the typology of work I was interested 

in making, the territory of a practice yet to come. While Muntadas utilised the 

technology of framing to reveal the paradoxically invisible apparatus of the art 

system, by displaying the very instruments of display he allowed me to identify, 

perhaps for the first time, exactly the things that I wanted to construct.2 

My practice has since then focused on the problematics of forms of display 

and the manifestations of blindness towards them, by re-imagining them through 

a variety of possible relations between context, exhibition, work, and the public; 

which has in turn allowed the questioning of these categories and the notions they 

form. This particular attention has developed through installations, exhibitions and 

publications that foreground display by proposing it as my main artistic medium 

in both form and subject, through the construction of structures of display, staging 

devices and framing mechanisms, the apparatuses of visibility that I have come to 

designate as ‘support structures’. 

This practice-based thesis investigates forms of display by problematising 

the notion of ‘support’ – the physical, economical, social, political structures 

and infrastructures that are art’s conditions of possibility. This investigation is 

undertaken as an entanglement between two modes of articulation: historical and 

theoretical on the one hand, and grounded in my art practice 3 on the other. In both, 

the notion of ‘support’ is used as a critical lens through which to interrogate the 

development of forms of display, by examining that which sustains them. 

The title, In Support, designates both the subject of this thesis and its 

methodology, as a critical and an operative concept, which articulates the thesis’ 

main proposition: there can be no discourse on support, only discourse in support. 

The practice outlined in this thesis consists of the invention of structures and 

infrastructures of support, and as such can only be articulated as a form of 

2  See further material on Exhibition in Appendix 3.
3  See Appendix 4 for a further discussion on taking up support as a position to look from.

6
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engagement in critical proximity to its subject matter; it thus consciously avoids 

the adoption of an analytical distance to reflect upon others’ or my own body of 

work. In order to undertake this endeavour in the darkness in which it has been 

placed, the unequivocal alternative was not think about support, but be supportive 

to it, and think ‘in support’; this is a proposition to inhabit the thesis’ main subject, 

and take it as the position to speak from.

Because of this critical proximity throughout the process of research, thinking 

and doing were not treated as distinct from each other. In this sense the thesis uses 

notions of ‘support’ to challenge received separations between theory and practice 

and, given the enabling and yet invisible infrastructure of support, also between 

form and content. In Support therefore, takes place through a set of actions 

constituted by the provision of support structures: while these take different forms, 

and include for instance textual and exhibition elements, they are all considered as 

utterances of support.

The history of art is overwhelmingly a history of objects, which focuses 

on artistic production. In it the artist appears as an individual, often portrayed 

grappling between intentions and influences on his or her practice: out of his 

studio and out of his mind come the objects that populate museums and art 

history books. In recent years this approach has been challenged by a new-found 

interest in exhibition histories, welcome for providing at last some imagery and 

thinking of art in the context of its presentation in the public realm4. It is now 

possible to find some installation shots that aren’t cropped at the edge of the 

painting /sculpture/installation and show the work in space. This development was 

necessary in order to capture cultural shifts since the 1960s, in which the gallery 

4  See for example Bruce Altshuler, Salon to Biennial, and Biennials and Beyond: exhibitions that shaped history, Phaidon, 
2009 and 2013, and the Exhibition Histories series published by Afterall, London, started in 2010. However, credit 
should be given to the very first, and most important contribution against this oblivion, that being the extensive survey 
of exhibition installations and display in the Museum of Modern Art, New York, by Mary-Anne Staniweski in The 
Power of Display, MIT Press, 1999.
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became not only a space of presentation but also a space of production, and the 

emergence of art practices grounded in an engagement with site and context.

However both the traditional and this recent approach rely on the artwork’s 

separation from its display, either in time or space. In this dissertation I argue that 

display in art does include its presentation in public, the selection and installation 

process, the choice of venue and space, and all associated public relations and 

marketing, but that it is also intrinsic to the work itself, and is, in fact, an essential 

part of its coming into being. Display plays an important role in the studio, if there 

is one, but more generally in relationship to how the work is conceived, and is part 

of its formulation, its actualisation. I propose to consider display as intrinsic to 

artistic production and interpretation, as the process of taking shape that redefines 

both notions of work and of exhibition. In examining the politics of exhibition 

and display strategies, I seek to articulate a practice more than a critique, and 

to this end find an appropriate vocabulary, discern possible methodologies, and 

define a relevant genealogy. This argument therefore is unfolded initially through 

an enquiry into forms of display. Secondly, it is undertaken by proposing and 

developing it as a possible art practice, in this way acting out and performing this 

rethinking of both art production and exhibition through the function of display. 

The production of such a practice has the ambition to provide a new object of 

study, which I am designating as ‘support structures’. 

Throughout the thesis I follow a path that leads from the notion of doing 

something to show things (the technical term for which, in twentieth century art 

discourse, has come to be described as the verb ‘to display’), to the notion that 

those actions not only change the way we see things, but are also a transformation 

of the things themselves as well as ourselves, in a process that corresponds to the 

alterations of existing conditions. 

I am working in this endeavour against a very powerful assumption, which 
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is that displaying is something that is done onto already existing and fully defined 

objects, and that its requirements are clearly stipulated by the inherent properties 

(or lack) of the object .5 I seek to uncover some of the history of this ideological 

construct, and show how it is in turn subject to change according to the norms 

and dominant beliefs of a time. What could the qualities inherent to the object be, 

such that it would be able to articulate in terms of need or demand how it should 

be shown, repaired, treated, classified, owned and valued? Can any object be 

separated from how it is shown, repaired, treated, classified, owned and valued? 

Studying instances of and engaging with those very processes reveals that it is 

precisely showing, repairing, treating, owning, valuing and classifying – the 

operations of what I call support, or being in support – that determine the nature 

of the object, and if it is to be recognised as an object at all.

Throughout history, the objects that inhabit human societies have been 

ascribed intentions, temperaments and inclinations, sometimes languages, 

occasionally powers. It was not uncommon in ancient Greece for statues to be 

tried in a court of law. As late as 1591, a church bell was brought to court for 

calling to insurrection after the death of Russian Prince Dimitri, son of Ivan II. It 

was sentenced to solitary confinement, and exiled to Siberia where it spent two 

hundred and ninety-nine years before being pardoned, and finally permitted to 

return to its original home in Uglich. 6 While we can be almost completely certain 

that both Greek statues and the Russian bell refused their right to speak (aloud) 

in court, their simple presence as accused bears witness to their intentions being 

interpretable at a particular place and time. By upsetting the dichotomy between 

intentional / unintentional as related to the animate / inanimate, such a story 

transforms any notions we may have of the status of the object. Perhaps more 

5  Further reflections on the fantasy of objects, and the repressions at stake are explored in conversation with Mark Cousins 
in Appendix 2.

6  Edward Payson Evans, The Criminal Prosecution and Capital Punishment of Animals: The Lost History of Europe’s 
Animal Trials, Faber, London, 1987.
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interestingly, the tribulations of a Russian bell also describe a particular agreement 

within a society, a language articulated through terms entirely reliant on inter-

subjectivities to even stand a chance at being understood. Each particular context 

and language is also a set of manners and provisions for dealing with beings, 

things and objects in recognisable ways, which outline how a society wants to  

see itself. 

This affirmation is grounded in what may be considered an assumption, but is 

the result of simple observation that is neither new nor radical: most people have 

particular relationships with some of the objects that populate their everyday life; 

statues and churches can be made to speak by some people, while some objects 

in museums have been ascribed complex discourses and intentions through the 

dedication of entire lifetimes of work. By the same token, those very same objects 

might have been, throughout the second half of the twentieth century alone, 

located in dramatically different contexts in which to be encountered, and been 

allocated equally diverse discourses and intentions. And finally, there is a highly 

respected and generously remunerated community of qualified people whose 

job it is to assess the best interest of artworks, antiquities, and other notoriously 

unresponsive entities like trees, animals, and assets.

This study is principally focused on the exhibition context, which is here 

taken in its widest sense, as a privileged territory to work on forms of display, as 

it is precisely set up in order to show things and make them public (even if only 

in knowledge). This thesis is taken up from a seemingly obvious yet rare vantage 

point, which is not that of a specialised understanding of any of the fields that 

observe artworks, art history and exhibitions, but as an artist, a producer of art 

objects and exhibitions, someone whose work precisely is to make things and put 

them on display. The research project therefore is also the description of an artist’s 

practice; it finds its reasons for being in the recognition of particular problems, 
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and probes a terminology out of different fields, the conjunction of which 

develops into a set of projects that constitutes the practice, and corresponds to  

the formation and the taking up of a particular artistic language. Which is to 

say this thesis charts a journey that leads from the point of initial recognition 

of a territory of potential, to taking it up – as the only way to address it – as the 

position to speak from, through to the development of a body of work over the 

past seven years.

Such a project touches on numerous highly specialised fields – philosophy, 

law, art history, and sociology, amongst others – and certainly seems gigantic 

in scale, both over-ambitious and exuberant. While I would certainly not claim 

to be an expert in any of those disciplines, I do however want to claim the 

counterintuitive specificity of such a research: it might turn out that forms of 

display do not address appropriately the ontology of the object nor the nature of 

its context, but rather speak to the relation between them, which is too complex, 

problematic and by definition external (on the edge of things) to be taken up by 

any one specific disciplinary field. 

The component parts of this thesis are therefore as different as the fields 

the research encompasses. The parts correspond to different kinds of possible 

chapters, which might even be at odds with each another. The introductory texts 

rely heavily on visiting numerous exhibitions around the world, and reading a 

great deal of material often historical in nature, while the ten chapters rely on little 

or no material of that nature; yet it is my proposal that this diversity in tone is in 

fact necessary. Furthermore, in order to understand and engage with what it means 

to show things, theories, histories and terms have been imported from philosophy, 

but also from architecture and design, from theatre and performance history, social 

history, urbanism and cultural policy. It is not here simply a question of re-writing 

a history of exhibitions and display from an invested political position – even 
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though this does of course play a role – as much as acknowledging that it would 

be impossible, if not deceitful, to adequately address issues such as display and 

support structures without turning to these discourses and disciplines, and that 

this inter-disciplinarity itself stems both from a methodology in a practice, and the 

ambitions and contents of the subjects themselves.

This thesis consists in ten chapters that document the ten phases of my 

project Support Structure, while a large part of the text is divided among types 

of supporting material, thus reflecting on different forms of textual support. This 

rather unconventional format was chosen for the thesis to itself be structured 

in a way that is consistent with the subject it addresses, thus undoing a division 

between theory and practice on another level to that described above. Any text 

comes accompanied by multiple literary conventions that belong at once in and 

out of it (titles, signs of authorship, covers, dedications, introductions, prefaces, 

footnotes, intertitles, epilogues, and the like) but always surround and extend it, 

and in this way frame it. Acknowledging their role both as displays and supports, 

a large part of this thesis takes place in the liminal devices that are used to display 

text: they present it, make it present, and are essential to mediate it to a reader.

Following the Prologue you are reading, the thesis begins with a series 

of Dedications that map out some of the histories and ideas without which it 

could not have happened in the first place; these outline the problematics of 

the exhibition context today and the problems that remain. The Preface starts 

by tracing a possible history of exhibitions through the development of forms 

of spectacle, and then proceeds by outlining exhibitions as major sites of 

innovation and as relevant contexts to work on display. The Prelude delineates 

another genealogy of exhibitions taking place through the collection, the ̔studiolo̕ 

and the national museum exhibitions, which leads to outlining exhibitions as 

the production of the real, through the activity of making things public. The 
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Preamble traces a third history of exhibitions through the city, the garden, and the 

promenade, which in turn defines display as the point of contact between form 

and the social, in which possibilities for change are imagined and implemented. 

These three sections set forth possible functions and ambitions for working with 

exhibitions, and also charts three different and yet simultaneous genealogies to the 

Support Structure project.

Display emerges in the Foreword as the grammar of the exhibition, at the 

same time physical and very abstract, and thus creates what are the conditions of 

appearance in the domain of the visible. The politics of representation are further 

explored by observing how meaning is produced through the display of things 

and knowledge. This section ends by outlining support structures as specific 

‘dispositifs’ of display, instruments for making invisible conditions visible. The 

Method outlines the nature and methodology of the practice contained in the thesis 

and specifically in the Support Structure project; it is followed by a Users Manual, 

which outlines support’s function, intent and its operation. An Exergue explores 

formally and conceptually a specific instance of supporting structure as found, 

which acts as a frame to the entire project.

The ten numbered chapters that follow explore what a support structure 

may be through the cumulative enquiry of a project, Support Structure: Phase 1 

to 10, which took place from 2003 to 2009, and was developed in collaboration 

with artist-curator Gavin Wade. This part only deals with support structures as 

proposed and constructed by myself and Wade, in specific contexts, in order to 

be able to ground the enquiry to a practice in a socialised production, and thus 

acknowledge the different problematics it throws in each situation in which it is 

deployed. The ten chapters are choreographed as a learning process, a curriculum 

invented and followed in order to address support structures as a possible object 

of study. The different chapters are organised in relation to a particular context 
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that determines a specific application of support structures in support of, in the 

following order: art, corporations, community, politics, education, urban renewal, 

shopping, institutions, public, and finally, in support of support. 

In each chapter a project was proposed, developed, imagined, funded, and 

exhibited, so that it may function on its own, and as part of the larger enquiry in 

which it provided a case study, a specific instance of a support structure, and a 

step in a methodology. Each chapter includes a summary of the problematic at 

stake in the specific instance and situation, the definition of a brief for a support 

structure, and the exposition of its resulting outcomes, which include textual, 

organisational and installation elements all functioning as research and practice. 

Chapter 9’s exposition also includes a new text in the form of a play. Chapter 

10, in support of Support, corresponds to the retrospective exercise of inventing, 

commissioning, and putting together a bibliography, or a reader, for the type of 

practice designated by support structures, as such material was both lacking  

and wanting. 

The Support Structure project in its entirety should be read between 

abstraction and concreteness, as it defines a set of conceptual, theoretical and 

spatial parameters as well as a methodology through a set of actions. This multi-

phased process corresponds to a form of knowledge production that is grounded in 

practice, while simultaneously being very theoretical, thus forming a basis of this 

thesis that is not conventionally academic. However, it is precisely this process 

that, I would like to argue, enables a rigorous study of forms of display, through 

the production of support structures as a sequence of experiments, within the 

exhibition context as an enlarged research laboratory.

As such, the contribution of this thesis is the formulation of questions that 

are relevant to culture as displayed – what is shown through art organisations, 

galleries, or museums – and to the culture of display – the underlying values, 
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ideas, means and strategies that shape how things are shown. I would in fact 

hope for this thesis to undo some of the separations between these two poles, by 

bringing evidence of their inherent relations, implications, and dependencies. I 

also believe this research to propose a previously unavailable focus on the history 

and practice of display from the precise and essential point of view of an artist.7 

Furthermore, this work offers a genuinely original model of the relation between 

knowledge and action, which does not rely on separating theory and practice.

This thesis I believe addresses important questions for many of the practices 

involved in cultural production on forms of display, organisation, articulation, 

appropriation, autonomy, temporariness, and the manifestations of blindness 

towards them. In addressing these issues in practice, furthermore, the project 

Support Structure offers a constructive criticality, articulating borders and notions 

of territory, and their supplementary position in the taking place of a work, the 

product and production of ‘frames’.

This dissertation ends by looking into the future, and using the Support 

Structure project to rethink conditions for both work and life. One of the most 

fundamental forms of support in practice, as a condition for doing things together, 

is friendship. The Conclusion turns to friendship as a specific model for how 

to live and work together – and autonomously – towards change. While the 

philosophical tradition would demand defining what friendship is in theoretical 

or abstract terms, this conclusion explores how to be and work in friendship, 

and inhabit it as a condition. Friendship is treated both as an association with 

other people and with ideas, a befriending of issues. In this way, friendship is 

addressed in action, as a practice, a way to be and act and in the world; as Spinoza 

would have it, its highest potential residing in the communal development of the 

intellect, that announces a production beyond labour .8 

7  See the starting question to and from Haim Steinbach, Appendix 1.
8  ‘Labore’ in Latin means suffering.
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Dedications

“I must continue.

(I can’t continue)” 9

Current discourses on contemporary art have been enormously influenced 

by institutional critique, identity politics and relational aesthetics, which all 

appear as important moments of the second half of the twentieth century in the 

questioning and resulting implosion of the conditions of creative practice.10 This 

transformation could only have happened through the concerted move of an entire 

generation to question, through a matrix of styles, ideas, and movements, the 

context of its activity. Thanks to these practices, attention was gradually shifted 

from product towards process and the discursive, which could be described as the 

refocusing from foreground towards mid- and background. This enormous work 

of re-politicisation of the art sphere developed along specific conceptual works, 

which are emblematic of this particular movement. I am dedicating this thesis – 

and in many ways, my practice – to the artworks I encountered along the way that 

accompanied my journey through the recognition of this shift of consciousness. 

In Support is not dedicated to philosophers, to writers, or even to people: this 

is not to belittle the critiques associated with the particular cultural transformation 

described above, which have provided key anchors for it, but a question of how to 

continue. The critique creates a struggle, and I still need to work inside the space – 

I am after all an artist, and this highly contested context is the one in which I exist. 

The same question arises with renewed urgency, after the discourse is known and 

updated: what do I do with it, how do I work with it? How to find ways to inhabit  

art, the gallery, the museum, the space of culture and exhibition making after they 

9  Continuer, Walter Swennen (retrospective exhibition), ção Caixa Geral de Depósitos – Culturgest, Lisbon, Portugal, 22 
June to 8 September 2013.

10  See Mel Ramsden, ‘On Practice’, The Fox vol. 1, no. 1, 1975, p 66–83, and Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, 
Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists’ Writings, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009.



are frozen into problematics? The question returns just as Mario Merz posed it, 

it flickers and flashes in our mind: che fare ?11 The discourses produced are from 

this position an important, perhaps fundamental background knowledge, but the 

desire, and sometimes the need, is to constitute a set of actions, which still need  

to be imagined and implemented. This thesis is dedicated to artworks that add up 

to this set of actions, and as such provide me with further possibilities to live  

and work. 

Dedications of this type of course only make sense in relationships that are 

present, pressing, and I consider the following works to be important exactly 

because they are relevant today, in the sense that the issues they point to still 

require work and attention. In fact, it is of particular pertinence that the problems 

indicated by the very practices that serve as their major references today did not, 

in fact, go away, but in many ways got buried. In some cases, the artworks have 

been instrumentalised, in order to pretend that their presence constitutes in and 

of themselves the resolution to the problems of which they are evidence. It is a 

strange thing but true that making hurdles visible can start the process that makes 

them disappear right in front of our eyes. But I choose to take this as a source of 

energy and motivation to continue working on them rather than the opposite. The 

following dedications in many ways are a reminder of what was in the past, of 

gestures and moments for which I am grateful, and that should be continued in the 

future: they are projects begun that must be followed through. Just as any promise, 

it is strangely binding for both sides: carrying forward the issues I believe 

particular works to contain, and committing to look after them, in a leap of faith 

that I may indeed be able to take on the burden of that impossible care.  

This thesis In Support is dedicated to a few works without which it could have 

never happened.

11  What is to be done? Mario Merz, Che fare?, neon lights, 1968.
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To:
Services: Conditions and Relations of Project Oriented Artistic Practice
Andrea Fraser
In the ongoing exhibition and working group 
organised by Helmut Draxler and Andrea Fraser,
Kunstraum der Universitat Luneburg, 
January 29 - February 20, 1994

For describing and gathering possibilities for types of practices that “do seem 
to share the fact that they all involve expending an amount of labour which is 
either in excess of, or independent of, any specific material production and which 
cannot be transacted as or along with a product. This labour, which in economic 
terms would be called service provision (as opposed to goods production)” has 
for me as its primary purpose to allow these practices not to be capitalised upon 
immediately, but to try and salvage some degree of autonomy from the production 
of commodities. By working on the nature of the art object and focusing on labour 
relations, Services is a reminder of just how strong frames are, and how hard it is 
to choose not to work within the very defined boundaries of commercial art world. 
Services also clarifies how much criticism is constructive, and changes the world: 
Fraser is very systematic, almost didactic about pursuing that, and succeeds in 
changing the way we see things. She demonstrates that the critique can and does 
construct its subject, and that this relies on a complete implication of the artist in 
her/his actions, works, and gestures.

She says that “it may be from this perspective that one can understand 
how artists of the late 1960s saw in the condition of service products, relations, 
positions, and functions a means of protection from, and even resistance to, forms 
of exploitation (of themselves and others) consequent to the production and 
exchange of cultural commodities.” 12

12  Andrea Fraser, ‘What’s intangible, transitory, immediate, participatory and rendered in the public sphere? Part ii: a 
Critique of artistic autonomy’, 1996, see [http://home.att.net/~artarchives/frasercritique.html].



To: 
La Societé du Spectacle 
Guy Debord
The book, 1967
The film, 1973

For re-establishing beyond a doubt the need to work against representation 
and the commodity form. For reminding us that the price to pay is separation, 
and ultimately, the alienation of everyday life. La Societé du Spectacle made a 
new reading of Marxism present and possible in a modern society dominated 
by the regime of the visible, as attached to the fetish object. As thesis 4 states: 
“The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relation among people, 
mediated by images.” 13

 The anti-film demonstrates an important aspect of his argument, that is, the 
importance in making it present rather than explicating it, through the very images 
that it happens through. With both these moves (working against representation 
as it takes place in the object, through relinking, and reconnecting the real, not 
through a critique, but through action) the work indicates a motivation for work, 
and a way to approach it. 
“What is the essence of the spectacle in Guy Debord’s theory? It is externality. 
The spectacle is the reign of vision. Vision means externality. Now externality 
means the dispossession of one’s own being. (…) The contemplation that Debord 
denounces is the theatrical or mimetic contemplation, the contemplation of the 
suffering which is provoked by division.” 14

13  Guy Debord, La Société du spectacle, Buchet/Chastel, Paris, 1967, first english translation, in English Black & Red, 
1977.

14  Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, Art Forum, March 2007, originally presented, in English, at the opening 
of the fifth International Summer Academy of Arts, Frankfurt, August 20th, 2004.
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To: 
La specialization de la sensibilité a l’etat de matière première en  
sensibilité picturale stabilize (Le Vide)
Yves Klein
Galerie Iris Clert, Paris, 
April 28 – May 15 1958

For making the invisible visible, and exhibiting something by exhibiting 
nothing. The empty exhibition at Iris Clert put the notion of ‘gallery’ on display 
for the first time, by reducing the system of the art world to its most stubbornly 
invisible and yet impregnable boundaries. Klein paid enormous attention to all 
the arrangements surrounding the exhibition, especially focusing on the opening 
night: a huge publicity campaign with monochrome-stamped invitations, blue 
cocktails and Republican guards at the entrance, pretending to control the crowd 
of three thousand people trying to get in. There was nothing presented inside that 
hadn’t been there before, but it might have been the first time it was actually seen, 
and therefore in many ways Klein invented the gallery context with that single, 
much self-mythologised gesture. Le Vide shows what frames the effective reality 
of art: its spatial, economic, socio-political conditions – a working site that needs 
to be questioned and exposed over and over again.

“The object of this endeavour: to create, establish, and present to the public 
a palpable pictorial state in the limits of a picture gallery. In other words, creation 
of an ambience, a genuine pictorial climate, and, therefore, an invisible one. 
This invisible pictorial state within the gallery space should be so present and 
endowed with autonomous life that it should literally be what has hitherto  
been regarded as the best overall definition of painting: radiance.”15

15  Yves Klein, Sorbonne lecture, 1959, published in Yves Klein, 1928 – 1962: a retrospective, Institute for the Arts, Rice 
University, 1982.
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To:
Inside the White Cube: the Gallery as Gesture 
Brian O’Doherty 
(1999)
University of California Press

For working on how to find ways to deal with an almost invisible convention, 
that of the white cube as standard gallery condition. For questioning the context 
in which art is exhibited as a social, political, and economic system of successive 
erasures, and for disclosing how the gallery space is not a neutral container, but a 
historical construct, a modernist aesthetic object in and of itself. And finally, for 
taking the responsibility to act outside of what is normally considered an artist 
practice – and write – in order to establish acceptable conditions for that practice 
in the first place.

Inside the White Cube was originally published as a series of three articles 
in Artforum in 1976, and subsequently collected in a book of the same name, 
which was reprinted in three further editions with postfaces updating the issues at 
stake and linking them to present conditions. Of the unexpected shifts in gallery 
conditions through the 1980s, O’Doherty said: “There’s a paradox involved 
because the book was meant to expose what was unseen, to make manifest the 
latent content of a cultural construct. It’s done that for some, I believe, but in the 
long run it seems to have confirmed for many that the white cube is a space that 
has virtue and should be used. So, there are two responses. One that confirms the 
white cube as a necessary modality for showing art and the other that says we 
must break down the notion of this privileged space.” 16 The book is as relevant 
and important as it was forty years ago, and continues to be sold and read widely, 
which also confirms the persistent struggle against the normalisation of art’s 
conditions, and the white cube’s associated notions of ‘neutrality’, both of which 
function to dissimulate the ideology of commodity fetishism and the construction 
of value.

Inside the White Cube is part of the rich discourse that throughout the 
1970s and 1980s meant the upheaval of western art world, while in the wealth 
of writings on space and politics and the ideology critique of the museum since 
then however, there appears to be a lack of critical literature on the means and 

16  Public Spectacle, An interview with Brian O’Doherty, Mark Godfrey and Rosie Bennett, Frieze Issue 80 January – 
February 2004
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underlying ideologies of the making and presentation of space, like scaffolding, 
support structures and infrastructures, types of frames and framing. The practices 
concerned with the active reinvention of the contexts for art production and 
distribution now seem to be absent or hidden, and there is a minority of cultural 
practitioners that work on circumstances beyond those already offered to them, 
that try and imagine as part of their work other possible conditions for cultural 
practice, which is such a powerful drive behind O’Doherty’s text. As has been said 
many times, by integrating the critique, in many ways institutions only co-opted it 
and in this way capitalised upon potentially dangerous practices, a process which 
inevitably lead to their de-politicisation. At this point, rather than think ‘beyond 
the white cube’, it would seem necessary to engage critically with what this very 
white cube is made of, and how.
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To: 
Photographic Notes, documenta 2, 1959 
Hans Haacke
(1959)

For showing how people inhabit exhibitions and working against the removal 
of the perception, intention, and individual choice in how art exists: for presenting 
conditions. Photographic Notes, documenta 2, 1959 might count as Haacke’s first 
piece. It is a series of twenty six black and white photographs that were taken at 
Documenta 2, where he worked as an assistant during his summer break from the 
Art Academy in Kassel. The photographs record one of the first confrontations 
of the German public with modern and contemporary art, including works by 
artists such as Mondrian, Pollock and Kandinsky. It also documents an important 
moment and attempt to re-ignite hope, through the possibility for culture, after the 
Nazi period, in a Germany devastated by destruction and depression. While being 
his first work in many ways, it also already clearly outlines Haacke’s concern with 
the sociology of art, and his unlikely awareness of the dependency of art on its 
context, which informs so much of his later work. This series of photographs were 
only first shown in 1988, in Stations of Modernism at the Berlinische Galerie.

Photographic Notes, documenta 2, 1959 reveals that galleries and museums 
are the intricate amalgam of social structures and historical narratives, visual and 
material culture, exhibition practices and strategies of display, and the concerns 
and imperatives of various governing ideologies. And yet social spaces are not 
containers in which subjects and objects are simply placed and in which the action 
then happens, rather they are made as spaces through the changing relations 
between subjects and objects.17 In that sense, a gallery is never empty and waiting 
to be filled with subjects, objects, discourses (or signs), but rather its condition of 
possibility as a gallery is brought into play through the tensions established around 
subjects, objects, discourses and signs. The exhibitions they host, therefore, 
manifest the complex and only partly explicit negotiations between museum or 
gallery conditions and the various practices and agendas that contend with them, 
while these might be imbedded in overlapping, or conflicting cultural ideologies. 

17  See Doreen Massey, ‘Philosophy and politics of spatiality: some considerations’, Powergeometries and the politics of 
space-time, Hettner-Lecture 1998, Department of Geography, University of Heidelberg, 1999.
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To: 
Semiotics of the Kitchen
Martha Rosler
(1975)
6:09 min, b & w, sound.

For interrelating aesthetic strategies and political critique and demonstrating 
how in order to “bring conscious, concrete knowledge to your work… you had 
better locate yourself pretty concretely in it.” Semiotics of the Kitchen is the 
clearest affirmation of how an artwork can be a form of knowledge production and 
what that might mean. I am dedicating this thesis to Semiotics of the Kitchen for 
uncovering objects as instruments of normalisation, and refusing to be determined 
by them; for opening up the possibility to wrench them out of their pre-ascribed 
role and in this way reinvent the relationships they maintain, and taking hold of 
our own representation.

In Semiotics of the Kitchen, Martha Rosler takes the role of the ‘woman in 
the kitchen’ and proceeds to demonstrate kitchen utensils in alphabetical order. 
The removal of the instruments’ possible applications turns the piece into a 
performance of women’s instrumentalisation, with Rosler making herself into a 
tool to reveal social and economic conditions; in this way the piece shifts from 
what appears as an ironic critique on TV kitchen programmes, to a performance 
of structural violence. Investigating how the system of a male, white, capitalist-
dominated culture permeates domesticity by working in it, Semiotics of the 
Kitchen shows how structures of domination and submission have  
to be understood not only within the economic, social, and political realms but 
also within the system of signs and language that constitutes them, as well as the 
fabric of everyday life.

The piece starts undoing the role of women in society, and while some of 
its details (like the fact it is in VHS) show its age, it is just as topical as it was at 
the time, and a fundamental reminder of the work yet to be done. The presence 
of women in society is still marginalised, albeit in other ways, and it rates 
particularly badly within the system of the art world. The numbers are shocking: 
less than 8 % of Tate’s solo shows have been by women in the twentieth century, 
and generally, women artists comprise less than 5 % of permanent collections at 
major museums around the world. Analysis of the one hundred highest grossing 
art auction performances of 2012 revealed there were no women on the list, and 
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that women artists earn on average 25 % less than their male counterparts.18 On 
the other hand, and to make matters worse, practices associated with the feminine 
realm, for instance maintenance and service have been undermined by being 
historicised (as something that happened in a particular place and time) and the 
production of objects prevails.

18  Among many studies and examples, see the Great East London Audit, by the Fawcett Society, the UK’s leading 
campaign for gender equality (http://elf-audit.com/the-results/).
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To: 
Lambris
Daniel Buren 
(1980)

For making ‘in situ’ a possible context for artworks and establishing it as type 
of art practice in all its implications: of medium, of process, of ways to work and 
live. For uncovering frames, envelopes, and limits, especially those not perceived 
and never questioned, and undoing the existing limits of the artist’s studio, the 
museum, and architecture, and with a single move, expanding the space of the 
frame into the world. It is the meaning of public suggested by Lambris that I 
would be interested in pursuing, and to do so in the same process: through the 
alterations of existing conditions. Lambris doesn’t treat architecture as external 
space, but as an intrinsic part of the work, and thus allows us to speak of how 
a work of art needs to take into consideration the place in which it is shown, 
and by implication, the architecture of the work. Lambris is a permanent public 
installation, made in situ at the Teaching Hospital of Liège University, in Belgium, 
during the renovation by architect Charles Vandenhove, unfolding over one floor 
of the building through rooms, elevators, walls and doors.
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To: 
Pollock and Tureen, Arranged by Mr and Mrs Burton Remained, Connecticut
Louise Lawler
(1984)
Silver dye bleach print

For showing something never seen or shown: what happens to artworks after 
they have been sold, or before they are shown. For displaying an artwork as it 
exists in the context of everyday life, in its tangible reality of ownership, meaning 
how one works and lives with it. For disclosing how an artwork considered as 
exemplary appears outside the rarefied and thoroughly controlled space-time of 
the exhibition. Finally, for demonstrating how this laying bare of conditions and 
repressions is not a contradiction with making art, and that the critique can and 
should be integrated in the work, especially as it reveals how the separation of 
capitalisation is something in which artists also take part.

While being someone normally excluded from the homes in which major 
artworks might exist, Lawler was one day granted full access to the Connecticut 
home of twentieth-century collectors Mr and Mrs Burton Tremaine, and without 
her knowing, just a few years before much of their collection was dispersed at 
Christie’s. The photograph only uses available light, capturing with a 35mm 
camera the intimate dialogues established by belongings, as a late Jackson Pollock 
converses with the filigree of a soup bowl. Through its focus and frame, Pollock 
and Tureen tells how the hierarchies of value rely on specific acts of framing, 
classification and maintenance. As Brian O’Doherty observed: “We only see what 
we look for, but we only look for what we can see.” 19

19  Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of Art History. The Problem of the Development of Style in Later Art, Translated from 7th 
German Edition, 1929, into English by M D Hottinger, Dover Publications, New York, 1932, p. 230
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To: 
Touch Sanitation 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles
(1977 – ongoing) 

For integrating the activities necessary ‘to keep things going’ as an essential 
part of work and of artwork. For challenging the domestic role of women and 
putting it in direct relationship to that of maintenance workers, and for turning 
Ukeles into a ‘maintenance artist’ on the scale of an entire city. For opening up the 
possibilities of an artist working in society by collaborating directly with people, a 
city department, and with infrastructure. 

In 1977, following her piece I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day, 
which involved the workers who cleaned and maintained the building where the 
show was held, Mierle Laderman Ukeles was invited to be artist in residence at 
the New York City Department of Sanitation. The position included a studio, from 
which the artist still works, but no stipend, thus reflecting some of the issues at 
stake and providing structural support to her practice. For Ukeles maintenance 
corresponds to the realm of human activities that keep things going such as 
cleaning, cooking, and child rearing. Her 1969 Maintenance Art Manifesto! 
declared: “I do a hell of a lot of washing, cleaning, cooking, renewing, supporting, 
preserving, etc. Also, up to now separately I ‘do’ Art. Now, I will simply do these 
maintenance everyday things, and flush them up to consciousness, exhibit them, 
as Art.” Applied on the scale of the city, Touch Sanitation provides a powerful 
critique of the inherent de-valuing of care work in society, and contributes a 
powerful, optimistic, endearing option of how to do otherwise.
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And yet three decades later it is often hard to find traces of what was said 
and done, and the conditions of cultural practice generally seem to be accepted 
as immutably rooted in the production of commodities within rarefied spaces. 
As Touch Sanitation worked against the separation between what is and isn’t 
recognised as work, it is something we need to be reminded of while the all-
prevailing white cube (also in its black box guise) increasingly isolates artworks 
from any possible implications with everyday life, making the modes of exhibition 
and display more conservative and homogeneous than they have ever been in 
history. For instance, and for the time being, the production of space – architecture 
in the widest sense – has not addressed or created a discourse around its own 
making (where is the history of the workers of architecture?). 
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To:
Untitled 
Michael Asher, 
(1974) 
Installation, Claire Copley Gallery, Los Angeles.

For being a sculpture formed by an idea rather than by physical gestures, 
and thus creating an exhibition that does not involve objects of the artist’s own 
making. I dedicate In Support to Untitled for crafting the existing contingencies 
that make its own presentation possible. For literally opening the discourse of the 
exhibition to issues of labour and economic exchange, while inviting gallerist and 
public alike to re-examine their understanding of what constitutes an artwork.

Untitled consisted in removing the partition wall that used to separate 
the exhibition space from the office area at Claire Copley Gallery, revealing 
the otherwise hidden gallerist working at her desk. All physical traces of 
any work having been done were cleaned up (in the same way that these are 
erased from any exhibition) and, in this way, visitors to the gallery entered a 
space whose only apparent focus was the administration of business. Untitled 
achieves, through the most precise economy of means, a radical shift in focus, 
bringing direct attention onto the larger discourses and conditions that inform 
art’s production and distribution. This simple work of removal has often been 
misunderstood for the display of an empty gallery space, while on the contrary 
it allows it to be filled with an altered set of conditions, which are in effect what 
is being exhibited in their full materiality through this act of inversion. Asher’s 
practice consistently responded to the ways in which museums and exhibition 
spaces present themselves, or the objects they display, to their various publics, 
making it a seminal reference to both notions of site-specificity and institutional 
critique. Reclaiming a slow production not based in objects, his careful projects 
persistently questioned the logic of particular organisational orders through their 
spatial manifestations, thus uncovering hidden or immaterial elements essential to 
a context’s functioning.

The capacity of a work to create a different way to look can only be achieved 
by a shift in attention, a refocusing from an object to an activity, and most 
poignantly, from a practitioner’s point of view – and not that of a philosopher. 
Because of Untitled, I am not interested nor will I attempt a definition of 
the ontology of display, but can engage in working with it, as a medium, an 
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instrument, a focus, thus providing a critique from within. Perhaps Michael 
Asher’s work describes most precisely the operations taking place in display, and 
allows me to understand or be more precise about such a seemingly diffuse set of 
aspects, allows me to describe the relationship between all the elements, the fields 
that the process of displaying occupies and works through. And in this way allows 
this research to address the black hole in the self-consciousness of spatial practice, 
by focusing on the exhibition as a context and on display as a medium. Untitled 
also speaks to the question of what, exactly, is a gallery as a context?
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Preface 

A possible history of exhibitions: 

the travelling theatre, the fair, the department store

The exhibition as a form of information, education and entertainment can be 

traced back to the popular theatre of the Middle Ages. Travelling theatres would 

appear in town squares with their troupe, constructing an ad hoc structure and its 

associated set of visual tricks and props, in order to stage a particular narrative 

oeuvre for a short period of time, before setting down and disappearing. As a 

form of cultural production this description in many ways resembles that of a 

modern temporary exhibition. From the point of view of the forms of labour 

involved, the troupe of highly specialised eccentric travelling people – each with 

specific performative and technical roles – intensely engaging with one particular 

narrative, constructing a temporary world around it, and going from city to city 

setting it up and taking it down, working in precarious conditions, self-employed 

and perennially hoping for mentors and benefactors, most echoes the description 

of a group of artists working on a travelling exhibition. Furthermore, the jesters 

and performers of the medieval theatre through their multiplicity of roles also 

most resemble today’s contemporary artists, in turn providing content, appearing 

in roles, making props, sets, costumes and installing, as well as interpreting 

and distributing their work; contemporary theatre and cinema on the other 

hand, have developed into highly specialised and strictly hierarchical labour 

structures. Contemporary art that is event-based, performative, and in some ways 
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participatory such as Phil Collins 20 or Spartacus Chetwynd’s 21 work seems to 

exemplify this connection to the medieval town square jesters, and it evidently 

requires forms of engagement that cannot be solely linked to visuality, even while 

form and structure remains a crucial element for the communication of meaning. 

This kind of artwork and the exhibitions it proposes are not only a social activity 

but also a symbolic one, imbedded in the world and at once removed from it. It is 

the vocabularies from theatre or performance that appear most adequate to address 

it, as well as notions of agency, community, society, entertainment, of spectacle. 

Antiquity had been a civilisation of spectacle. The lives of citizens of the 

Roman Empire were famously organised by large-scale spectacular events in 

amphitheatres, circuses and theatres that occupied more than half the year, 22  

and related to all central aspects of society, including religion, economy, political 

organisation, power and patronage or the construction of identity. “To render 

accessible to a multitude of men the inspection of a small number of objects’: 

this was the problem to which the architecture of temples, theatres and circuses 

responded. With spectacle, there was a predominance of public life, the intensity 

of festivals, sensual proximity.” 23

The nineteenth century engaged in spectacle with a renewed intensity, 

and an immense social effort was devoted to the organisation of fairs and great 

exhibitions rejoicing in a new modernity, addressed to increasingly large and 

20  See for instance The return of the real/gercegin geri donusu, 2005, multichannel video and installation first presented at 
the 9th International Istanbul Biennial, which investigates the promises and betrayals of reality television from the point 
of view of former participants, it is structured as a forum for people who had never met before but who had in common 
both their appearances on reality TV and its profound effect on their lives.

21  See for instance The Fall of Man, A Puppet Extravaganza, Tate Triennial, 2006. An ‘animal audience’ of costumed 
participants were making a racket in the traditional area designated to spectators, performing the traditional role of 
the Chorus, but with a demented twist. Meanwhile groups of people dressed as photocopies handling potato puppets 
alternated between playing out John Milton’s Paradise Lost and Karl Marx’s and Engels’ German Ideology. In 
Chetwynd’s performances, all lines between spectator, performer, artist, friend, public, party, seriousness and ridicule 
are blurred and continuously confused.

22  See Richard C Beacham, Spectacle Entertainments of Early Imperial Rome, Yale University Press, 1999, and Eckart 
Köhne, Cornelia Ewigleben, Ralph Jackson, Gladiators and Caesars: The Power of Spectacle in Ancient Rome, 
University of California Press, 2000.

23  Julius (384 – 6), as quoted by Michel Foucault in Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Paris: Gallimard, 1975, 
first translation in english by Alan Sheridan, New York: Random House, 1975, pp. 216 – 217.
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undifferentiated publics, themselves slowly transforming into the abstract notion 

of the crowd. In London, the Crystal Palace 24 was designed around the challenge 

of how to display objects to a great multitude, and the building stood to that 

great ideological exploit until it burned down in 1936. While large-scale forms of 

spectacle were increasingly fashioned as educational devices, they continued to 

coexist with medieval type festivals and fairs well into the twentieth century, and 

amusement zones remained sites of illicit pleasures, including prostitution and the 

burlesque. Altick’s ‘monster-mongers and retailers of other strange sights’ seem to 

have been as much in evidence at the Panama Pacific Exhibition of 1915 as they 

had been, a century earlier, at St Bartholomew’s Fair, according to Wordsworth’s 

Parliament of Monsters.25 Since the 1960s, these forms of exhibitions are 

most recognisable in trade fairs and art festivals, through a proliferation of 

occurrences 26 that contain elements from the Great Exhibitions and from 

amusement parks, while contemporary exhibition publics are used to being 

presented a combination of entertainment, education, and technical innovation.

However, it is another institutional type that contains significant parallels 

to the story above: that of the department store. As large displays created for 

visual delectation, department stores are institutions of modernity and of modern 

capitalism organised around temporary exhibits – just like the museum. As 

Manfredo Tafuri put it: “The arcades and the department stores of Paris, like the 

great expositions, were certainly the places in which the crowd, itself become 

a spectacle, found the spatial and visual means for a self-education from the 

point of view of capital.” 27 In fact, throughout European and American cities, 

museums and department store buildings went through similar transformations 

24  Crystal Palace was a cast-iron and plate-glass building originally erected in Hyde Park to house the Great Exhibition of 
1851.

25  Book Seventh, The Prelude, Wordsworth, in William Wordsworth, The Complete Poetical Works, Macmillan and Co., 
London, 1888.

26  As for instance the much discussed proliferation of biennials around the world, especially following the first Havana 
biennial in 1984. While the term bienniale used to designate the Venice one for almost a century, starting in 1895, there 
are now more than a hundred over the world.

27  Manfredo Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1976,  
p. 83.



35

and overwhelmingly resembled each other, standing witness to how the history 

of modernity consists of the constant reconfiguration of the relationship between 

ideas of progress and forms of exchange, between ideology and commerce, high 

and low culture.

The New before the New

Alison and Peter Smithson thought that temporary exhibitions were one of 

the most productive sites for cultural production, and would compare twentieth 

century temporary structures to those of the Renaissance, when on the occasion of, 

for example, the wedding of a Duke’s daughter or the entry of a Pope into a city, 

artists, architects, engineers, poets, and inventors were commissioned to design 

events and build ephemeral architectures.28 These events were the occasions to 

realise what the Smithsons called ‘the new before the new’. The new kind of a 

style, the new kind of decoration, the new kind of architecture, the new invention 

was experimented with precisely in these temporal situations. 

“It is an odd thing, but true,” George Nelson writes in 1953, “that when 

one begins to trace developments in art, architecture, structure, interior design 

and related areas, the old expositions turn out to be remarkably accurate guides 

to future ways of doing things. Paxton’s Crystal Palace, built in 1951, was a 

prefabricated structure entirely done in metal and glass, and its implications are 

not fully exhausted a century later. The Hall of Machines, put up for a Paris fair 

in 1889, set the pace for an entire category of steel structure. Mies van der Rohe 

became internationally known as an architect with something important to say 

through two exhibitions; one in 1929, the other in 1931.” 29

The Eiffel tower in Paris is another obvious example of a structure built 

for a temporary event, the 1889 World Fair, which stands for both a tremendous 

28  See Roy Strong, Art and Power; Renaissance Festivals 1450-1650, The Boydell Press, Suffolk, England, 1984.
29  George Nelson, Display, New York: Whitney Interiors Library, 1953, p.9.
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engineering achievement, and the shock of the new. It provoked much controversy 

as it was built, from those who did not believe such a tall building was feasible, 

to those who thought it an aesthetic aberration, so much so that some of the most 

influential artists of the time put together a petition to “with all our strength, with 

all our indignation” 30 and prevent it from going up. Across the Channel half a 

century later, the Royal Festival Hall,31 one of the few examples of unashamed 

modernist architecture in UK, was erected for the 1951 Festival of Britain. Mies 

van der Rohe’s extraordinary career is indeed anchored to the rather small German 

pavilion he made for the 1929 Barcelona International exhibition, which, as the 

story goes, went almost unnoticed at the time, and was only documented in a 

handful of black and white photographs. It was later recognised as one of the most 

important buildings of the twentieth century, by which time it had long been taken 

apart, packed in crates, and put on a train to Germany where it never arrived.32 

And of course, the Smithsons themselves developed some of their foundational 

ideas through two exhibitions in 1956, This Is Tomorrow at the Whitechapel Art 

Gallery,33 and the House of the Future, the visionary ‘model home’ they devised 

for the Daily Mail Ideal Home Exhibition. I concur with Beatriz Colomina: “What 

I have learned from the Smithsons is that exhibitions are the most important 

site for architectural production in the twentieth century; that in architecture the 

temporal, in other words, is more important than the permanent.” 34

30  Collectif d’artistes, ‘Les Artistes contre la Tour Eiffel’, Le Temps, 14 février 1887.
31  Royal Festival Hall, designed by London County Council, chief architect Robert Matthew, with Leslie Martin, Edwin 

Williams, Peter Moro, Robin and Lucienne Day, for the Festival of Britain,  opened 3 May 1951.
32  See Beatrice Colomina, ‘Mies Not’, in The Presence of Mies, Detlef Mertins, Princeton Architectural Press, 1996
33  This Is Tomorrow was a seminal art exhibition held in August 1956 at the Whitechapel Art Gallery, conceived by 

architectural critic Theo Crosby with the Independent Group. The theme was the ‘modern’ way of living and the 
exhibition was based on a model of collaborative art practice, with twelve multidisciplinary groups each producing 
autonomous parts of the exhibition and catalogue. Group 1: Theo Crosby, William Turnbull, Germano Facetti, Edward 
Wright. Group 2: Richard Hamilton, John McHale, John Voelcker. Group 3: J D H Catleugh, James Hull, Leslie 
Thornton. Group 4: Anthony Jackson, Sarah Jackson, Emilio Scanavino. Group 5: John Ernest, Anthony Hill, Denis 
Williams. Group 6: Eduardo Paolozzi, Alison and Peter Smithson, Nigel Henderson. Group 7: Victor Pasmore, Erno 
Goldfinger, Helen Phillips. Group 8: James Stirling, Michael Pine, Richard Matthews. Group 9: Mary Martin, John 
Weeks, Kenneth Martin. Group 10: Robert Adams, Frank Newby, Peter Carter, Colin St.John Wilson. Group 11: Adrian 
Heath, John Weeks. Group 12: Lawrence Alloway, Geoffery Holroyd, Tony del Renzio.

34  Beatriz Colomina, interviewed in Displayer 01, edited by Doreen Mende, Ausstellungsdesign und kuratorische Praxis, 
Die Staatliche Hochschule für Gestaltung Karlsruhe (HfG), 2007, p. 14.



37

World register

 The exhibition in the way that we understand it today – as things arranged in 

a temporary public display – is a modern form of communication developed in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, as an experiential and visual format capable 

of reaching large audiences. Exhibitions were developed as sites of discovery and 

learning, of distribution of knowledge and information, of staging of arguments 

and technical demonstrations, in which political and ideological agendas are 

articulated through the seduction, fascination and shock of large audiences.35 

Exhibitions in general have been one of the primary sites for experimentation 

with mass communication, and have throughout their history been occasions 

for an extraordinary deployment of means to allow them to be staged. World 

fairs are commonly cited as ancestors in this genealogy, and specifically The 

Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, organised by Prince 

Albert in 1851, was to make clear to the world “Great Britain’s role as industrial 

leader”,36 as a response to the French 1844 Éxposition Industrielle. Both events 

were declared platforms on which countries from around the world could display 

their industrial achievements, while of course being hosted by nations who did 

their best to prove their own superiority in matters of progress. On display were 

manufacturing processes and products, leading from raw materials – which 

structured the exhibition layout – through various manufactured goods and 

their associated mechanical devices, to what were considered the highest forms 

of expression of a society, fine and applied art. In other words, the exhibition 

was organised according to narratives of production in hierarchical order, so 

that one could follow cotton weaved and sown into clothes, pulp being made 

35  A rather clear and complete exposition of this process unfolds through the work of Martin Beck, especially in The 
Exhibition and the Display, unpublished text from a lecture at Generali Foundation, Vienna, Austria, April 7, 2011. For 
further discussion on this, see p. 56.

36  A Guide to the Great Exhibition: containing a description of every principal object of interest: with a plan, pointing 
out the easiest and most systematic way of examining the contents of the Crystal Palace, George Routledge and Co., 
London, 1851.
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into stationery, leather being turned into boots, timber into cabinets, steel into a 

knife, etc. in an immense variety of “the most perfect specimens” 37 being made 

on site, with the fourth and last division dedicated to the production of sculpture 

and those things that “exhibit such a degree of taste and skill as to come under 

the denomination of fine arts”.38 There was in effect very little art in The Great 

Exhibition; it was displayed in relationship to its process of production, as the 

highest register of a society’s progress. Finished products and artworks, as well  

as industrial processes and their machinery, were in nineteenth century expositions 

presented as various material signifiers of progress within the larger narratives 

of national achievement, and all coordinated by capital along clear ideological 

principles.

 However, after 1851 World Fairs gradually shifted their focus from process 

towards product, and while the Sculpture Court continued to appear in them, it 

was emptied of any explicit connection to material or production, just as the rest 

of the articles on display were still presented as ‘the most perfect specimens’ 

but without their associated knowledge or labour. In the Paris fair of 1900, the 

grandiose Sculpture Court 39 in the newly built Grand Palais was set as a sculpture 

garden, in an exhibition tracing artistic developments of the previous decade 

with no connection to the rest of the Éxposition Universelle; the building was 

specifically built as a new exhibition hall for fine arts and the future home of the 

Salons, and it is that same room that now houses the Monumenta 40 series, which 

as its title indicates, showcases monumental installations by world famous artists 

(who remain, so far, all male). 

37  Great exhibition of the works of industry of all nations, Official Guide, Edited by Robert Ellis, F.L.S, 1851, p. 2.
38  Great exhibition of the works of industry of all nations, Official Guide, Edited by Robert Ellis, F.L.S, 1851, p. 16.
39  Central Nave of the Grand Palais, surface area 13,500 m2, length 200 m, width 50 m, height from 45 m to 60 m under  

the cupola.
40  Monumenta, yearly artist commission, organised by the Ministry of Culture and Communication (Direction Générale de 

la Creation Artistique), the Centre National des Arts Plastiques (CNAP) and the Réunion des Musées Nationaux, since 
2007.
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This gradual deletion of process from exhibitions followed a shift in culture 

at large in how to order and understand the world, a transformation paradigmatic 

of the movement of modernity and taking place through the industrial revolution. 

The Great Exhibition and the Éxposition Universelle, arguably two of the most 

influential exhibitions to shape western culture, effectively proposed through 

their organisation and display two radically different possibilities, not explained 

simply by the distance of forty-nine years and two cities, but rather as outcomes 

from, on the one hand, a structuring of knowledge through the classification 

of material culture as made, based in the hierarchies of the production of the 

objects,41 and the classification of culture as given on the other, and its associated 

hierarchies of the objects included, as finished, autonomous products.42 An 

evolutionary system of thought places narratives and objects in relation to time-

based sequences of precession and succession and is manifest in museological 

display, as for instance in natural history museums to this day. “Museums of 

science and technology, heirs to the rhetorics of progress developed in national 

and international exhibitions, complete the evolutionary picture in representing 

the history of industry and manufacture as a series of progressive innovations 

leading up to the contemporary triumphs of industrial capitalism.” 43 And yet 

this evolutionary classification system is not confined to the sciences; it is also 

evident in the ‘galleria progressiva’ or the chronological exhibition,44 which is the 

main structuring device of art collections in museums around the world, from the 

Louvre to the Hermitage. 

41  See Jeffrey A Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Display, New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1999.

42  See Richard D Marshall, Paris 1900: The Great World’s Fair, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1967.
43  Tony Bennett, ‘The exhibitionary complex’, in Thinking about Exhibitions, edited by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W 

Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne, Routledge, 1996, p. 71.
44  See Stephen Bann, The Clothing of Clio: A Study of the Representation of History in Nineteenth-Century Britain and 

France, Cambridge University Press, 1984.
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The dazzling display of objects presented in the Paris Éxposition Universelle 

on the other hand, is most echoed in the strategies at play in the city’s department 

stores at the time, with things ordered into typologies and species, and rendered 

into objects “arranged in terms of culturally codified similarities/dissimilarities 

in their external appearance”.45 While both taxonomies are based on competing 

nations and the construction of empire and races, the categorisation of 1851 

was meant to convey ideas of progress through the education of the working 

class, while the Paris 1900 Éxposition was set up to become, as Walter Benjamin 

famously put it, a place “of pilgrimage to the fetish Commodity.” 46

45  Tony Bennett, ‘The exhibitionary complex’, in Thinking about Exhibitions, edited by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W 
Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne, Routledge, 1996, p. 99.

46  Walter Benjamin, Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century, Exposé of 1939.
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Prelude

A possible history of exhibitions: the private collection, the studiolo and  
the national museum

While the genealogy of exhibitions takes a number of different paths, 

it would be impossible to ignore that suggested by exhibitions as the private 

displays of art collections. Collections were certainly developed for the semi- or 

invited public display of wealth and privilege. The Tudor portrait often includes 

rather straightforward representations of the sitter’s status beyond their dress such 

as houses, land and countryside, relations to important bodies through buildings, 

etc. Partly bought and partly commissioned, collections would demonstrate a 

house owner’s sensibility and culture and would be displayed mostly through the 

house’s public rooms, entrances, salons, staircases, corridors and dining. 

It is interesting that quite early on collections were understood as entities, 

as they were sold and acquired according to specific interests and tastes. Young 

Cardinal Neri Corsini bought for his library the collections of drawings by 

Francesco Maria de Medici in Florence in 1726, of Cardinal Gualtieri in Rome 

in 1730, and finally in 1737 the entire collection of copper printing plates of 

printers de Rossi; he used them to establish the Calcografia Camerale, which 

eventually evolved, two centuries later, into the National Institute for Graphic 

Design.47 During the second half of the seventeenth century, Italy, in the midst of 

political and economical crisis, had become a hunting ground for art tourists and 

connoisseurs seeking to acquire and bring home some of the ‘material treasures of 

Italian culture’. The collection of Christina, Queen of Sweden, after going through 

the hands of the Odescalchi family, was acquired and merged for the most part 

47  Previously called the Calcografia Nazionale, the Istituto Nazionale per la Grafica (National Institute for the Graphic 
Design) has the aim of preserving, protecting and promoting the heritage of works providing documentary evidence of 
all types of graphic design from a historical point of view: prints, drawings, photographs; it is managed by the Italian 
Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities.
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to that of the Teylers Museum in Haarlem.48 John Closterman, painter and British 

collector, in 1703 tried and failed to buy painter Carlo Maratta’s collection of 

drawings.49 The sale was blocked by keen collector Pope Clement XI, who bought 

it himself in order to prevent such an important collection from being taken out of 

Italy. He proclaimed an edict the following year to prevent the export of artworks, 

which included works on paper. However, Maratta’s collection was eventually 

sold by his nephew, Cardinal Alessandro Albani, to George III, together with the 

equally famous Cassian collection, and they are both on display today at Windsor 

Castle.50 

These collections however were not exclusive and would include furniture 

as well as books and artworks without the need of creating a hierarchy, also as the 

possessions would be displayed together into ‘rooms’, that weren’t necessarily 

themed or even classified until the eighteenth century, but arranged as an aesthetic 

ensemble. It is only in Japan that single artworks would be displayed and used 

in a much more temporary manner, and hung as triggers for conversation on the 

occasion of specific people’s visits. 

A collection’s status and internal organisation pre-eighteenth century can be 

understood by looking through the inventory of Mazarin’s possessions 51 drafted 

two years after his death, in 1653, in order to settle his complicated inheritance. 

Cardinal Mazarin’s enormous collection, acquired with the phenomenal wealth 

accumulated from collecting taxes and benefices, as well as a winning gambling 

habit, was deemed to be greater than the King of France’s. All of it fits within the 

title ‘meubles’ designating furniture in particular, but originally also possessions. 

48  See John Talman: an early-eighteenth-century connoisseur, edited by C M Sicca, New Haven and London:Yale 
University Press, 2008. pp. 20–21, 61, 83.

49  See J. Douglas Stewart, Closterman, John, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 
2007.

50  See Prosperi Valenti Rodinò S., Clemente XI collezionista di disegni, Chiesa del Santissimo Salvatore, complesso 
Monumentale di S. Michele, 2001–2002, pp. 40–47.

51  Duc Henri d’Orléans Aumale, Inventaire de tous les meubles du cardinal Mazarin, dressé en 1653, et publié d’après 
l’original conservé dans les archives de Condé, published by Whittingham et Wilkins, London, 1861.
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The inventory starts with gems and precious metals, ordered by material type, 

followed by tableware, real estate, linen (̒ le linge̕ ), clothes, mirrors and vases, 

furniture, kitchen utensils and appliances, immediately followed, with no change 

in subheading and as the last part of the list, by paintings, copies, tapestries, 

statues, busts, and then finally two subsections for plinths, in stone and in wood.

The paintings are listed according to theme, first those with a golden edge, 

portraits are grouped together, smallest paintings are last, not all name the author 

and if so only after a description, dates are not mentioned. The statues and busts 

are not listed as ‘representations of’ but as the characters themselves, and they 

are not authored. Most interestingly, the collection’s detailed inventory finishes 

with two sections over eight pages long containing plinths and pedestals, carefully 

described according to form and material. In this way the inventory includes 

displays for artworks separately, and not in relationship to particular objects.  

They feature in a collection organised by similarities in form, so that no separation 

or hierarchy is created according to value, origin (author, or school and nation). 

Mazarin’s possessions are the ultimate model for an integrated private collection. 

Just one century later, the Borghese collection’s inventory lists paintings 

according to national schools.

But there were other types of displays for collections, developed in private 

spaces, behind closed doors or upon invitation only, that allowed for different, 

more intimate, relationships to the objects they contained. The studiolo in Italy, 

the ‘cabinet’ in France or the ‘closet’ in Elizabethan England, were the smallest 

and most private rooms of the house, used to keep and care for precious things; 

they were places to retire to for the private study and enjoyment of books, objects 

and artworks. The studiolo – in Italian a diminutive of studio, meaning the study 

– designates a small private room dedicated to studying. It also designates a piece 

of furniture made for the purpose of writing, very common in sixteenth century 
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Italy. The furniture the word describes could be a table as well as a room, a chest, 

a cupboard opening up or unfolding into a writing desk, this often containing 

drawers and other small compartments. The studiolo originates in the monastic 

world, where monks would seek to practice study, prayer and meditation in 

absolute solitude and silence. 

Petrarca 52 praised solitary life as an essential condition for intellectual 

activity and for the development the life of the mind; he is generally attributed 

to translating this ideal of a contemplative life from the monastic to the secular 

world. In fifteenth and sixteenth century Italy the studiolo emerges as more private 

than the bedrooms of the time, a small space in even the grandest of palaces 

reserved for study, writing and meditation, and the keeping of precious books 

and objects. Indicating both the activity of studying and the space dedicated to 

it, the term is related in its Latin etymology to the gymnasium, the academy, and 

the museum – the latter (from the Greek  ̔museion̕) originally a sacred space to 

the Muses, who inspire writers and artists whose works are kept in those very 

same spaces. From here comes a link between museums and libraries, and their 

common function of conservation: the Muses are also daughters of Mnemosyne, 

goddess of memory. In Italy therefore, the studiolo  becomes the expression of 

the humanistic culture of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, based on Petrarca’s 

model. The studiolo traces particular contours of the intellectual and the collector, 

as a scholar who takes care of things, books, objects, and conserves them into the 

future, an activity that comes to concretise in the privacy of his study. Operating 

52  De vita solitaria (‘of solitary life’, usually translated as The Life of Solitude), by Petrarca, was written sometime 
between 1346 and 1356. The philosophical treatise by Italian renaissance humanist Petrarch is in praise of solitude, 
and yet is dedicated to his friend Philippe de Cabassoles. Using a personal tone and starting from his own experience, 
Petrarca exposes a path to happiness consisting in a quiet life in the countryside, away from the distractions of urban 
life. It is through a life of solitude and contemplation of this nature that philosophers, scholars and saints could develop 
a higher understanding and thinking. Sadly, solitary confinement is often highly productive for intellectual endeavours, 
as is testimony the enormously rich literature of works written while in imprisonment. Antonio Negri, while in the 
prison of Rebibbia, wrote in his preface to The Savage Anomaly, “I would like, rather, to be able to think that the 
solitude of this damned cell has proved as prolific as the Spinozian solitude of the optical laboratory” (Originally 
published as L’Anomalia selvaggia, translation by Michael Hardt, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1991).



45

simultaneously as retreat, study, archive and safe, the studiolo develops into 

the cabinet of curiosities, the wunderkammer; it becomes synonymous with its 

contents and of a particular way of collecting and organising objects in space, in 

weird and wonderful relationships between seemingly unrelated things, according 

to mysterious logics, creating compressed imagined worlds, fictional narratives. 

The cabinet, as both physical and intellectual framework, in this way can be 

considered as a precursor, not to the museum, but to the curated exhibition.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a number of European 

private collections were developed into museums, through periods of 

transformation that happened in different ways and conditioned the shape of 

exhibitions to come. While collections had been mostly private, and accessible 

only to collectors’ families and invited guests, some notable exceptions triggered 

a widespread concern amongst Enlightenment intellectuals to allow more public 

access to cultural treasures, and for cities of importance to open permanent picture 

galleries. For instance, the Medici from the sixteenth century occasionally and on 

request opened their galleries in Florence,53  as did Cardinale Farnese in Naples.54 

His collection now forms the core of the Museo Nazionale, while the Ashmolean 

Museum at Oxford University famously became the first English museum open to 

the public in 1683. Most of these examples are of enlightened individuals opening 

doors to their most prized possessions, for a public to come and admire them, and 

enjoy their unquestioned edifying qualities, thus confirming their status.

The Palais du Louvre was imagined by two successive kings as a permanent 

picture gallery for the Royal collections in Paris, and the project was quite far 

down the line (with planned overhead lighting and fire protection) when the 

French Revolution changed its course and declared it and its contents national 

property. It finally opened in 1793 as a “monument dedicated to the Love and 

53  See for instance Roberto Salvini, Uffizi, Musei e pinacoteche, Istituto geografico De Agostini, Rome, 1954.
54  See Magnolia Scudieri, Gli uomini illustri del loggiato degli Uffizi, Storia e restauro, Florence, Italy, Edifir, 2001.
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Study of the Arts” 55 belonging to the common man and woman of the new 

Republic. Republicans handled the Louvre’s opening as a matter of urgency, 

recognising how it stood as a symbol of triumph over despotism and a signifier of 

culture born out of a new found freedom: the museum was a tangible, immediate 

achievement of Liberty and Equality. In the new Revolutionary calendar’s ten 

day week, the museum had five days reserved for artists and copyists, three for 

the general public, and two for cleaning and maintenance.56 Becoming public in 

the revolutionary imagination meant that the museum needed to be available as a 

resource to work in and with, as well as a place to just visit. As such the Louvre 

was to be fully inhabited by the citizens of the new Republic, and artists were in 

residence. If the museum was where artworks should be displayed, then artists 

should be able to live in it, and in this way be supported to further their trade 

both intellectually, by cohabiting with the greatest artworks of the nation, and 

practically, by having a place to live. The galleries were purposely not arranged 

according to schools and styles, and the commission, mostly composed of artists, 

pushed for an ahistorical organisation, derived from critical categories established 

by de Piles and including objects and artefacts, rejecting pressure for a scholarly 

approach, and a historically linear, school and nation-based taxonomic display. 

The Commission’s display agenda was focused on artistic requirements, which 

permitted confrontations, juxtapositions and contrasts between artists, works, and 

other material cultural productions, and thus created immediate sensory contexts. 

It was heavily criticised as its arrangement most closely recalled the domestic 

displays of private collections in the luxurious homes of the aristocracy, while the 

system of schools and chronology, already well-established in Europe at the time, 

was more consistent with Revolutionary ideals of rational and scientific systems 

55  Décret du 27 juillet 1793 concernant le Museum de la République.
56  See Andrew McClellan, Inventing the Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern Museum, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, 1994. 
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being important aspects of undoing the ‘ancien régime’, alongside with the metric 

and decimal systems, and the new calendar. The collection was ‘purified’ from 

works deemed unsuitable to the culture of the new Republic, and pictures were 

hung frame to frame from floor to ceiling.57 Those days were chaotic, with spaces 

filled to the brim with objects and people living there, as well as large crowds 

visiting on the popular public days, that engaged in activities of their everyday 

life in the museum, eating, drinking and resting, with prostitution and other trades 

present throughout. However, this period of museum utopia did not last, and the 

museum was in such disrepair it had to close in May 1796, to be reopened five 

years later, on the fourteenth of July (not missing an opportunity to inscribe the 

Louvre in the revolutionary narrative) but with its entire collections organised 

in historical sequence (tellingly named ‘Galleria Progressiva’) and according to 

schools. The galleries were lit, the prostitutes were kicked out, eating and drinking 

were actively discouraged.

57  See the extensive descriptions in Bayle St. John, The Louvre; or, Biography of a museum, Oxford University, 1855.
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The production of the real

 Like many forms of cultural production, exhibitions are constructions 

through which we apprehend the world, which include and are made up of 

forms of representations, such as images, objects, languages and definitions, 

all of which depend or rely on material forms. Exhibitions shape conceptual 

representations that in turn participate in the construction of social representations, 

such as nationhood, class, war, race or gender. Our access to reality is mediated 

by representations, and these are based on cultural codes and models which are 

selective, arbitrary and historically determined – and thus neither natural nor 

permanent – but fragile and therefore subject to critique and to change.

“The history of exhibitions is a history of politics and, no less, of the changes 

which have taken place in the foundations of our social structure.”58 

If exhibitions are forms of cultural production as well as representations, then 

they are also forms of history, of ideology, of politics and aesthetics. Exhibitions 

and art are instrumental in making manifest these seemingly abstract entities 

in our everyday life as they are some of the predilect – and as the category 

‘visual culture’ to which they often belong suggests, most visible – mediums 

through which culture is made visible. But are exhibitions representations? 

They can be in the sense that they present those images, objects, languages and 

definitions in an established arrangement, that in turn constitutes an image, or 

the definition of a given subject (what it amounts to in a particular place and 

time). Models of organisation and access to knowledge such as defining, naming, 

ordering, classifying, cataloguing, categorising, interpreting, and placing all have 

parameters that are in effect to be defined and decided upon. 

But exhibitions are also other things, as they have been essential tools to 

58  Richard P. Lohse, Neue Ausstellungsgestaltung/ Nouvelles conception de l’exposition/ New Design in Exhibitions 
(Erlenbach: Verlag für Architektur, 1953), p. 8
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undo forms of representation, for instance of women59 and of race, and to pose 

questions, to problematise, to contextualise; and they are in this way also forms of 

research, of experimentation, of speculation, of propositions, of production of the 

real. Exhibitions are not simply nor exclusively designed for visual pleasure, and 

therefore are not exempt from relationships to capital, power, and ideology; and 

they need to be, just like the artefacts that they may be composed of, constantly 

wrought out of the position given to them, as the products of autonomous, 

disengaged forms of labour and consumption. In that sense, it is not necessarily 

about determining if or why exhibitions as formats themselves possess an inherent 

ideological content, but how they carry out an ideological function in determining 

the production of meaning.

Making things public:

“To exhibit means to expose, to show, demonstrate, inform, offer.” 60

Implicit in any definition of exhibition is that somebody needs to be there, 

at least potentially – those to be exposed to, shown, demonstrated to, informed, 

offered to, as well as those exposing, showing, informing, who might only be 

physically present in the space through their labour. Which means that it is first 

and foremost their public aspect that characterises exhibitions, their capacity to 

qualify space as public. This may be only temporarily so, might rely on private 

property and take place in private space, but an exhibition is an encounter between 

something being exposed, and those being exposed to it which is the sense in 

which public is meant here; the knowledge associated with what is exhibited 

immediately enters the public domain. Wouter Davidts explains that: “the Latin 

verb exponere, which lies at the origin of the term exposition, not only means to 

59  See the dedication to Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen, p. 24.
60  Hans Neuburg, Conceptions of International Exhibitions, 1969.
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present or exhibit, but also to expose, to put outside.” 61

Exhibitions of items held in public ownership – as in belonging to the state 

– are on the other hand a relatively new reality, that is intimately connected 

to the rise of the nation state; a most striking example being that held in the 

Palais du Louvre following the French Revolution, as described previously. 

Such an exhibition wasn’t just open to the public, it also launched a course of 

re-appropriation by the French people of what they considered to be their own 

cultural heritage, wrought out of the hands of the privileged few for the very 

first time. Historically however the relationship between ownership of artworks 

and their display has everything to do with the private display of wealth, power 

and status, making their exhibition the question of a limited, exclusive, and 

yet essential process of approval and recognition: a collection has to be seen, 

appreciated, perhaps studied, in order to be endorsed as important, influential, 

valuable. However, there is another, dimension of public at stake in exhibitions, 

which is attached to the more conventional sense of public on the one hand – 

being in open view – and also to the distribution of their associated knowledge. 

When Brunelleschi plots his revolutionary scaffolding machine for building 

‘the largest dome in the world’ 62 on top of Florence cathedral, he does so in 

the seclusion of his private yard, and goes through great lengths to protect the 

exclusivity of his invention before actually using it. It is through this process of 

protection that he in fact, incidentally, invents the patent, as he will not disclose 

his idea or start on the building site until he is guaranteed exclusive copyright 

of his invention for a number of years. What Brunelleschi is trying to protect 

is not the conventional object of value, as in this case the impressive, double 

layered dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, which will be in the world and probably 

61  Wouter Davidts, ‘“My Studio is the Place where I am (Working)”, Daniel Buren’, in Davidts and Kimberly Paice eds. 
Fall of the Studio: Artists at Work. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2009, p. 75.

62  For a detailed account of this, see Directions for use: Features: Subsequent, p. 94. All references are from the document 
Signoria: deliberazione del consiglio di Firenze, Archivio di Stato, Florence, Italy, 19 June 1421.
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always credited to him. He invents a tool, a machine to produce his ‘masterpiece’, 

and is aware that once that is used and applied, once the building site of the 

dome actually starts, the information, invention and possibilities it offers will 

immediately enter the public domain. Brunelleschi knows, as any practitioner 

about to display his work in public does, that once in plain view, anyone can 

copy a creation, remake it, use its possibilities for other purposes. Daniel Buren 

also deplores the alienation of the work of art from the artist’s studio, which 

is one of the primary motivations behind him developing an in-situ practice, 

as described by Davidts in ‘ “My Studio is the Place where I am (Working)”, 

Daniel Buren’.63 However, the (art)work can never be prevented from leading 

an altogether different life and becoming integrated in the world, once it has left 

the hands or space of its makers. While Buren’s and Brunelleschi’s are examples 

of attempts to prevent it from occurring, it is a dimension of public that I would 

like to retain, as a quality fundamental to artists or practitioners everywhere, 

essential also precisely as way to undermine the concept of an individualised, 

authorial voice. This course of ‘putting outside’ is a further process of becoming, 

in which the presence of a work takes form and gains relevance. Exhibiting means 

meeting the public eye, distributing technical expertise and skills, but most and 

foremost putting new concepts into the world, ideas, intellectual inventions, 

accomplishments, possibilities for thinking and doing; this is for others to 

criticise, but also to use, expand upon, speculate with, appropriate. As Davidts 

says, “as soon as the work is accomplished, it is turned over to the space and event 

of the exhibition, and to the inevitable publicness that the latter embodies.” 64 It is 

of course in this sense that seeing exhibitions can also be a form of research.

This process of encounter with work in the exhibition space is both complex 

63  As before, Wouter Davidts, ‘ “My Studio is the Place where I am (Working)”, Daniel Buren’, in Davidts and Kimberly 
Paice eds. Fall of the Studio: Artists at Work. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2009.

64  Wouter Davidts, ‘ “My Studio is the Place where I am (Working)”, Daniel Buren’, in Davidts and Kimberly Paice eds. 
Fall of the Studio: Artists at Work. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2009, p. 79
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and reciprocal, in the sense that the public, if this is the term that designates 

visitors to an exhibition, also enters with a knowledge which is layered onto what 

is being presented – while on the other hand, those engaged in the process of 

making exhibitions cannot be entirely separated from the wider public and also 

contribute to constitute it. Exhibitions are also social contexts in which people 

work and exist, as well as are encountered, and they therefore form groups and 

relationships that are critical to the production and interpretation of culture.

So there are other senses of the public at play in exhibitions, as the 

accumulated efforts of people working together, putting different things next to 

each other, collecting material, that in conjunction forms a context to be inhabited, 

navigated, which in turn produces meaning. This form of collective production is 

that of a public articulation, including multiple voices, works, ideas, and putting 

them out into the world. Opinions are expressed in exhibitions, but they are also 

formed through them, constituted in them. Exhibitions consist of associations 

and dissociations, aggregations and disaggregations, they can be expressions of 

concern, of agreement or dissent, and are in that way manifestations of collective 

views: alliances, sharing views of the world and communities of choice can 

be made in them, but also eroded, challenged, severed. They are contexts in 

which individuals may associate themselves with others, as well as with ideas or 

positions, in which social structures may or may not be pre-existing. 

As Manet declared: “to exhibit is to find friends and allies for the fight.” 65

This is how exhibitions contribute to shape individuals into collectives, and 

support groups in the making: while they inevitably address particular audiences 

(over others), they can also be loci of the formation of publics. Which is to  

say that the function of exhibitions in the rallying of causes, of agendas, of  

ideas, corresponds both to the process of making things public, and of publics 

being formed.

65  Manet’s retrospective exhibition, 1867, Paris, May 1867, TO THE PUBLIC AT MANET’S EXHIBITION	
[Preface to the exhibition catalogue].
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Preamble

A possible history of exhibitions: The city, the garden, and the promenade

Pope Urban Sixtus V ordered the master plan of Rome (1585 – 1590), mostly 

motivated by the desire to adapt the city to the needs and benefit of a walking 

public, the pilgrims and their particular type of urban navigation between the 

twelve ‘basiliche’, while being heavily conditioned by the recent codification 

of perspectival rules.66 Long straight streets were opened as direct processional 

routes, physically and visually linking church facades or nodal points made into 

‘piazze’ to allow for perspectival vistas, so that from any of the basilica, walking 

pilgrims would be able to see another church pointing their itinerary, or a square 

leading up to it, and would thus know where to go. Vertical elements were placed 

to punctuate these routes, such as Egyptian obelisks in the converging squares’ 

centres acting as orientation points. New churches were subsequently built at 

strategic points in the walking axes, their façades designed to be recognisable in 

a street line even from a long vista, most notably with Borromini and Bernini’s 

Baroque experiments in dynamic forms creating bulging elevations, concave 

entrances to draw visitors in, spiralling towers acting like beacons in the city 

skyline.67 These churches were the most innovative, the most radical architectural 

and aesthetic prototypes – provoking awe or disgust amongst the public – and 

they revolutionised conceptions of the creation of space according to how it 

could be perceived in movement, for the first time taking into account the body 

in motion. A new technique for drawing and designing, the ‘poché’ – which 

consists of forming space by literally carving out volumes out of fulls rather 

than building them up as positives – although phenomenally uneconomical, 

66  See Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition, Harvard University Press, 1967, 
pp. 78–81.

67  See Francesco Borromini’s San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane, 1641, and Sant’ Ivo alla Sapienza, 1650, as well as Gian 
Lorenzo Bernini’s Fontana dei Quattro Fiumi, 1643, and Sant’Andrea al Quirinale, 1661–1670.
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allowed the most dizzying, extraordinary spatial experiences to emerge. Space 

suddenly started unfolding in front of people’s eyes, leading them through the 

city, their eyes towards the sky, and architecture became a device to carry away 

bodies and minds. The ‘poché’ also corresponds to an architecture starting from 

the inhabitation of space, from its rooms, openings and voids, as is evident 

in the Nolli plan,68 the first experiment in what a form of understanding and 

representation of the space of people might be: everything that is built up or 

inaccessible is filled in black, and white corresponds to any space that can be 

freely entered, whether inside or outside, square or church interior.

This idea of developing space – according to how human beings could move 

in and through it – had in fact been previously developed, but in gardens, such as 

Boboli in sixteenth century Florence. The garden’s overall geometric plan can be 

seen upon entering, and appears as a perspectival painting as it unfolds up along 

a gentle but steady slope. “The apse was like a stage’s proscenium overlooking 

the garden (above) and prepared the visitor for later closeup views of the garden’s 

statues, flora, hidden vistas, and emblematic narrative flow.” 69 The garden could 

be strolled from one perspective to another, promenaded along paths that unfolded 

carefully constructed views of nature, and a rhythm of surprises and interruptions 

in the form of statues, pavilions, follies or opening vistas. The promenade 

functioned like a rhetorical device to encourage conversation, prompted by 

triggers and punctuations. The designs of Renaissance gardens were often derived 

from classical texts, such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses,70 and were closely connected 

to theatre design, also recently transformed by the discoveries in perspective. 

As a model for arranging objects in space, the Renaissance garden and city are 

both precursors of the National Museum, but more precisely of the format of 

68  Giambattista Nolli, Pianta Grande di Roma (1736–1748).
69  Dan Graham, ‘Garden as Theatre as Museum’, originally published in Dan Graham, Dan Graham Pavilions, exhibition 

catalogue, Munich Kunstverein, 1988, pp. 54–55.
70  Ovid, Metamorphoseon libri, 8AD.
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the exhibition. However, as exhibitions they function closest to the mnemonic 

devices of Ars Memoriae:71 spatial expositions aimed at the production of a text, 

or an inscription, exploiting the intimate relation between visual sense and spatial 

orientation. Elements along a route (mental or physical in this case) function as 

triggers for memory and point to possible ways forward – walking, or talking  

– each one a symbol within a larger conception, both allegory or sensory prop.

Collective production and productions of the collective

“In their essence, exhibitions are an expression and a play of forces 

embracing a variety of cultural, economic and political trends; they are 

barometers indicative of a situation or the profession of a mission; 

pioneers for a coming evolution

Exhibiting means evaluating…

An exhibition is an ideal medium for influencing the public.

…The problem of exhibiting assumes a cultural and social aspect in the 

widest sense of the word. 

The realization of a cultural and social idea constitutes the most important 

objective of the art of exhibiting.” 72

Exhibitions correspond to the realisation (even if temporary) of cultural 

and social ideas, and can be defined in their widest sense as the process of 

‘making things public’. The format of the exhibition itself is constituted by this 

process of encounter between knowledge and audience, in a form of presentation 

that is constructed, both spatially and conceptually, without any possibility of 

separation between how a narrative is conceived and the form it takes. However, 

71  Group of principles and techniques used to organise memory, improve recollection, and assist in the combination and 
‘invention’ of ideas, classically referenced to Cicero, De oratore, Bk II 350–360, 55 BCE, as described in Yates’ Art of 
Memory, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966.

72  Richard P. Lohse, Neue Ausstellungsgestaltung/Nouvelles conception de l’exposition/New Design in Exhibitions, 
Erlenbach: Verlag für Architektur, 1953, p. 8.
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a knowledge still needs to be navigated, like an exhibition, and its being put on 

display and presented needs to unfold and be encountered through time and space. 

“… No economic or technical determinations, and no dimensions of social 

space exist until they have been given form. Giving them a form implies both 

giving them meaning (mise en sens) and staging them (mise en scene).” 73

By the post-war period, in a fully developed consumer culture, “to exhibit 

means to choose, to display, to present a sample or an example. The imparting 

of information is the aim of every exhibition, and such information may be of a 

didactic, commercial, or representational nature. Aimed at man as a consumer of 

products and ideas, an exhibit is meant to teach, to advertise, and to represent – to 

influence a person. An exhibition differs from all other media of communications 

because it alone can simultaneously transmit information visually, acoustically, 

and by touch.” 74

Within the remit of its presentation in public, differentiation between types 

of exhibitions is recent; however, this distinction is not strict, and some of its 

qualifications interchangeable. There are three dominant types of exhibitions 

today: the one most commonly associated with the museum is the interpretive 

exhibition. Including historical and scientific shows, as well as natural history 

and archaeology, this type of exhibition focuses on explicating, interpreting 

items on display, and could be said to require the most explanatory context. The 

commercial exhibition includes trade fairs and shows, expos, and it presents 

goods in order to sell new products to a specific public, implicated as producer or 

distributor (representatives wishing to buy or sell, makers researching techniques, 

distributors, etc.). The art exhibition, finally, from contemporary to historical, 

can in fact overlap with both interpretative and commercial exhibition (as for 

instance in art fairs). However art shows are often the least interpreted ones, and 

73  Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory, MIT Press, 1989, p. 11.
74  Klaus Franck, ‘Introduction’ in Ausstellungen/Exhibitions, Stuttgart/ New York: Verlag Gerd Hatje/ Praeger, 1961, p. 13.
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mostly rely on the convention of the exhibition as a form of aesthetic experience. 

It is only during the last few decades that the distinctions described above 

have become very pronounced and appear to separate practices and industries; 

there seems to have been a much more fluid relationship between commercial, 

ideological and art presentations until the 1970s, as seems evident from the 

Bauhaus experiments to integrate art, craft and technology. 

The phenomenal Building Workers Union Exhibition was developed by 

Herbert Bayer with Walter Gropius, Marcel Breuer and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, 

in the 1930 Exposition de la Societe des Artistes Decorateurs, held at the Grand 

Palais in Paris; it functioned as a community centre in the fair, complete with 

swimming pool, gymnasium, cafe bar, dance floor, and reading room. And the 

large propaganda exhibitions of the first half of the twentieth century such as 

Pressa,75 and the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista 76 were developed by some 

of the most important artists, designers, and architects of the time, to present and 

promote a social and political agenda through the construction of a powerful, even 

overwhelming aesthetic experience, but also to instigate innovative models for 

living and working. Interestingly many of the same strategies of display – of scale, 

contrast, and the experience in movement for example – were used to express 

fundamentally different political positions.

75  Soviet section, Der Internationalen Presse-Ausstellung (International Press Exhibition), Cologne, 1928.
76  The Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, Exhibition Palace, in Rome, ran for two years from October 28, 1932 to 

October 28, 1934, celebrating the tenth anniversary of the advent to power of Benito Mussolini.
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Inventing the future

The format of the exhibition is particularly suitable and often utilised to 

project possibilities, inventions, schemes, as an aspirational laboratory for 

model societies. What examples of radical exhibitions mostly have in common 

is their propositional element, as a way of both imagining and inventing the 

future. Exhibitions are primary vehicles for the production and dissemination of 

knowledge, and as such are also speculative constructions of temporary realities. 

As Marcel Broodthaers said, “every exhibition is one possibility surrounded by 

many other possibilities which are worth being explored.” 77 The most important 

part of the Great Exhibition, just as the Festival of Britain, in London, was not in 

fact the prodigious gathering of objects on display, but the building of the contexts 

for the exhibitions to take place in, at architectural and urban scales, which often 

took years of planning and construction. In both cases the inclusion of a display 

of social-architectural projects for the improvement of working class conditions 

suggests how spatial invention took place on both engineering and construction 

level, and on a social one. This was a way of effectively forming new parts of the 

city according to innovative social and political ideas, as prototypes for things to 

come. In this way exhibitions came to function as temporary utopian testing sites 

for new principles of social organisation for a future in the making.

While the social agendas at stake in exhibitions of the past might appear more 

obvious to us now, these could only be thought, created and demonstrated through 

the construction of physical contexts and material realities. 

How are propositions staged and actualised? How did these invented, 

designed and constructed conditions create and affect meaning of a social and 

political nature? What are the vocabularies, the techniques and methodologies at 

play in the construction of alternative worlds? What kind of culture is constituted 

77  As quoted by Hans Ulrich Obrist, in Hans Ulrich Obrist: A Brief History of Curating, JRP|Ringier, 2008, p. 48.
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by particular display practices?

There is of course a way in which exhibitions are realisations of subjects, 

issues, positions and agendas that may be comprehensible and explicit, or 

hidden, concealed, perhaps unconscious. While the most visible aspects offer the 

possibility of critique and disagreement, of opposition, it is their latent, or less 

obviously visible aspects that can be understood as manifestations of implicit 

exclusions, political limitations and social codes. Looking at installation design 

and more specifically at strategies of display is an effective way to uncover and 

alter these very powerful, and yet often invisible or overlooked dimensions of 

exhibitions. It is from this realisation that stems the importance of considering 

display as a medium in its own right, as a historical apparatus which is in effect 

the structure of the exhibition system; a category furthermore “that has been, 

generally speaking, officially and collectively forgotten” 78 by the art historical and 

museum establishment.

78  Mary Anne Staniszewski, The Power of Display, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1998, Introduction, p. xxi.
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Foreword: Display

The grammar of the exhibition

In Spaces of Experience,79 Charlotte Klonk asked what kind of museum 

visitor’s experiences were at stake through the radically changing displays 

occurring in gallery interiors from the eighteenth century to the present. As the 

importance of displaying collections grew, representations of gallery interiors 

started being a somewhat fashionable genre for commissioned paintings, which 

allows us glimpses into how these spaces were used and conceived before the 

invention of photography. The engraved Visit of the Prince of Wales to Somerset 

House in 1787 80 is a busy experience, as the Regent is one amongst innumerable 

men, women, children, dogs, all engaged in fragmented activities, playing or 

looking at pictures. This casual, swarming crowd somehow softens a grand 

room with a large skylight, lighting paintings of the most diverse themes that 

are hanging frame to frame from floor to ceiling, completely covering each wall. 

Less than a century later, The National Gallery 81 interior depicts small groupings, 

with low-hung paintings on the dark red tapestries; the people, all adult and in 

similar dress, are moving discreetly around the room. Galleries for Klonk are 

ideal spaces for the study of a cultural history of experience, and it is display that 

articulates the conditions of that experience. Apparent in her history is how much 

attention was always put on how artworks should be displayed, and yet institution 

histories and art histories – including those of museum and gallery staff – only 

really documented what was displayed. Visitors’ accounts of museum and gallery 

visits say equally little about display; it is always individual artworks that are 

described, and specific events. The challenge in such a process of uncovering 

79  Charlotte Klonk, Spaces of Experience: Art Gallery Interiors from 1800–2000, New Haven and London, Yale 
University Press, 2009.

80  Johann Heinrich Ramberg , Visit of the Prince of Wales to Somerset House in 1787, coloured engraving, 32 x 49·5cm.
81  Giuseppe Gabrielli, The National Gallery, 1886: Interior of Room 32, 1886, oil on canvas, 44 x 56cm.
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lies in the difficulty to grasp what are the changing ways of seeing as they are 

produced and mirrored in the development of a privileged activity of seeing: 

that of looking at art. By analysing the development of strategies of display as 

they unfold through museums in the United Kingdom, Germany and the USA, 

Klonk however manages to outline how gallery visitors evolved from behaving 

and being considered as citizens sharing a common set of values – responsible 

individuals participating in the making of ideal, liberal nation states – to “educated 

consumers who would benefit from an education in the development of taste” 82 

in North American post-war consumer oriented societies, and finally to passively 

entertained spectators. Her book shows how the gallery contributed to the task 

of forming the individuals required by changing societies, and that such changes 

take place in the margins of that which is deemed worthy of being documented: 

the conditions of display. “The ways in which display operates discursively, for 

example to produce narratives about the past, is to posit relationships between 

objects and to position the visitor within such representations. What are the ways 

in which display could be said to communicate, not just through labels, text panels 

and catalogues, but through architecture, decoration and the articulation of objects 

in space, among other coordinates?” 83

The implications of this are that the same artwork and space can 

communicate a radically different message, depending on its display; that the way 

things are constructed, placed, lit, labelled, interpreted, the context they are given 

both spatially, socially and politically – the frame in an expanded sense – can 

transfigure their meaning, in spite of whatever initial significance they may have. 

“Thus meaning is produced, through the internal ordering and conjugation of 

the separate but related components of an exhibition of display.” 84

82  Charlotte Klonk, Spaces of Experience, p. 17.
83  Christopher Whitehead, Museums and the Construction of Disciplines: Art and Archaeology in Nineteenth-century 

Britain, Bloomsbury Academic, 2009, p. 19.
84  Henrietta Lidchi, ‘Fashioning cultures: the poetics of exhibiting’, in Representation: Cultural Representations and 

Signifying Practices, edited by Stuart Hall, The Open University, Sage Publication, London 1997, p. 187.
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Furthermore, artworks are instrumental in the construction of what are 

highly ideological contexts for showing and seeing art, and they take part in the 

articulation of meta-narratives that may change through time and be difficult to 

read explicitly; this work of articulation takes place in the display process. What is 

at stake therefore, is how display transforms both work and context, and yet how 

that very process of transformation often remains – against all odds and while in 

plain view – hidden and invisible. 

Starting from the ethnographic museum, a lot of work has been done in 

relationship to the politics of representation at play in exhibitions, revealing 

how meaning is produced by systems of representation through the display and 

classification of objects. This has been an important process uncovering how the 

representation of ‘the other’ says more about the culture engaged in representing 

than that which is being represented 85 – an unravelling parallel to the work done 

by Foucault on the place given to madness in society. Within the critiques of the 

ethnographic museum, significant attention was finally paid to how exhibitions 

create representations of other cultures through the construction and production 

of meaning on the one hand – the language of exhibitions – and on the other, to 

exploring the link between colonialism and the ethnographic, the questions of 

discourse and power in the articulation of knowledge of other cultures by imperial 

nations – the politics of exhibitions.86 In other words, the language of politics  

and the politics of language were revealed to be ultimately inseparable – 

especially within museum and exhibition contexts – and together to participate 

in the production of identity.

In the substantial critique sweeping through the social sciences and 

ethnography in particular from the late 1960s – mostly around post-colonialism – 

85  It is the extension of this movement that lead, in art contexts, to a new suspicions and eventually a turn away from the 
documentary form – a shift that is evident in the celebration, and then outright rejection of Hal Foster’s text ‘The artist 
as ethnographer’, a text he himself criticised as problematic years later, but which should also be remembered in terms 
of how emblematic it was to artists working with social sciences at a particular moment. 

86  See Henrietta Lidchi, as before.
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In the substantial critique sweeping through the social sciences and 

ethnography in particular from the late 1960s – mostly around post-colonialism – 

the process of cultural representation was established as inescapably contingent, 

historical and contestable, and James Clifford highlighted “the fact that it is 

always caught up in the invention, not the representation, of cultures” 87 and 

ultimately, “the artificial nature of cultural accounts”. This process affected 

and helped question notions of representation in museums in general, one of 

the important factors leading to a wave of upheavals in museum displays, with 

substantial re-hanging of collections and new types of installations of exhibitions 

sweeping museums throughout the 1990s, which include a wealth of new 

museums.88 Of the fifteen ethnographic museums in Germany, eight underwent a 

complete redesign of their collection display in less than ten years, which is also 

the period during which the British Museum, after closing its Museum of Mankind 

in 1996, abandoned its disciplinary structure and integrated the ethnographic 

collection in the newly formed geographic departments (finalised in 2004). Two 

experiments stand out in different ways from this wider movement and are worth 

mentioning, the first being Paris’ Musée du Quai Branly, in planning since 1995 

but opened in 2006. Designed by Jean Nouvel, the building was much hyped to 

be France’s first post-colonial museum, and yet to the dismay of an expecting 

world audience, was unveiled as unapologetically symbolising difference, 

with exhibition displays treating non-Western art and artefacts as aestheticised 

commodities. The Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt, on the other hand, is the 

first ethnographic institution to focus on becoming a research laboratory for 

contemporary art practice and anthropology. Since 2010, director Clementine 

Déliss has been transforming the museum as a destination for what she calls 

87  James Clifford, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, University of California Press, 1986, p. 2.
88  See Susan Vogel, Art/Artifact, 1990, Center for African Art, NY; Clémentine Deliss, Lotte or the Transformation of the 

Object, 1990, Styrian Autumn, Kunsthaus Graz, Academy of fine Arts, Vienna; and Clémentine Deliss in Ivan Karp, 
Steven Levine, eds., Rethinking Exhibitions, 1990.
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fieldwork, inviting contemporary practitioners to work with, and translate the 

collection to a contemporary context and “gently build additional interpretations 

onto its existing set of references”.89 The resulting exhibitions are therefore 

completely unfamiliar and yet relevant to both the fields of contemporary art and 

anthropology and in many ways propose reinventions of both.

Museum displays changed radically in the 1990s and early 2000s, and 

established a new language that has by now become so common and familiar 

it is already unnoticeable. It is only when stumbling across museums that have 

not gone through this process of being ‘decolonised’, that this history becomes 

apparent, and its encounter is shocking, as for instance in the Museum of Natural 

Sciences in Milan, the Pitt Rivers museum, or the Royal museum for Central 

Africa in Belgium. The latter was built to showcase King Leopold II’s Congo Free 

State’s collection, and developed as a prototype for the 1897 World Exhibition – 

the way it was founded and its collection’s display is in fact not surprising given 

the historical and political context for it, but what is extraordinary is the fact it 

remained intact, and is therefore able to give an account of the ethnographic, of 

the colonial, and of the museum that is virtually inaccessible to us – appearing 

like a museum of the history of museology and colonialism. The Royal museum 

for Central Africa stands as a witness to the changing conceptions of truth and 

identity, but also to the evils perpetrated in the name of progress and nationhood; 

the language of its exhibitions, by its not being updated, has become unfamiliar 

and bizarre even to the most uncritical eye, and therefore immediately reveals 

its inherent exclusions, constructions, fictions and repressions. In many ways 

such a museum is incredibly useful and should remain, if only to remind us of 

how ideology is implicated in culture, and of the need to constantly question 

appearance. However, even this curiously surviving specimen of the colonial age 

89  Clémentine Déliss, ‘Stored code: Remediating collections in a post-ethnographic museum’, Project ‘1975’, Stedelijk 
Museum Bureau, Newsletter 124, Amsterdam, 2011, p. 12.
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has not been able to resist its phenomenal political incorrectness, and from mid-

2013, the museum is closed for renovation work (including the construction of 

new exhibition space) that is expected to last until 2015. The Pitt Rivers museum, 

while being similarly witness to a barely comprehensible view of the world, is 

itself treated as an exhibit inside the University of Oxford collection and museum, 

and in this way provides a carefully framed, yet still fascinating case study. 

These various museums, their strategies, histories, and developments, 

demonstrate how the politics of systems of thought are both articulated and 

produced through display, on concrete and conceptual levels as both the 

articulation and structure of exhibition making. While this articulation is visible 

and physical, the set of rules it originates from are not necessarily so – making 

display effectively function like the grammar of the exhibition.

The Power of Display

Working with forms of display means addressing how things are shown in 

the world, the conditions that allow or restrict their appearance in the domain of 

the visible (which does not only designate images, but that which is intelligible). 

Systems of domination, subjection or repression also take place in the appearance 

of things, so that display is not simply a manifestation or the embodiment of 

pre-existing systems but an intrinsic and active part of their configuration. 

Highlighting how exclusive truths are produced in how they are displayed is the 

necessary work of starting to undermine them, open them up for discussion, and 

author a process of reinvention of a contingent and personal nature.

These realisations open up new questions for practice, also in regards to the 

systematic erasure of exhibition design and display from the history of art. How 

does an amnesia regarding exhibition design affect art history, exhibition culture, 

the art world, and collective cultural memory? Can the work of display be re-
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appropriated, foregrounded, exposed? Can this be the site of an art practice? 90 

And if so, what precisely are the mechanics and the possibilities of the alteration 

modulated by display? In order to be able to work with it, as a medium, in the 

working site of exhibition making, it seems necessary to take apart its distinct 

operations, physical as well as semiological, epistemological, and register how 

exactly display participates in the construction of value, the articulation of labour 

relations, in the processes of classification, and in the tracing of boundaries 

between notions of work, artwork, background, object, text, subject and context.91

To overcome the critique and actively engage with what this transformative 

power of display consists of, a different proximity to the subject is necessary, a 

closeness is required, that taking the position, of a practitioner involved in the 

production of display strategies enables. This means not analysing display as an 

ideological manifestation, but articulating it as a practice of making sense, that is 

inherently partial, incomplete and committed, and in this way trying to highlight 

and foreground the stratification of meaning and work taking place in display. 

David Lamelas’ gives us a powerful account of what displaying an artwork 

can do: “Las Meninas by Velázquez is the most important experience of seeing an 

artwork in my life, because for the first time I saw a painting that was the size of 

a wall. It was huge and the people in it were real, it was not only portraiture and 

had many other dimensions to it. And the way the piece was shown in those days 

was extraordinary! You walked into a room seeing the most impressive painting. 

And then you turned around, and there was the painting again, and you realised 

you’d seen a mirror reflection. In a way this was the first conceptual artwork I 

ever saw; whoever the curator was made a conceptual installation work inspired 

by Velázquez. It was not just the painting; it was the installation that made me see 

the reflection of a painting. That is still amazing to me, that the painting had  

the power of cinema.” 92

90  For a discussion of display as an art practice, see Appendix 1: a conversation with Haim Steinbach.
91  See Appendix 1: a conversation with Haim Steinbach, specifically p.120.
92  Céline Condorelli in conversation with David Lamelas, London 27 March 2011, as published in ‘TWO TO TANGO’, 

David Lamelas, Drawing Room Confessions, Mousse Publishing, Milan, 2011. 
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In the Museo del Prado in 1899, the Velázquez paintings were re-ordered in 

chronological order and placed at the centre of the museum; a small room was 

also built especially to display Las Meninas. Visiting the museum in the early 

part of the last century, art critic Gustave Geffroy describes how the placement 

of the painting, with its bottom edge right on the floor, creates a sensation “as 

if the characters were there, in the same “air” as the spectator, with no break of 

continuity between the atmosphere, the room and the painting”.93 The use of the 

mirror was also praised by the British painter Charles Ricketts in his book The 

Prado and its Masterpieces, published in 1903: “From this moment until 1978, 

the Sala de Las Meninas had the same five fundamental characteristics as seen 

by Ricketts: it was a space of a reduced size, next to the Velázquez collection, in 

which a single painting, illuminated by a natural source of light coming from the 

right of the spectator, was exhibited and reflected from a mirror on the opposite 

wall.”  94 Today, although the present installation has no mirror, tour guides 

encourage visitors to use small pocket mirrors to feel the space of the painting 

through its reflection.

Foucault famously described the painting in the opening chapter of The Order 

of Things: “we are looking at a picture in which the painter is in turn looking 

out at us. A mere confrontation, eyes catching one another’s glance, direct looks 

superimposing themselves upon one another as they cross. And yet this slender 

line of reciprocal visibility embraces a whole complex network of uncertainties, 

exchanges, and feints. The painter is turning his eyes towards us only in so far 

as we happen to occupy the same position as his subject. We, the spectators, are 

an additional factor. Though greeted by that gaze, we are also dismissed by it, 

replaced by that which was always there before we were: the model itself. But, 

93  Javier Portús ‘La Sala de las Meninas en el Museo del Prado; o la puesta en escena de la obra maestra’ in Boletín del 
Museo del Prado, tomo XXVII número 45, 2009, p. 103. Translation by Manuela Ribadeneira. 

94  Portús quotes Gustave Geffroy, Velasquez, París, 1925, p. 97. Translation by Manuela Ribadeneira.
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inversely, the painter’s gaze, addressed to the void confronting him outside the 

picture, accepts as many models as there are spectators; in this precise but neutral 

place, the observer.” 95

The placing of Las Meninas in space has the potential to expand the work, to 

duplicate its experience, to transform its encounter, and thus create an aesthetic 

and conceptual experience. The installation described by Lamelas functions in 

space in the same way as the painting itself; it structures an experience through 

the recognition, the realisation of a source of reflection, this corresponding to 

the missing – and therefore open – subject which puts an audience, the viewer, 

inside the composition in place of its centre. The other level on which the 

display operates is that of the encounter: the spatial, material and architectural 

construction isn’t just a formal device, it is also a way to approach the painting, 

it choreographs an entry, conditions a meeting with a moving body, frames a 

moment of confrontation with an enquiry, creates the conditions of introduction 

between an artwork and a visitor, an audience, a public, the social. 

This is not to undermine this labour of fabrication, quite the opposite – as 

representations depend and rely on material form, it is the forming of a material 

reality that is described in Lamelas’ account. This models a particular, constructed 

and manipulated appearance of a painting (just like Foucault’s forms another),  

and while we all know from the old idiom that appearances can deceive, the 

question is that inherently all forms of representation are partial, contingent, 

misleading, debatable, adulterated, inaccurate and unreliable. Foregrounding 

display in such an explicit way exposes its own ambiguity, its fundamentally 

biased, spurious and deceptive quality, and the fact that just like art, it is always 

part of the world it attempts to address. 

“The word display comes from a Latin root which means to unfold or to 

95  Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, Pantheon Books, London, 1970, p. 4.



69

spread out. As used by us, in a variety of situations, it always conveys the idea of 

calling someone’s attention to something by showing it in a conspicuous way.... 

The plumage of the male bird and the antics of the fighting fish are ‘display.’ So 

are the illuminated letters in a medieval manuscript.” 96

Starting from the mid-1950s, the industries associated to a fast growing 

consumer culture became the most experimental in the development of exhibition 

formats and techniques of display. Martin Beck’s practice is rooted in and 

describes this particular development of display as a trade, specifically through 

post-war design practices in Europe and the USA. This resulted in an extensive 

range of innovations taking place in advertising, trade fairs, shop design, as well 

as corporate and government exhibits, which therefore replaced the museum 

sector and art in general as the sites in which new forms of seeing, and of relating 

to visual culture, were developed. Through substantial research imbedded in 

his exhibition and publishing work, Martin Beck excavated this history and its 

associated protagonists, bringing up a technical vocabulary that allows some 

needed precision.

 Display “has been taken to cover virtually every three-dimensional design 

activity in which the main purpose is to show something” 97 and is a “a modern 

type of three-dimensional tangible offer, e.g. shop-windows decorated according 

to a scheme using dummies and also stands in shops placed on the counters.” 98 

The static aspect of display, its formal nature – often that of a fixture, a 

fitting, a device, a construction – allows people to see something, and to access 

meaning: it is by modulating this relation that display becomes socially loaded 

as a historical device. By the same token, this act of revelation is capable of 

empowering an audience, viewers, people, but also its makers, fabricators, 

96  George Nelson, Display, Whitney Interiors Library, New York, 1953, p. 8
97  George Nelson, Display, Whitney Interiors Library, New York, 1953, p. 8
98  Hans Neuburg, Conceptions of International Exhibitions, 1969, p.18.
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artists. The more consciously the physical form enables that access, as part of its 

necessary work, the more connections can be established between two things that 

are usually negotiated as the opposite end of an equation: form and the social. 

“Display allows for thinking form and the social together.” 99

While art discourse is split between that on the object – which includes art 

history, art criticism, the art industry and the practices of production of those 

objects – and the discourse on containers – museum studies, institutional critique 

and curating – display belongs to both and neither, situated on their very edge 

by providing the locus where they come into contact, physically in the gallery, 

the exhibition, the museum, the fair, and conceptually, politically, socially. Few 

practitioners outside the technical trades associated with its construction have 

chosen display as the position to work from – the reasons for this state of things 

are varied, partly outlined by the previous observations, and the fact that by 

not fitting into any existing category such a work runs the risk of falling out of 

attention all together. However, taking it up as the place from which to speak 

offers a body of work that is not only relevant to both discourses outlined above, 

but also a possibility to address the conundrum in which art discourse finds itself 

in relationship to ideology critique (thinking or doing), and a way to dedicate 

an art practice to reconnecting form with the social. This corresponds to the 

recognition of a territory, which entails its establishing.

 

The ‘Dispositif ’

Influential in recent art discourse is a term that might be useful to think 

through working with forms of display, and that is the ‘dispositif ’, or the 

apparatus. An important aspect of my work is its insistence on process and 

99  Martin Beck, in a conversation with Céline Condorelli, 17 December 2012, Joshua Tree, California, USA.
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complex understandings of site, which include underlying forces and value 

systems that are present in social groups, and existing conditions as formed by 

social, political, economic, tectonic and physical contexts. Such a practice can be 

articulated with the notion of the dispositif , or the apparatus, as it utilises specific 

operations, which can be called a methodology. Relating an artistic practice 

to the notion of the apparatus necessarily requires a thinking and rethinking 

of Foucault’s and Agamben’s texts and the terms they use, and it calls for an 

investigation, uncovering an archaeology – a term that is perfectly suited  

to this particular kind of artistic work. In this sense the dispositif is at work, is  

put to work. 

So why has the dispositif  been such an influential term? I would suggest that 

it relates intimately to a historical position, one engaged in artistic activity and 

not in the production of objects, but in a process of reflection, of questioning that 

comes in excess to the artworks produced. Furthermore, the term seems suited to 

thinking about display and support structures.

The French term dispositif is translated variously as device, machinery, 

apparatus, construction and deployment. Asked to define the term in an interview, 

Foucault answers, in a passage that has been quoted many times: “What I’m 

trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble 

consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 

laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and 

philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the 

elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that can 

be established between these elements.

Secondly, what I am trying to identify in this apparatus is precisely the nature 

of the connection that can exist between these heterogeneous elements. Thus, a 

particular discourse can figure at one time as the programme of an institution, and 
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at another it can function as a means of justifying or masking a practice which 

itself remains silent, or as a secondary re-interpretation of this practice, opening 

out for it a new field of rationality.” 100

A dispositif functions across heterogeneous elements, that together give 

shape to specific historical formations, producing both power structures and 

knowledge. It is the dispositif that articulates relations and connections between 

the elements that constitute it in the first place, which is also, by deduction, how 

it can bring about new relations or adjust existing ones. The dispositif is also a 

conceptual device for understanding forms of subjectivation and, if used in a 

practice concerned with culture and knowledge, can be aimed towards producing 

or undoing participatory, spectatorial, or viewing positions.

Agamben’s Cosa e un dispositivo? is a thin booklet first published in 2006,101 

a palm size pamphlet-like publication used as a handbook by many artists and 

thinkers – it often comes out of people’s pockets. In it Agamben constructs a 

genealogy of Foucault’s concept, giving as its origin the term ‘positivité’, which 

first appears in The Order of Things in 1969 with a similar function, but tracing 

that term back to Jean Hyppolite, Foucault’s teacher and mentor. The latter derives 

the term from Hegel as the name given to ‘the historical element’, i.e. the set of 

practical modes in which power relations become concrete, the contingency, the 

ephemeral: rules and rites, institutions. ‘Positivité’ is rooted in and clearest in 

relation to religion, in the opposition between ‘natural religion’, which would 

designate the relation with the divine, and ‘positive religion’, the particular beliefs 

of a society and its associated rules and rituals at a given historical moment. 

100  ‘The Confession of the flesh’ (1977) interview, in Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge, Selected Interviews and Other 
Writings, ed. Colin Gordon, Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1980, pp. 194 – 228

101  As part of the UAV ‘I Sassi’ series, translated as What is an Apparatus? and later published by Stanford University 
Press. Tiny A6 and incredibly cheap pamphlets, ‘I Sassi’ is literally to be translated as ‘the rocks’, pointing paths by 
exploring single concepts, resulting from lectures happening in the art school, that over the years built up a whole 
lexicon. This was also an interesting output for Agamben’s own work, and as a series inspired many copies, not the least 
being the 100 books for 100 days of dOCUMENTA 13.
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‘Positivité’ is opposed to reason in as much as reason is considered eternal: when 

a truth of reason transforms into an authority, when it falls in the field of the 

phenomena of the sensible world and its contingencies, it becomes a historical 

faith, and therefore positive.

Giorgio Agamben defines the apparatus/dispositif as “anything that has in 

some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or 

secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, or discourses of living beings.” 102

It becomes clear why the concept has found so much resonance in the artistic 

fields, as it can easily and immediately be translated on the one hand as a way 

to read exhibitions as ‘dispositifs’ of culture, and on the other hand as a way to 

situate practices inspired or related to notions of institutional critique, for which 

the artwork seeks to expose and undo particular power networks. 

If it implies the adjustment and taking place of a field of forces acting upon 

a technological, social and legal context, then it is useful to use the dispositif 

as a lens through which to consider display. If by display we can designate the 

appearance of an artwork, object or cultural artefact through specific modalities 

of visibility – including light and its notions of exposure, position in its relation 

to the body, distance, materials and colour of what was made to prop it up, hold 

it, frame it, contain it, levels of present interpretation through all the associated 

material like labels, texts, marketing material, but also position in relation to 

jurisdiction, how close one can get, if it is under protection, how much protection, 

and the layers of conditions that have made that display possible, like for example 

insurance and its relationship to evaluation, institutional recognition, systems of 

public and private funding, curatorial practices and art education systems, cultural 

policy103… etc. In that sense then display is precisely what has the capacity to 

capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control or secure the behaviours, 

102  Giorgio Agamben, What is an Apparatus? And Other Essays, Stanford University Press, 2009, p. 14.
103  Many of these aspects have been explored in Muntadas’ practice, see Appendix 3, p. 318.
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opinions and discourses of living beings. Within the context of exhibition-making, 

the display can be said to be a specific dispositif, the nature of which precisely 

explains the continual recession of display as an object of study.

In fact, the translation of the verb ‘to deploy’ (common translation of 

‘dispositif’) is etymologically very close to the verb display. Its origin lies in the 

late eighteenth century French ‘déployer’, from the Latin ‘displicare’ and late 

Latin ‘deplicare’: to unfold or explain.104 To deploy is to lay out, to develop what 

was folded, gathered, contained in a small space. Troops are deployed when they 

are in position for action. But one deploys all of one’s eloquence, all of one’s 

knowledge, all of one’s strength, one’s resources, one’s talents. Passions are 

deployed, and wings.

104  The etymology of ‘deplicare’ is dis-, de- ‘un-’ + plicare ‘to fold’.
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Method

This thesis In Support outlines the thinking through forms of display in 

exhibition-making as it has unfolded through my practice over the last seven 

years, and is therefore authored by myself, as are all the texts, except two 

collaborative ones as indicated.105  

The ten Support Structure chapters take up the discussion and form the body of 

practice-based research. Support Structure as a whole was developed over the 

course of six years in close collaboration with artist-curator Gavin Wade, and the 

publication Support Structures, which makes up the last phase, was produced with 

designer and typographer James Langdon. 

However, the methodology of the Support Structure project is essentially 

collaborative, it relies on a socialised production and was often based on social 

actions. As outlined in the Preface, the very premise of support demands that 

the thesis inhabit what it is positing, which poses further demands in regards to 

methodological issues, starting from the adoption of working together as a mode 

of production for the ten phases of Support Structure. In fact, in order to pursue 

its subject of enquiry, this practice-based research has unfolded in such a way as 

to draw an ever-widening group of participants, collaborators, and friends into its 

realm of action. The collaborative nature of such a project allows research to be 

pursued through multiple perspectives and from a diversity of points of view and 

disciplines; this is seen as a necessary responsibility of the project, to open up the 

discussion outside the fields where it is already active, but also as a momentum of 

the type of implications contained in the relationships of support, and for those to 

form as public a debate as possible, towards further social actions. But forms of 

working together and dialogue are also at the heart of the methods employed in 

105  See Foreword, Support Structures, with Gavin Wade, p. 277, and Design Notes, with James Langdon, p. 280. 
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the development of this thesis in general, as an important part of the research took 

place through conversations, meetings and interviews, as the Appendices testify.

The particular necessities of the subject of this thesis, support, also form 

another methodological issue, as inhabiting the premise of support structures 

leads to fragmentation; questions of continuity therefore arise in relationship 

to In Support. Again, I would like to argue that this fragmentation is in fact 

necessary to speak appropriately to its subject, as support is critical, but not a 

category in itself; it is precisely its capacity to work across other categories that 

interests us here. While support can be defined as a type of relationship between 

people, objects, social forms and political structures, each relationship proposes a 

specific mode and language of operation, and all open themselves towards further 

relations; the fragmented nature of this thesis simply reflects this multiplicity 

of possibilities, and the fact that support often occurs in the shadows of cultural 

structures or society. Furthermore, as support is sometimes hard to recognise 

(as it takes a position of interface and organisation that inevitably recedes in the 

background), this difficulty also demands a language between the ad hoc and the 

temporary. However, a line of thought does emerge, that is built up over different 

mediums, instances, sites, works and working relationships over a period of seven 

years. What is continuous is the development of an enquiry, thinking through 

overlaps and conflicts between different instances of support, and the on-going 

attempt to address these through the pedagogical and the didactic. The objects, 

the installations and the texts are not considered as answers to questions, but 

each one is an adjusted or partly constructed site for a problematic to take place 

in. Notions of performance or rehearsal are relevant to this working process, 

not as preparations towards what may be a final conclusive solution, but as 

manifestations and appearances of an inherently contingent nature, that once 

they have taken place, do not ever have to be repeated again, because they have 

exhausted their set of possibilities. 
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The ten chapters of this thesis contain the ten phases of the project Support 

Structure, which is present here as a set of art practices as well as a conceptual and 

methodological enquiry into what structures of support are and can be. The ten-

phase Support Structure project is a process of insightful inquiry into the notion 

of support and its corresponding practice; it is taken in this thesis as the primary 

research data towards developing the argument that support is an important, 

productive and qualitative work, and yet often unrecognised or belittled. Support 

Structure now constitutes a research and a practice archive, but also a vocabulary 

for thinking through notions of support and support structures outside the 

traditional terms which have been given to them. Each of the ten phases that 

constitute the project were devised to function as art projects on their own, as well 

as steps in a learning process, an aspect manifest through ongoing adaptation and 

developments in relation to a series of different activities, situations and sites. 

For this sequence to be methodological, the phases were devised as separate 

explorations of specific applications of support in different fields and disciplinary 

contexts; each phase is a project in support of… This systematic sequence forms 

specific strands of research-based practice, and it does so, not through addressing 

support in general, but by performing it, in particular instances. The aim of the 

series was to articulate the possibilities of supporting structures in immediate 

relevance to practice, so as to form steps in a methodology. 

The structure of the project as a whole was constructed as a curriculum, in  

the terms with which a school can be thought of as a thinking site. In order to 

explore the proposition of and therefore invent the practice of support, the project 

was subjected to a learning process split into phases and disciplines of application,  

in the hope that it would function as a springboard from which ideas and concepts 

could be brought back to the notion of art education itself, in this way giving  

it also new form and direction. 
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This project sustained the ambition to both act and learn from actions taken, 

and this is what forms the subject of this research-based practice. This form of 

research-based practice is an iterative, cyclical exercise of reflection, conceptual 

work, and taking action, then reflecting, working conceptually and taking further 

action. What is being described therefore, is how this type of work takes shape as 

it is being performed, as better experience and accumulated knowledge from and 

within each phase opens questions and points the way to further experimentation 

while reusing and upcycling previous study.
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The working process of each phase took place in the following sequence:

Existing conditions: 

Support is offered to a particular site or group of people chosen as a disciplinary 

instance (An exhibition at Chisenhale Gallery forms a context for ‘Art’, or 

Greenham Common is chosen as a site for ‘Politics’)

Brief: 

Research is developed towards the articulation of a brief for support in that 

specific space/time situation

Methodology: 

Each phase provides a step in a possible methodology of support articulated as 

follows:

1. offer support

2. define a brief

3. ask a question

4. pursue conversation

5. build an archive

6. navigate the terrain

7. construct a framework

8. mark a place and time

9. play a game

10. evaluate your tools

11. choose an unacceptable colour



80



81



82



83



84



85



86



87



88



89



90



91



92



93



94

Features: Subsequent

adjective

secondary, expedient, of lesser value; inessential.

“The Magnificent and Powerful Lords, Lords Magistrate, and Standard 

Bearer of Justice: Considering that the admirable Filippo Brunelleschi… has 

invented some machine or kind of ship, by means of which he thinks he can 

easily, at any time, bring in any merchandise and load on the river Arno and on 

any other river or water, for less money than usual, and with several other benefits 

to merchants and others… ” 106 

The world’s first patent was granted by the Florence City-state to Filippo 

Brunelleschi for his Badalone, an amphibious scaffolding crane able to load 

and unload very heavy material and transport it on the notoriously tricky river 

Arno. The patent is vague and does not contain any drawings,107 designating an 

immaterial idea as the architect’s property, and him as the sole inventor with 

exclusive rights.

“… and that he refuses to make such machine available to the public, in order 

that the fruit of his genius and skill may not be reaped by another without his will 

and consent … [but would] if he enjoyed some prerogative concerning this…

and desiring that this matter… shall be brought to light to be of profit to both said 

Filippo and our whole country … they deliberated on 19 June 1421;”

The Badalone has been invented to facilitate the transport of very large pieces 

of marble from Carrara, which are to be used to construct the shell-like structure 

of the dome of Santa Maria Novella. This is a revolutionary design: the dome is to 

be constructed as a scaffolding in itself and therefore does not require the use of 

106  This and the following extracts are from the document Signoria: deliberazione del consiglio di Firenze, State Archive, 
Florence, Italy, 19 June 1421.

107  No drawings of the Badalone survive, but a (speculative) sketch appears in Mariano di Jacopo detto il Taccola’s De 
ingeneis (Concerning engines), 1419-1449.
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any, but will be erected through a building yard at ninety metres from the ground; 

it requires the invention of completely new tools and construction techniques. 

Brunelleschi spends months in his own yard developing cranes and machines, and 

does not even enter the building site of the church. 

“That no person alive, wherever born and of whatever status, dignity, quality, 

and grade, shall dare or presume, within three years…to commit any of the 

following acts on … any … river, stagnant water, swamp, or water running or 

existing in the territory of Florence”.

His project is the winner of an architectural competition launched by the 

City’s authorities for the ‘largest dome in the world’, crowning the City’s newly 

built cathedral as a token of its power and wealth. Brunelleschi has in fact won 

the bid ex-equo with Lorenzo Ghiberti, but, offended not to get prime of place, 

spends several weeks in bed declaring the work should be finished by ‘the other 

architect’,108 who quite predictably proved incapable of coming up with a feasible 

construction and is therefore eliminated from the project.

“to have, hold, or use in any manner… a machine or ship or other instrument 

designed to …transport on water any… goods, except such ship or machine or 

instrument as they may have used until now for similar operations,… and further 

that any such new or newly shaped machine, etc. shall be burned;”

Brunelleschi is famously secretive, and protects his work and inventions 

by destroying any existing drawings of them; he only describes his inventions 

in words, as in the 1421 patent. However, others are preying on his genius, and 

Leonardo da Vinci’s archives are later found to contain several sketches of cranes 

belonging to Brunelleschi’s project.

“… Provided however that the foregoing shall not be held to cover, and shall 

108  See Nanni Vestri, ‘Il Badalone di Filippo Brunelleschi e l’iconografia del «navigium» tra Guido da Vigevano e Leonar-
do da Vinci’, within appendix ‘Il privilegio del Badalone (transcription and archival notes)’, Annali di Storia di Firenze, 
Italy, volume 6, Nov. 2011, pp. 65–119.
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not apply to, any newly invented or newly shaped machine, etc. designed to ship, 

transport or travel on water, which may be made by Filippo Brunelleschi or with 

his will and consent.”

He convinces the authorities to grant him monopoly of his invention before 

he even starts using it, thereby ascertaining the value of his ‘original genius’. 

This is how he invents the jusdictional notion of intellectual property, as well 

as the possibility for seriality and repetition. As the dome of Santa Maria del 

Fiore becomes part of the public domain as soon as it is inaugurated, it is only 

subsequent to the essential focus of the patent, and the major, instrumental 

component of its invention: the support structure.
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Chapter  1

Support Structure: in support of Art

I Am A Curator, Chisenhale Gallery

(2003)

The project’s enquiry started by investigating support in relationship to art. 

What would it mean to offer support in the context of art, and how could that be 

taken as a process of artistic production? Furthermore, how could such a question 

be articulated with precision? Some initial decisions were made to focus the 

enquiry, that in some ways already began to articulate the project’s position in 

relationship to the task at hand. Support Structure: in support of Art chose at its 

conceptual site the process of making art public, and to do so took exhibition-

making as its object of study, and the gallery space as its context.

The project’s initial brief and problematic was expanded towards the 

provision of a comprehensive support system that would manifest the processes of 

curating taking place on the one hand, and articulate the encounter with the public 

on the other; it was configured as an artwork in the form of a variable exhibition 

system both enabling and challenging curators, artworks and visitors. Support 

Structure: in support of Art was a system that conditioned, created, manifested 

and articulated the exhibition-making process as well as its results, on a functional 

but also an aesthetic level. The project, in this way, started addressing support as 

both a didactic and responsive relationship, devising structures of support in  

the context of art that could suggest possible behaviours and interactions, and 

indicate new forms of exhibition-making which would open up art’s potential  

role in society.

Support Structure: in support of Art addressed notions of organisation and 

display in the realm of art and its institutions through the provision of a hyper-
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functional exhibition system, questioning their relationship with art objects and 

the public. The project provides the beginning of what was to develop as Support 

Structure’s learning process, and started in the rather conventional, or at least 

established, context for showing art of Chisenhale Gallery, in London. Another 

starting point was historical, with the choice to address specifically the display of 

collections, therefore tackling an essential aspect of exhibitions. The first Support 

Structure contained six collections (not collected by ourselves), and was in itself 

devised to act as plinth, frame, wall, pedestal and working place – a hyper-specific 

and simultaneously generic display device, which would have belonged to the 

final two categories of Mazarin’s collection, those of plinths and pedestals. 109  

And yet, it was clearly present as an artwork in its own right, as well as, once 

in use, a museological context for both a working process (offering a place 

and a way to work through the multiple exhibitions), and an exhibition format 

(containing and staging all of the shows, through the simple fact that it could not 

be taken out of the gallery). Which is to say the Support Structure (as the piece 

was called) simultaneously inhabited several historical and ontological categories, 

thus unsettling the boundaries between them, and in this way proposing a new 

object of study which belonged to none.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

109  See The private collection, Prelude, p. 41–43.
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Chapter 2

Support Structure: in support of Corporations

The Economist Plaza 

(2004)

The project’s second phase developed the possibilities of support to 

corporations, by investigating the relationship between public and private in the 

urban environment. Within the context of increasingly privatised cities, could 

a structure of support addressed to a corporation unfold questions of space 

ownership and its relationship to the public realm? Support Structure: in support 

of Corporations’s problematic lay in the ambiguities of public and private space, 

which it began to deal with by trying to inhabit precisely the place where private 

and public space meet and overlap, taking over the space of a corporation’s 

encounter with the public. Aiming a temporary programme at possible 

reinventions of that spatial relationship, the project took hosting as its starting 

point and the space of a city square as its context.

Chapter 2 responded to Alison & Peter Smithson’s proposition for the 

Economist Plaza, London, to be a micro-city.  In support of Corporations focused 

on the corporation’s supposedly public spaces to question and update definitions 

of publicity and inhabitation, and set up new functions for the ground-floor spaces 

by working from two mobile offices in a self-initiated residency. Throughout the 

project, a mobile waiting room was provided, a public archive of the Economist 

magazine, a curtain system for indoors and outdoors, as well as discussions, 

workshops and films, which were hosted towards the articulation of a series 

of new briefs for the site. This temporary state of exception on the corporate 

environment of the Economist Plaza was used to readdress notions of property 

and public space forty years after it was first designed, evaluating the legacies of a 
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modernist project within current conditions.

By utilising the Smithsons’ proposition, in support of Corporations 

considered a fragment of the city as an exhibition context, in this way integrating 

the project within the urban fabric. As such, the project called upon the 

architectural qualities of the Smithsons’ proposal in relationship to visionary 

city schemes, such as the Baroque plan of Rome .110 Adjustments were made to 

the surrounding context exclusively through the addition of elements, materials 

and activities. This specific line of action – that of cumulation – was put to 

use as a counter tactic to those at play in the white cube: by choosing addition 

over removal, rather than isolated and clearly defined objects, it is the layers of 

inhabitation that emerge, an operation which aims at the complexification of a 

context as opposed to its simplification or purification. In this way, the exhibition 

in support of Corporations worked towards functioning much like the piece of 

city it was in, and thus addressed one way of integrating art in society through the 

adjustment of existing conditions.

 

110  See The city, the garden, and the promenade, Preamble, p.58.
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Chapter 3

Support Structure: in support of Community

Portsmouth Multicultural Group 

(2004)

The project’s third phase investigated the possibilities of support as offered 

to community, by addressing the difficult notions of inclusion and identity. Could 

structures of support frame and encourage an evolution of language, and thus  

help a community find terms with which to represent itself? What kinds of 

structures could be proposed within a community group’s life, that could remain 

and continue to function after Support Structure’s departure?

The project occurred at a time when the problems associated with multi-

culturalism, especially as it was instrumentalised in the Blair government’s 

agenda, started becoming unworkable. Offering support to Portsmouth 

Multicultural Group was also a way of finding the project’s politics in action, 

and confronting the potentially abstract notion of support – and the extremely 

abstract notion of multiculturalism – to a bureaucratic, and rather mundane 

reality, managed by a group of dissenting individuals. The question “what is 

multicultural?” was the starting point for producing a set of resources for the 

group with which to define and expand the term, and in this way investigate what 

a multicultural centre could or should be; these resources were developed around 

the main proposition for a multicultural festival as focus for the group’s activities, 

and they included an archive and new public identity. By addressing notions of 

identity and inclusion, this process also uncovered the wider rifts between intent 

and actuality, revealing the apparent paradox of support leading to undoing.

In support of Community’s process revived ideas of the fair, the festival, 

and the amusement park as examples of, and in some ways precursors to, the 
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exhibition format. Forms of display were developed from giving sustained 

attention to what could pragmatically facilitate a contemporary fête not aimed at 

an art public (unlike a biennial or arts festival), thus consisting predominantly of 

preparative steps, actions and tools to organise and announce a large scale event. 

In order to fulfil their requirements, these display devices needed therefore to 

both function as instruments of communication and of representation, therefore 

creating the conditions of an exhibition taking place within an organisational 

context, through the vocabulary of office supplies, marketing tools, and the 

instruments of bureaucracy.
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Chapter 4

Support Structure: in support of Politics

Greenham Common, Berkshire Council 

(2005)

The project’s fourth phase was dedicated to engaging with support in 

relationship to the political. While the field of politics almost entirely relies on 

forms of support and substantiation of one type or another (in representative 

democracy at least, but not exclusively), could a supporting structure be 

addressed to a specific site – historical, social, political – as a process of political 

transformation? Support Structure chose as its site for in support of Politics a 

course of restitution to the public domain, and to do so took rambling as an act of 

ownership, and publicity as a investigative methodology.

In support of Politics took place in Greenham Common,111 a site famous 

for its nuclear military base and women’s peace camps, shortly after it had 

been restored as an area of natural beauty and given back to the local council 

to be reinstated as a Common. In dialogue with West Berkshire Council, the 

project focused on altering the relationship of the Common to its surrounding 

communities by posting an “Act” encouraging rambling and a renewed ownership 

of the land. The project played on planning and advertising language to promote 

public awareness and active use of the historically scarred Common. A large 

billboard, constructed on the former base’s control tower, presented a new slogan 

for Greenham Common and a Common Use walk was designed with the local 

rangers. Phase 3 addressed the problematic inheritances of chosen histories and 

their everyday manifestations, and focused on promoting alternative modes of 

property like the customary ‘Commons’ towards active participation in the  

public realm.
111  A description of Greenham Common can be read in the Common Use Walk pages. General information can also be 

found here: http://www.yourgreenham.co.uk/ and http://www.greenham-common.org.uk/
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In Support of Politics utilised the exhibition format of the Renaissance 

garden to reconsider possible interpretations for Greenham Common. In this 

case, the way the landscape appears did not derive form a classical text, but from 

a powerful narrative of space and politics, in which people played an important 

part, often leaving traces which would be unreadable to the unprepared eye. The 

Common Use Walk was in effect a spatial exposition, very much aimed at the 

production of a text to be navigated, a narrative to be read through walking, that 

would keep speaking to the struggles that took place under the carefully tended 

heathland. The objects, triggers, loci, flora and fauna that gave rhythm to the walk 

were not produced by Support Structure, and for the most part were not even 

considered as art objects; and yet under the guide of a local ranger these stood out 

from their context, became apparent and recognisable, speaking for themselves 

and of other issues and stories – thus structuring a journey much in the same way 

as exhibits in an exhibition. In this framework, the Billboard on the control tower 

provided a destination, while the posted “Acts” scattered in the vicinity were 

integrated as elements along spatial and historical routes, functioning as triggers 

for memory (for instance of the women’s peace camps) and also as pointing to 

possible ways forward – walking, or talking.
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Chapter 5

Support Structure: in support of Education

Essex University 

(2005)

Support Structure: Phase 5 engaged with support to Education through 

considering the social and spatial sites in which learning takes place. What is the 

learning that takes place outside the lecture theatre that renders a site inhabitable? 

How are certain forms of knowledge both essential and intractable? In support 

of Education questioned official, recognised versions of history versus inhabited 

ones, and supported forms of alternative knowledge production and their 

archiving through a focus on aurality and its relationship to the built environment.

Commissioned for the fortieth anniversary of Essex University, Support 

Structure phase 5 undertook to map inhabitation, through the past and future 

communities of Wivenhoe Park. Following a cue found in the university archive, 

namely that the Vice Chancellor and Architect ‘walked & talked’ the site prior to 

giving the university its shape (both academic and architectural), over a six-month 

period Support Structure followed exactly the same process to research and record 

the forty years that had followed it. Inscribed physically around the University, the 

‘walks & talks’ acted as a register of collective memory and experience of the site 

from its creation through forty years of academic history. Throughout the project, 

our own role also emerged as an essential aspect of a supporting structure, in the 

way that we intended, as we made ourselves available for individuals to take us on 

personal journeys and tell their stories.

As an exhibition, in support of Education based its approach on the notion 

of the poché, in specific reference to the Nolli plan. As a way to redevelop 

relationships to the brutalist architecture of the University of Essex Campus, the 
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latter was considered exclusively from the point of view of inhabitation, at the 

scale of individuals and how they had lived and worked in it, moved through it. 

In this way, the maps generated – both as ephemeral objects to take and use, and 

as marks impressed on the concrete surface of the building – represented forms of 

understanding and of representation of what the space of people might be in that 

specific spatio-temporal context.
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Chapter 6

Support Structure: in support of Urban Renewal

Various sites, Eastside Birmingham, 

(2007)

Phase 6: in support of Urban Renewal offered support to a site in flux whilst 

awaiting urban development. Would it be possible to take other positions than that 

of disempowered citizens within the context of large-scale regeneration schemes, 

in which stakeholders are multinational corporations? What would it mean to offer 

support throughout the process of an entire context being remodelled? Could an 

immediate, intimate structure of support allow residents’ voices to articulate their 

own briefs for the many ways in which they would like to be supported through 

urban transformation? The problematic of Support Structure: phase 6 focused on 

the negotiation between urban and personal scale, between everyday life and the 

seemingly abstract powers of change of the environment. 

During the Industrial Revolution, Eastside made Birmingham known as ‘the 

workshop of the world’. In decline and neglect ever since, the area was largely 

untouched and therefore formed one of the largest urban renewal projects in the 

UK. Regeneration represents severe changes in parts of an urban fabric, and vast 

amounts of funding which rarely reach the communities most directly affected. 

The project aimed at finding ways to inhabit a site on both levels simultaneously, 

by focusing on individual voices and their capacity to be heard within large-scale 

real estate and development interests. Following Phase 5’s methods of ‘walking 

& talking’ on the one hand, and inscribing the surface of buildings on the other, 

requests elaborated by the site’s inhabitants were made visible through posters, 

billboards and signs. Exploring unspoken needs and desires, Phase 6 drafted a first 

set of definitions of the notion of ‘support’, and through its public articulation, 
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supported the formation of local positions to take part in urban renewal. 

In support of Urban Renewal took the urban fabric as a possible exhibition 

context, but the project did not entail the addition of any art objects as such, 

and instead attempted to change how existing ones (and the urban fabric itself) 

were read and perceived, by the layering of textual matter to function as caption 

and interpretative material. As an exhibition format, Support Structure: phase 

6 takes heed from the Renaissance promenade and its “emblematic narrative 

flow”, 112 unfolding through time and movement and offering constructed 

views and perspectives, in this case, of a context’s hidden agendas and socio-

political situation. This new layer of inscription could be strolled, navigated 

and circumscribed simultaneously as part of everyday life and as a specific 

journey in its own right; in this way it unravelled the rhetorical qualities of 

Ars Memoriae’s  113 mnemonic devices by punctuating time with prompts and 

reminders of that which cannot be seen. Phase 6 subsequently formed the site  

research for the development of the arts organisation Eastside Projects  114 

(2008 – ongoing).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
112  See Dan Graham, Garden as Theatre as Museum, as quoted on p.54.

114  See Phase 9: in support of Public, see p. 217.
113  See The promenade, Preamble, p.53–4.
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Chapter 7

Support Structure: in support of Shopping

GIL, Guangzhou, Beijing, Shanghai

(2007)

The project’s seventh phase explored the possibilities of support addressed 

to consumer culture, by tackling the activity of shopping within three of the 

largest shopping malls in China.115 Can shopping malls produce different types of 

cultural and experiential knowledge? Could they be considered as contexts mixing 

high and low culture, as spaces of public appearance? How to support forms of 

cultural experience within these given contexts? In support of Shopping focused 

on transforming three shopping malls from places of consumption to places of 

production, by intervening in their existing commercial typologies. 

The tools available for the project were the two existing elements of trade 

that are not for sale in a mall, and yet are crucial to supporting the shopping 

experience: that of Muzak, or background music, and shopping bags. These 

were made visible as sites for cultural production, with a soundtrack music 

album released and played throughout the malls for the summer, and an exposed 

production line of hand-made, recyclable and customisable free shopping bags. 

The Support Structure: in support of Shopping elements were imagined to be 

fully integrated within the landscape of shopping malls, together with added 

ingredients/questions of spatial and cultural production. Support Structure used 

the workshop, shopping bags, and soundtrack as tools for knowledge production, 

to unlock roles and designations of producer, retailer and consumer where 

traditionally the exhibition takes on the role of middleman. 

The project represents an opportunity to pay attention to the relationship 

115  Grandview Mall in Guangzhou, Daning/The Life Hub in Shanghai, and SOHO Shangdu in Beijing.
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between exhibitions and department stores 116 between art and consumer culture 

–  an association that is neither comfortable nor explicit within contemporary art 

discourse. And yet important questions could be raised in such an environment: 

for instance, what could a practice specifically not committed to the production 

of objects present and offer within a context dedicated to making goods available 

for consumption? How to deal with the proximity between what are considered 

objects for consumption and what is imagined as art? How to position Support 

Structure’s work between trying not to state a hierarchy of value on the one hand, 

and yet still providing a critique on the other? Some answers were provided by 

focusing on those elements that are normally not for sale, but are part of the given 

context – in terms of the project’s position and object matter. These elements 

directly relate to the development of department stores, especially through the 

history of the Muzak Corporation,117 which, quite early on, discovered background 

music “tends to reduce feelings of anxiety and self-consciousness in public 

space”,118 and paradoxically, also increases productivity in the work place.119 On 

the other hand, the project borrowed the idea of an exhibition structured according 

to production processes from The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 

all Nations, as devised and much promoted by Prince Albert in 1851. On display 

in Support Structure: in support of Shopping was the manufacturing process of 

a shopping bag, leading from raw material (paper in this case) to a product that 

could be customised and was offered free of charge, highlighting its associated 

labour by making it present in the mall (as a team of seamstresses were working), 

and in this way displaying the fact that it was funded by the art project itself as a 

form of cultural production.

 
117  See further notes in Chapter 8 project exposition pages. Research was gathered from the Public Affairs office of the 

Muzak Corporation and the archival files of the Division of Musical History, National Museum of American History, 
Smithsonian Institution.

118  Ronald M. Radano, ‘Interpreting Muzak: Speculations on Musical Experience in Everyday Life’, American Music, 
University of Illinois Press, Vol. 7, No. 4 (Winter, 1989), p. 454.

119  Bruce MacLeod, 'Facing the Muzak', Popular Music and Society 7, Routledge, Taylor & Francis 1979, pp.18 –31.

116  See The department store, Preface, p. 34.
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Chapter 8

Support Structure: in support of Institutions

Far-West, Arnolfini, A Foundation, Turner Galleries, ICA 

(2008)

The project’s eighth phase applied the possibilities of support to institutions, 

by engaging with them as contexts of labour. After the rise and following the 

instrumentalisation of Institutional Critique, what are the questions and directions 

that remain? And what in effect happens to the workers in the institution? Phase 

8: in support of Institutions’ problematic lay in the incongruities between an 

institution’s public and official role and the invisibility of those engaged in 

making that possible, as well as their conditions; the project was developed, as the 

previous ones, in the attempt to display that very problematic and focus on the site 

of it becoming public. Taking heed from its previous phases, Phase 8 concentrated 

on two sites of erasure in its two parts: that of the workers from an institution’s 

history, and the other taking place in the construction of its physical environment.

Observing museums as the most silent spaces in the city, the project 

questioned contemporary exhibition contexts’ default position of neutrality, 

in order to reconsider them as places of production. The project included the 

production of a soundtrack for museums (as a music album) using schemas 

from the Muzak corporation, that articulated ‘functional music’ for increased 

production.120 The second part – Curtain as declaration of desire for change 

of function – focused on how an institution recognises and documents its own 

workings. Proposing that the ICA make a list of every person who had been 

part of it during its sixty years, Support Structure: in support of Institutions also 

asked that this list be maintained into the future. The project highlighted the 

120  See the notes on Muzak and functional music in the following pages, as included in the project details.
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difficulties in quantifying such an accumulation: the past is dependent on access 

to archives often lost or sold, and the future subject to the reality of institutional 

and pragmatic shifts of commitment. But the piece also reveals the contractual 

nature of such a history, since the only documents that could be used were those 

from publications and accounts, thereby excluding other more casual forms of 

engagement. The vastness of the list ultimately functions as an equalising system, 

as both artists and employees appear in it, and are therefore registered as workers 

of the institution.
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Chapter 9

Support Structure: in support of Public

Eastside Projects, Birmingham 

(2008 – ongoing)

The project’s ninth phase developed the possibilities of support in 

relationship to the public, by investigating the possibilities of an arts organisation 

on local and global level. The permanent arts organisation Eastside Projects was 

founded to function as a support structure for and in the City of Birmingham and 

the world, and it opened in September 2008. In support of Public’s problematic 

lay in the possibilities of a functional construction as a support structure on a long 

term basis – operating beyond the remit of a temporary exhibition by hosting 

exhibitions within it – providing support for the production, the perception, the 

distribution and interpretation of culture.

Eastside Projects was developed as a prototype both organisationally and 

spatially without making a hierarchy between the two. Can an organisation equate 

with what happens in and around it? Can design, architecture and management 

as well as curation form an exhibition programme? How can architecture and 

design support exhibition-making alongside the curation process, and can they 

be considered themselves as a form of curation? Can we imagine a context 

for exhibitions and exhibition-making that produces rather than embodies or 

represents exhibitions? 

 The project’s strategy was to generate an active space, and for it to articulate 

a changing and cumulative context with and for exhibition-making. Support 

Structure: in support of Public developed an open-ended long-term evolving 

gallery system available for alterations in collaboration with invited practitioners 

to the gallery. This approach allowed Eastside Projects to be understood as 
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a performative space rather than simply a container, resulting in a highly 

constructed and critical environment able to support a renewed engagement with 

art production, through the ongoing invention of alternative modes of display.

In many ways Eastside Projects was modelled on the studiolo,121 the 

wunderkammer, and the cabinet as a format for display. The space was devised as 

a container that would correspond to the cumulative sum of its contents, making 

direct reference to a specific cabinet, the one constructed by El Lissitzky in 

1926 – 28 in Dresden and Hannover, Germany. While being aware that Eastside 

Projects itself could be in some ways considered as an exhibition, it was of 

some importance to us to insist on it being regarded as a cumulative collective 

artwork in its own right, to reflect on our working position on the one hand (of 

artists rather than employees of an institution), and to establish a vocabulary that 

would not establish hierarchies between exhibition and exhibit. To this end, the 

gallery was also constructed as a narrative device, applying a processual method 

that would ensure it would keep changing, and thus evolve beyond our own 

designs, plans, and ideas – a strategy set-up to allow an element of surprise and 

unpredictability in the very fabric of the space. Within this constructed context 

and conditions, specific displays could be invented in relation to contingencies 

that might be spatial or conceptual (opening a door here,122 laying a floor there,123 

moving the office repeatedly, inventing a public event to function as Arts 

Council evaluation124 and reshuffle the organisation accordingly, etc.), often as 

artworks, that might disappear through use or abuse. It is to address this peculiar 

aspect that I devised the text following the next few pages – entitled Functional 

121  See The studiolo, Prelude, p.43–4.
122  As in the very small entrance for Puppet Show, 23 March – 18 May 2013, curated by Tom Bloor and Céline 

Condorelli, see http://eastsideprojects.org/exhibitions/puppet-show for more info.
123  As in the concrete floor/plinth laid by and for M6, Mike Nelson, Mike Nelson, 12 January – 9 March 2013,  

see http://eastsideprojects.org/exhibitions/mike-nelson-m6 for more info.
124  Eastside Projects Public Evaluation Event, 27 – 29 October 2011, imagined by Céline Condorelli, see programme and 

report on pp. 259–270, and http://www.eastsideprojects.org/past/public-evaluation-event for more info.
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Configurations – as a play, which seems an appropriate format to address this 

constantly evolving, ongoing organisation. As a play, the text reflects, translates, 

and mediates the methodologies of Eastside Projects such as cumulation 

(as quotes and voices were added onto each other), adjustment (the text has 

undergone series of transformations to get to where it is), alteration (texts and 

quotes have been adapted, both from ourselves and from others) and integration 

(no hierarchy is created between the speakers).
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Exposition

Functional Configurations: Seven Acts in Search of a Play

 

Synopsis

Eastside Projects is an artist-run space, a public gallery for the city of 

Birmingham and the world that first opened to the public in September 2008. It 

is organised by a founding collective comprising Simon and Tom Bloor, Céline 

Condorelli, Ruth Claxton, James Langdon, and Gavin Wade. 

The initial setup of Eastside Projects formed Support Structure’s eighth 

phase, in support of Public, and included renovating the building and creating 

the physical fabric of the gallery, as well as its spatial strategy; the process of 

building-up took place throughout the twelve weeks of the first exhibition, This 

Is the Gallery and the Gallery Is Many Things. This gradual construction site is 

considered as a starting point, rather than an end result, of how the space appears 

and what it consists of, and marked the beginning of a spatial evolution as a 

developing, open-ended exhibition. The gallery is an evolving collective artwork.

Eastside Projects is an artist-run space, but also an effective proposal of what 

the function of art spaces may be within the context of art production, and which 

role we may want art to have in society at large.  

To this end, a few operative policies are to be built upon:

1. Expanded programme : 

We have joined together to execute functional constructions and to alter or 

refurbish existing structures as a means of surviving in a capitalist economy.125 

Eastside Projects considers design, organisational structures, and architecture to 

be an integral part of its programme.

125  Peter Nadin Gallery (1978 – 1979), New York, by Peter Nadin, Christopher d’Arcangelo and Nick Lawson, which had 
a continuous exhibition titled ”The Work Shown in this Space is a Response to the Existing Conditions and/or Work 
Previously Shown within the Space”.
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2. Continuous collective evolution : 

Each aspect of the gallery is in process and constant evolution. The Gallery 

is the ever-changing manifestation of the labour of all the groups and individuals 

who have worked in and with it.

3. Cumulative space : 

Work may remain; Work may be responded to. 

The gallery is a collection; the gallery is an artwork.

Work becomes the existing condition for the next works to take place in.

Cast

The cast consists of some of the numerous voices that are part of thinking 

through and developing Eastside Projects’ spatial conditions. Some of these 

voices belong to the directors and artists that have been physically present in the 

space and have worked in it; others are those of people who may never have been 

inside the gallery, but who provided important insights in dialogues elsewhere; 

and finally some are the essential voices of inspirational thinkers from the past, 

that populate our thoughts and conversations and are, in this way, also present. 

Which is to say: all the characters in this text are real, however, events, specific 

words and dialogues are all, at least in part, fictional.

In order of appearance 

Stuart Whipps: Artist, ongoing archival photographer of Eastside Projects.

Walter Benjamin: Philosopher, sociologist, literary critic, translator and 
essayist (July 15, 1892 – September 27, 1940).

Céline Condorelli: Artist/Architect, founding director of Eastside Projects. 

Gavin Wade: Artist-curator, founding director, curator of  Eastside Projects.  

The Director: A character in A ‘Volvo’ Bar, a play by Liam Gillick  
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(taking place at Eastside Projects from November 27, 2009 to January 23, 
2010).

Peter Nadin: Artist, professor, founder of the Peter Nadin Gallery (New York, 
1979–1980).

El Lissitzky: Artist, designer, typographer, polemicist, and architect  
(November 23, 1890 – December 30, 1941).

Bruno Latour: Sociologist, anthropologist, theorist.

Andrea Fraser: Artist.

Claude Lefort: Artist.

Peter Fend: Artist and co-founder of the Offices of Peter Fend, Coleen 
fitzgibbon, Jenny Holzer, Peter Nadin, Richard Prince & Robin Winters  
(New York, 1979) and Ocean Earth (New York, 1994).

R. Buckminster Fuller: Also known as ‘Bucky’, architect, engineer,  
teacher, author, designer, inventor, and general visionary (July 12, 1895  
– July 1, 1983).

Abbie Hoffman: Political and social activist (November 30, 1936 – April 12, 
1989), author of Steal This Book (1971).

Mary Anne Staniszewski: Writer, editor, collaborative curator, and professor.

John Latham: Conceptual artist, founder of Artist Placement Group, with 
Barbara Steveni (February 23, 1921 – January 1, 2006)

Yvonne Rainer: Choreographer, dancer, and filmmaker.
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SETTING:

A medium-sized brick, industrial building’s interior, tall ceiling with roof skylights, 

concrete columns, concrete floor, fluorescent lighting both horizontal and vertical. 

The kind of space that looks like it would get really cold in winter. Now just about 

comfortable.

TIME:

Night,

sometime around the beginning of the twenty-first century

ACT I

Location: Manifesta 8, Murcia, Spain

Walter Benjamin: Namely, instead of asking: what is the relationship of a 

work of art to the relationships of production of the time? Is it in accord with 

them, is it reactionary or does it strive to overthrow them, is it revolutionary? 

– In place of this question, or in any case before asking this question, I would 

like to propose another. Before I ask: how does a work stand in relation to the 

relationships of production of a period, I would like to ask: how does it stand in 

them? This question aims directly at the function that the work has within the 

relationships of production of a period. 126

 

 

 

 

126  Walter Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer,’ New Left Review I/62, July–August 1970, p. 1. First delivered as a lecture 
at the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris in 1934.
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ACT 2

Location: The Abstract Cabinet 127

Céline Condorelli: We start with a question: what should a gallery be and 

how should it work? And then comes the idea of a cumulative gallery.

Gavin Wade: The gallery is a space to be constructed over time; we weren’t 

going to make something that would just be ready to go and stay that way forever. 

Our alteration to the space could only be the beginning, getting the trajectory that 

Liam mentions going .128

The Director: Maybe we’re trying to catch a moment, maybe an earlier 

moment, maybe it’s a Volvo moment, 17th of  June, 1974, when the view from the 

factory was of the trees and the way to work together was as a team and we know 

that the future is going to work out, everything is a trajectory as long as we can 

keep it this way.129

	

Wade: Putting the founding collective together is right at the start of that, 

and then we begin to think how – now that we have proposed a space where we 

can make art – should we configure it each time, how should we propose that 

it comes into being? This Is the Gallery and the Gallery Is Many Things is the 

first exhibition, and it is explicitly an evolution, an invitation to enter and alter 

that context. So that a number of different individuals overlap and share time, 

responding to what has happened beforehand, anticipating what might come next.

129  Liam Gillick, A “Volvo” Bar (Birmingham: Eastside Projects Publications, 2009), n.p.
128  Adapted from a recorded Skype conversation between Céline Condorelli and Gavin Wade on August 28 and 30, 2010.

127  Russian Constructivist El Lissitzky's inspirational Abstract Cabinet rooms of 1926 – 28 in Dresden and Hannover, 
Germany. Lissitzky developed radical new environments, rooms as artworks, containing other artists’ works including 
Naum Gabo, Francis Picabia, László Moholy-Nagy, Piet Mondrian, Pablo Picasso, Fernand Leger, Hans Arp, Kurt 
Schwitters and Alexander Archipenko.
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Peter Nadin: We told them to do whatever they wanted, the idea being 

that there would be a succession of exchanges or interactions between people, 

between artists. The gallery situation at the time seemed silly in a sense: why does 

everything always leave every month? What is it with the monthly cycle, of putting 

up work, taking it down, putting it up . . . Why not leave it there, and just put some 

other stuff in there? What is the need for this false sense of erasure?  130 

Condorelli: We’d been looking at El Lissitzky’s Abstract Cabinet a lot – an 

exhibition as an artwork in and of itself. What this does is to position container 

and context as sites of production, as working sites, while claiming the status of 

artwork.

El Lissitzky: Great international exhibitions resemble zoos, where visitors 

are roared at by a thousand different beasts at the same time. In the gallery the 

objects should not all suddenly attack the viewer. If on previous occasions in 

his march past in front of the picture walls and object rooms, he was lulled by 

painting into a certain passivity, now exhibition spaces should make the man 

active. This should be the purpose of the gallery. 131

Condorelli: Yes, putting the space itself in the foreground is a way of working 

against passivity, but also against ideas of neutrality or of providing a background. 

It is important to me to create an active space, one that activates… Activation is 

joined to accumulation – the latter coming directly from Peter Nadin’s Gallery 

in New York in 1979. A cumulative exhibition space as an artwork… creates a 

context where each show is an invitation to alter the space, but the space is also, 

131  Adapted from El Lissitzky, ‘Exhibition Rooms’ in El Lissitzky: Life, Letters, Texts, ed. Sophie Lissitzky-Kuppers, 
(London: Thames & Hudson, 1992), p.365 – 366.

130  Adapted from a conversation between Céline Condorelli and Peter Nadin at Nadin’s home in Lower Manhattan,  
July 12, 2009.
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at any given time, a sum of its own history. In this way, the default position of 

the gallery is exactly its capacity for build-up, which means not starting from 

an emptied, or white, space but from the cumulative – and therefore potentially 

confusing – space. Or another way of saying that would be: work on top of work 

on top of work.

Nadin: Walls don’t stay as walls, things happen to them, things are put on 

them. So why not let the thing evolve, let it continue, and see what happens? 132

Wade: Putting a scaffolding wall in the space is one way of declaring 

conditions of change, transformation, and temporariness. One could argue that as 

a default position it is fixed as well, but it is one of a wish to change, encouraging 

adjustment and intervention – a very open sense of what a default setting  

might be.

Condorelli: Using scaffolding both inside and outside declares the site 

(formally, jurisdictionally, effectively) to be a building site, and therefore, a site 

in flux. Once that is the existing condition that people are invited to work with, it 

becomes an invitation to alter the space without it becoming precious, to change it 

in a way that it could continuously change.

132  Adapted from a conversation between Condorelli and Nadin, as before.
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ACT 3

Location: Pleasure Island  133

“I Love You Pleasure Island. 

And this story is set in a dark and unfortunate future, in a place  

called Pleasure Island. 

I am so sorry”. 134

Wade: In most galleries, so much importance is put on creating a hallowed 

space for the next exhibition, making a force field of protection around the gallery 

that distinguishes it from the rest of the world. It’s a funny thing to change a 

space only to make a protected environment for the next person to come along – it 

seems incredibly perverse, and I think if you do that continuously, you just get 

gallery fatigue, and begin to understand too much what the gallery is made of and 

it no longer has any meaning. There might be a different fatigue we face though, 

that of endless possibilities, of continuous change and transformation.

Bruno Latour: You can become strong only by association. But since this is 

always achieved through translation, the strength is attributed to potency, not 

to the allies responsible for holding things together.

Condorelli: Does this suggest a way of making exhibitions that are close to 

art production itself?

Wade: The only thing that would be valid to me is to think of those 

exhibitions as a way of making art. 

133  An artwork by Heather and Ivan Morrison from 2007, serving as Eastside Projects’ office, kitchen, and bar.
134  I Love You Pleasure Island, Heather and Ivan Morrison, Pleasure Island puppet play, Eastside Projects, September  

26, 2008.
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Lissitzky: The equilibrium which one seeks to attain in the gallery must be 

elementary and capable of change. It must acknowledge and work with existing 

conditions, social, spatial, political (…). Just as the best acoustics are created for 

the concert-hall, so must the best conditions be created for the show-room, so that 

all the works may achieve the same degree of activity. But gallery-space is not 

there for the eyes alone, it is not a picture; it must be lived in. The gallery is there 

for the human being – not the human being for the room.135

Condorelli: We are arguing for a position of critical integration within 

processes of production.

Wade: We choose notions that we are going to analyse across a long period of 

time, and these form the structure that produces material in the space: this system 

could be seen as a curatorial approach which in turn makes a space in which 

things occur. So is this what an art space is able to produce, a framework active 

and sensitive enough for other people to work and think with?

Andrea Fraser:  It may be from this perspective that one can understand 

how artists of the late 1960s saw in the condition of service products, relations, 

positions, and functions a means of protection from, and even resistance to, forms 

of exploitation (of themselves and others) consequent to the production and 

exchange of cultural commodities.136

Condorelli: Curators, artists, shall we say: workers, become in this way 

cultural producers, as do the structure, and the organisation itself; what I mean is 

136  Andrea Fraser, ‘What’s intangible, transitory, immediate, participatory and rendered in the public sphere? Part ii: A 
Critique of Artistic Autonomy’, 1996, see [http://home.att.net/~artarchives/frasercritique.html].

135  Adapted from El Lissitzky, ‘Exhibition Rooms’, as before. 
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that different kinds of authors enter the space and take part in the production of 

culture, they participate (together, against each other) in something we could call 

– to quote Hans-Ulrich Obrist – the production of the real. 

Wade: In our case, we have to make sure that this is an exchange, a dialogue; 

to propose things and construct them to have effects, and to produce other things 

we are affected by in return. Our structure needs to change according to how 

people use the space. It is our real intention to try and build in this way.

Condorelli: And we are working towards this changing condition 

collaboratively. Collaboration is an important part of it because it is based 

on mutual dependence, it is unpredictable, precarious, fragile; it is driven by 

individuals through the desire to multiply their potential to overcome scarcity 

or inequality in a way that they cannot do by themselves. What I mean by this is 

that collaboration in our case is only ever and nothing less than a form of labour 

relation.

ACT 4

Location: Archive Kabinett, Berlin

Shuffling, pragmatic

Claude Lefort: … no economic or technical determinations, and no 

dimensions of social space exist until they have been given form. Giving them a 

form implies both giving them meaning (mise en sens) and staging them (mise en 

scene).137

137  Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), p. 11.
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Condorelli: I thought Derrida had said that! The pragmatics of this are, 

though, that when we started we also needed things like a bathroom and a 

front door. Now, we are mostly thinking of change through new exhibitions 

and activities, and their sets of possibilities for display. These evolving spatial 

configurations become new existing conditions, much like in the world 

surrounding us, and we know that some things might be removed, other things 

might be added, and some might just be taken for granted, because they were 

already there when we got there.

Wade: We need to develop exhibitions that allow a clear use of space that 

isn’t satisfied yet.

Peter Fend: And it is more or less an aesthetic exercise in what to think about 

space . . . Where space in this case is a solid, is a gas, is elastic; it can be inflated, 

it can be contracted; it’s in your body, you’re inside the space. It is actually quite 

important that something has happened to the walls, that something has happened 

to the space . . . The space has already been somehow ’occupied,’ and what you 

do becomes an additional occupation practice.138

Condorelli: Perhaps I can take this and turn it around, and the occupation 

practice becomes one of addition. To think about space cumulatively means to 

consider it as a register of its evolution. And again: A cumulative space acts as a 

growing archive of its own production. Or: material and physical space is forensic 

evidence of how it was previously occupied.

138  Adapted from an email conversation between Céline Condorelli and Peter Fend between October 2008 and May 2009.
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The Director: At the heart of all this is a re-examination of ’the day before‘ as 

a model for understanding how to behave, activate, and present. It tries to get to 

the point just before the only option was to play the tuba to the workers. The day 

before the Brass Band became the only option. The day before the mob became 

the workers; the day before the factory closed; the day before ’Hotel California’ 

was released – the idea of a bar in the middle of nowhere, with nothing to listen 

to, and everyone waiting for the arrival of the ‘soft’ future.139

Condorelli: I’ll give you an example: in Curtain Show 140 while installing 

Tacita Dean’s work – Darmstadter Werkblock – her assistant could not understand 

why the wall was the way it was: it was constructed of fragments of Joanne 

Tatham and Tom O’Sullivan’s artwork Does your contemplation of the situation 

fuck with the flow of circulation, and DJ Simpson’s wallpaper work Disc 001 Real 

Grey from Abstract Cabinet Show. It was difficult to explain how, while being 

the remainder of several artworks, it was also part of the gallery and the existing 

conditions that we wanted Tacita’s film to work within. At some point it became 

clear that there was a congruent relationship between the fabric of the space and 

the subject matter in her own film (of the relationship between Joseph Beuys’ 

work and the space it existed within); he subsequently didn’t even want to paint 

over other areas we thought could be fixed up!

Wade: You always have to communicate, but in a way, it is more interesting if 

space itself poses the questions.

139  Liam Gillick, A “Volvo” Bar, as before.
140  Curtain Show, curated by Céline Condorelli & Gavin Wade, March 13 – April 17, 2010, Eastside Projects.  

With Tacita Dean, Douglas Gordon, Barbara Holub, Hannah James, Grace Ndiritu, Lilly Reich, Ines Schaber, Albrecht 
Schäfer, Eric Satie.
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R. Buckminster Fuller: I have pondered a great deal on the word ‘creativity’, 

and I’m not inclined to use it in respect to human beings. What is usually spoken 

of as creativity is really a unique and unprecedented combination in the use of 

principles discovered by man as existing – a priori – in the universe.

Hoffman: So we just take what already exists and use it for our own ends?

Fuller: I think the word creation implies adding something to the universe. 

And I don’t think man adds to the universe. I think man is a very extraordinary 

part of the universe for he demonstrates the unique capability to discover and 

intellectually identify abstract, operative principles of the universe. 

Hoffman: And then to use them in new ways. To use and to be used – that 

is our lot. Not that I would complain about that. Upcycling is about building 

in, designing in the option of being reused for a new purpose and using what 

is available when necessary. Giving a new function or purpose to an a priori 

principle, as you say. Would you say that we are all just accidental ‘theatregoers’ 

who just happened in on the play of life, like it or not?

Fuller: No. I find exactly the opposite to be true. Humanity performs an 

essential function in universe. Man’s function in universe is metaphysical and 

antientropic. He is essential to the conservation of universe, which is in itself an 

intellectual conception.141

 

141  Adapted from Upcycle this Text, by Gavin Wade, itself adapted from: R. Buckminster Fuller, ‘Design Strategy’ (1966), 
in Utopia or Oblivion: the Prospects for Humanity, (Toronto, New York, Bantam Books, 1969), p. 23 &  354.
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ACT 5

Location: 86 Heath Mill Lane, Birmingham,

exactly between Paradise Limousines and Taxi Garage

Lissitzky: We are approaching the state of floating in air and swinging like a 

pendulum. I want to help discover and mould the form of this reality.142

Condorelli: I was thinking that exhibitions are one of the contexts in which 

display, in fact, should be the main subject one is working with, even if it isn’t 

always explicitly so. Display is of course crucial to politics or the supermarket, 

but it’s not in the foreground (or it is so much in the foreground that it disappears, 

yet again), while in the space of exhibitions, it is possible to put attention on 

display itself as the site for work. 

Wade: There is a sort of stripping down, getting down to the structure of 

building something up. I wonder whether our position is actually a stripping down 

to the bare bones of what you require to make something. A white cube is not that, 

but it appears as an image of it.

Mary Anne Staniszewski: And one wonders why exhibition design’s variety 

of means and powers of communication have been collectively forgotten, for the 

most part, by the art historical and museum establishment.143

Condorelli: It takes a lot of work to make a white cube, all that blankness . . . 

143  Adapted from Mary Anne Staniszewski, The Power of Display, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1998, Introduction, p. xxi.
142  Adapted from El Lissitzky, as before.
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Wade: Making things come together and cross over is complex and messy, 

you see quite a few layers of activity at the same time, including the supports. 

Maybe it comes down to our intention: we want to share the space; we can 

introduce it, but can never give it all away. We can just give pointers in how to use 

it, how to experience and interpret it, or how to work with it. And it is difficult –  

it makes people feel awkward.

Condorelli: I often wonder why libraries never host book production? While 

writers might go there to research and write texts, books are not published in 

libraries, just as no consumables are made in shopping malls, and nothing that gets 

sold in supermarkets actually gets made in them… Our challenge for a space for 

art is whether it can be made as a place that hosts artists, art production, and its 

distribution. Like inviting writers to make books in a library, that are printed there 

and then put on the shelves. I guess a cumulative art space that hosts production 

is also another way of thinking about duration and legacy. What is the validity 

of making exhibitions today, and can we make exhibitions that are of their time? 

What is the role of exhibition-making as opposed to just art making? 

Lissitzky, through the voice of Gavin Wade:144  If we define the super 

structure of our environment through responses to synergetic spheres of contextual 

influence, then we have to take on board the complexity of fluctuations in our 

reality findings as opposed to our speculative projections. In between we discover, 

nurture and utilise a new public sphere. This is the purpose of the space, and it 

only becomes more clear as we try to keep up with the ecological deviations of a 

strained society. Equilibrium is no longer our goal. Instead the portability of our 

beings through the reconstituted technological super-complex leads us to skip 

144  From an interview between Wade and El Lissitzky by email from September 7–20, 2010, in which Lissitzky was 
played by the artists in Abstract Cabinet Show at Eastside Projects.
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from equilibrium to overload. Through understandings of imbalance, and overlaps 

of being, our energies can be concentrated towards new modes of reflection, 

expression and above all Revolution.

Wade: I think this is what exhibition-making should be, really, a challenging 

of what it means to produce structures, just as artists challenge ways of 

making artworks. How can we add to the situation when there has been so 

much examination already, of institutional setups and of exhibitions as sites of 

production, from the 1970s to the late 1990s? Since then, there have been spaces 

that tried to break down the flow of the exhibition programme, like Maria Lind 

at Munich Kunstverein; it featured a show lasting a year while other artists 

came in and out, working over different periods of time, so that the whole space 

of the exhibition became an interrelated set of stages. If we are going to make 

exhibitions now, they should reflect the idea of learning things along the way and 

reclaim display, which is such a key element of our society. How do you make 

exhibitions that stand up against Twitter, as a contemporary form? 

Lissitzky, through the voice of Céline Condorelli: To create functional art 

is to concentrate all the elements of modern knowledge, all existing systems and 

methods, and with these to form plastic elements, which from then on exist just 

like the elements of nature, such as H (hydrogen) and O (oxygen). The creator 

of functional art amalgamates these elements and obtains acids which bite 

into everything they touch, that is to say, they have an effect on all spheres of 

life. Perhaps all this is a piece of laboratory work: but it does not produce any 

scientific preparations which are only interesting and intelligible to a  

small circle of specialists. It produces living bodies, objects of a specific kind, 

new relationships and connections, new forms of knowledge, whose effects 

cannot be measured.145

145  As before.
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ACT 6

Location: Narrative Show,

between story telling and wishful thinking

Condorelli: Perhaps we can look in fiction, and narrative, for a different kind 

of feedback mechanism. This is a story that hosts conversations and strands of 

dialogues, some of them taking place in a not-too-distant past, others that may 

have happened in the page of a book or simply in our head – or not at all. We 

converse with so many other voices than our own when we talk together, is fiction 

the only device that can contain them comfortably?

Yvonne Rainer: She knows that the content of her thoughts consists entirely 

of what she’s read, spoken, dreamt, and thought. She knows that thought is not 

something privileged, autonomous, originative, and that the formulation ‘cogito 

ergo sum’ is, to say the least, inaccurate. She knows, too, that her notion of 

‘concrete experience’ is an idealised, fictional site where contradictions can be 

resolved, ‘personhood’ demonstrated, and desire fulfilled forever. Yet all the same 

the magical, seductive narrative properties of  ‘yes, I was talking…’ draw her 

with an inevitability that makes her slightly dizzy. She stands trembling between 

fascination and scepticism. She moves obstinately between the two.146

Wade: We brought back how to question and interpret the life of a space 

through The 17 th Plan.147 Joanne Tatham and Tom O’Sullivan approached 

the space in a similar way: they needed to come up with a way of positioning 

themselves in relation to the gallery, which was already adopting a stance similar 

to theirs as artists. So they turned the conversation with us into a play for us to 

146  Adapted from Yvonne Rainer, ‘Looking Myself in the Mouth’, October, Vol.17 , Summer 1981, p.65.
147  Céline Condorelli and Henrik Schrat, Strati, Hopfl, Monthoux and the Seventeenth Plan One-Day-Comic, EP 9, 2008. 
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act out playing ourselves. And I picked this up with Liam Gillick’s plays. By 

now, Eastside Projects is not just a physical building up, joining together, and 

combining of elements, but a narrative. And it is exciting to imagine doing a 

Narrative Show.

Yvonne Rainer: We are surrounded by manifestations of reality that are not 

God-given but all fucked-up by human society and that must be contested and 

reordered by a human ‘Narrativizing Authority’ which, by so representing them, 

will impart to events an integrity and coherence cut to the measure of all-too-

human desire. Maybe I’m being simple-minded when I say, the problem (not the 

solution) is clear: to track down the Narrativizing Authority where it currently 

lives and wallop the daylights out of it.148

Condorelli, (quoting Wade): Are you suggesting that we are all puppets acting 

under some misguided master’s directions?

Lissitzky, through the voice of Heather and Ivan Morison:149  No. The world 

is understood through myths. All meaning comes to us as stories. We can take 

control of these stories to create our own meaning and form new myths. The 

midden is the detritus of society and we sit upon it, pick things from it, re-mould 

them and model them into objects that can act out new histories and possible 

futures.150

Wade: This could also be stated as: The world is understood through myths. 

All meaning comes to us as stories. We can take control of these stories to create 

150  As before.

149  From an interview between Wade and El Lissitzky by email from September 7 – 20, 2010, in which Lissitzky was  
played by the artists in Abstract Cabinet Show at Eastside Projects.

148  Adapted from Yvonne Rainer, as before.
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our own meaning and form new myths. Exhibitions are the detritus of society and 

we sit within it, pull things into it, re-mould them and model them into objects, 

scenarios and events that can act out new histories and possible futures.

Which could be interpreted as:

John Latham: Context is half the work.151

Condorelli: Using fiction in this way can be liberating. Whatever is 

happening with the space can be considered as merely one of the possible 

stories that could take place, and the characters that appear can come in and 

out as in many different scenes. This might be a way to structure this text… 

with someone like El Lissitzky, who is a very important voice in the making of 

Eastside Projects, as are a lot of the artists that we have shown here. Your voice 

is almost constant, and Ruth Claxton’s and James Langdon’s are very present, 

Simon Bloor’s, Tom Bloor’s, and mine come in and out. That’s quite a nice way 

of thinking of Eastside Projects over time, as a play that just carries on, and each 

show is a particular scene . . .

Wade: It could become a script that’s never staged, while what’s performed in 

space is one amongst a possible set of choices that space allows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
151  Maxim of artist John Latham, (1921–2006).
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ACT 7

Location: Volvo Bar

The Director: How about that. I always wanted my own bar. We have 

created the conditions for the experimental, but no actual experiments and vice-

versa. Micro-communities of redundancy have joined together playing with the 

difference between art time and work time.152

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

152  Liam Gillick, A “Volvo” Bar, Eastside Projects Publications, Birmingham, 2009, n.p.
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Chapter 10

Support Structure: in support of Support

‘Support Structures’, Sternberg Press

(2009)

In support of Support was an exhibition in the form of a book. A publication 

project for the creation of the missing bibliography of support structures, it formed 

what I designate as a ‘performative bibliography’ and thus functions in support 

of the whole Support Structure project on the one hand, and on a wider level, 

of the type of practice it designates. The long-term engagement with notions 

of support through the research-based project Support Structure highlighted an 

almost complete absence of literature or theory on the subject, and therefore the 

imperative need to support its creation. 

In support of Support was constructed and designed as a support structure in 

itself, with designer James Langdon. The publication also constituted the last 

phase of the Support Structure project, and includes its corresponding set of 

works, actions, and manifestations as depicted in chapters 1 – 9 in the exposition 

pages: these parts functioned to structure the book as chapter heads – they 

were differentiated by being printed on slightly heavy, peach coloured paper. 

‘Support Structures’ was conceived as a manual, and therefore starts with a set 

of ‘Directions for Use’, outlining support’s function and intent (‘Necessity’ 

and ‘Requirements’) and its operation (‘Features’, ‘Structures’, ‘Modes’, and 

‘Entries’), which were all printed on legal paper, forming a wrapping on the edges 

of the book. It then proceeded to investigate notions of support within the realms 

of art, architecture, and other spatial practices. It proposes a curated bibliography 

with a collection of contributions that offered different possibilities for engaging 
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in this unchartered territory – from theoretical frameworks to projects, existing 

systems to ones invented for specific creative processes. 

‘Support Structures’ offers support through potential methodologies, 

inspirations, and activations for practice, and the rest of its contents were printed 

on a matt white paper, which make the bulk of the book. While registering and 

collecting reference projects (‘Entries’) in a new archive of support structures 

alongside our ten-phase project, different writers, thinkers, and practitioners 

were invited from various fields to elaborate on frameworks and work on texts 

(‘Modes’), which form the theoretical backbone of the publication.

As an exhibition format, a book offers particular possibilities for display, 

and most of all, a very different duration to those usually available. While the 

conventions of temporary exhibitions range from six weeks in the gallery context, 

to three months for museum shows, even so-called permanent exhibitions rarely 

last more than a few years. A book on the other hand remains in its configuration, 

independently of its authors, for the lifetime of its pages, it follows a different 

distribution route as it reaches people individually, and is difficult to read in 

company. In many ways such a process is slower – to reach a public, for instance 

– but it has a larger legacy, as books can be encountered over and over again, 

or anew years after they have been printed. The pages of ‘Support Structures’ 

reflect many of the investigations around display contained in this thesis applied 

to and mediated through textual and image treatments, for instance foregrounding 

supporting material through colour and scale inversions, or through the use of 

marginalia, paper stock, multiple classification systems. As an exhibition, it draws 

from the encyclopaedic efforts of national museums and the great exhibitions, 

all applied onto the micro scale of A5: 148 x 210mm, which even if considered 
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as individual pages would only total 13.75m 2, and is a very small surface area in 

relation to its ambitions. Acknowledging the linearity of a book’s structure, as one 

page inevitably follows another, the book is organised according to a reinvented 

‘galleria progressiva’ 153  that would be based a sequence of actions in a  

process, rather than a chronology. Thus the book’s chapters also designate steps  

in a methodology, which was the one developed throughout the Support  

Structure project.

 
153  See World register, Preface, p. 37.
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Postface

I draw this thesis to a close much in the spirit of its promise, by looking 

into the future and addressing possible future practices. The Support Structure 

project, after being developed over ten phases and seven years, has come to an 

end as a working rubric and in its previous configuration; set-up explicitly as a 

curriculum – taking Support Structure through a learning process – this multi-part, 

collaborative endeavour came to its natural conclusion with its two final phases, 

the opening of the art organisation Eastside Projects on the one hand, and the 

publication of the manual and reader, ‘Support Structures’ on the other. Eastside 

Projects has been developing its own narrative and, in its five years of existence, 

has established a strong national and international profile; it has also rearticulated 

the working relations that gave birth to it in the first place: while I continue to 

work with Gavin, it is not in the guise of Support Structure, but as director of  

the organisation.

However, something remains. Questions raised by the notion of support 

structures concern not just a set of issues around display, but also forms of 

association, and the higher potential in the collective and common, residing in 

affective as well as intellectual labour. The necessity of working together, to 

invent possibilities and realities that have not yet been co-opted or exploited, is 

what also defines relations of friendship. The friendships from the project in effect 

endure, and in many ways have become for my practice a model of production 

– of work and of life. Support structures as a process and a methodology entail 

a way of doing things that creates close ties and connections between people, 

but also with things, ideas, sites, institutions, books; projects in this way speak 

through a multitude of voices and propose something that each could not do or 

say alone, and as a result offers more than the cumulative part of their components 

and fragments. The friendship they propose is both a practice and a position.
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I work by spending time among the numerous voices that are part of the 

process of thinking through and developing work – of friends, acquaintances and 

peers – amidst things I have collected, references that I carry along, all chattering 

like friendly voices in my head. The voices I keep in mind of course also 

include those of inspirational thinkers from the past, that populate thoughts and 

conversations and are in this way, also present. Perhaps friendship is a condition 

of work in my practice – and a close cousin its long-term object, support – a 

formative, operational condition that works on multiple, simultaneous levels.154 

With this peculiar awareness in mind, in guise of a Postface I have given some 

attention to a question: what would it mean to consider friendship as a condition 

for thinking? Appropriately, much of the following thoughts and observations 

have developed in friendly conversations with philosopher Johan Hartle, who very 

generously offered his knowledge and time to think with me. 

Friendship is an elective affinity, a fundamental aspect of personal support, 

a condition for doing things together; I also consider it the missing chapter to 

‘Support Structures’, which could not be made at the time as it opened up issues 

that were too large to be contained in the already rather enormous tome. I’d like 

here to address friendship as a specific model of relationship in the large question 

of how to live and work together – and autonomously – towards change, as a 

way to act in the world. Friendship, like support, is considered as an essentially 

political relationship, one of allegiance and responsibility. Being a friend entails 

a commitment, a decision, and also describes the implied positionings that any 

activity in culture entails. In relationship to my practice, friendship is at its most 

relevant in relation to a labour process, as a way of working together. The line of 

engagement I am following therefore is that of friendship as a form of solidarity: 

friends in action. Working together can both start from and create forms of 

154  The concept of hospitality is also relevant to consider in relationship to support and friendship, see Appendix 4,  
p.325–326
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solidarity and/or friendship, which are therefore pursued as both condition and 

intent, motivating actions taken and allowing work undertaken. 

There is in Hannah Arendt a concept of culture that is, to my view, close to 

what I would call friendship as outlined above: she defines it as “the company that 

one chooses to keep, in the present as well as in the past.”155 She quotes Cicero 

saying he’d rather go astray with Plato, than hold the truth with Pythagoras; what 

he means by this, I imagine, is that he prefers the company of Plato than a so-

called truth, especially if proclaimed by a bore like Pythagoras. He says: “In what 

concerns my association with men and things, I refuse to be coerced, even by 

truth, even by beauty.” 156

The politics of such a judgement are of an intellectual and personal alliance, 

and are based on the simple yet powerful criteria of whom (or what) one would 

rather be with. The word friendship does not actually appear in Arendt’s text, 

and ‘the company one keeps’ as I understand it is neither the exclusive group of 

friends nor the production of life, but ‘cultura animi’, a kind of humanism. In 

this way the choices and alliances that we make all the time, (like which books 

to read and refer to, or whom to work and think with) become instrumental in the 

formation of culture. There is something empowering, perhaps even liberating, in 

this notion of friendship and culture, and I am interested in not just understanding 

it in general, abstract terms, but also through a specific situation, chosen here 

as Hannah Arendt’s friendship with Mary McCarthy, taking place and speaking 

through twenty-five years of letters they exchanged, and numerous books and 

publications that they helped each other with.

Responding to Hannah’s definitions of work, Mary offers in a letter the 

clues given by Italian language: while ‘lavoro’ is work, ‘opera’ is the oeuvre, 

155  ‘The Crisis in Culture: Its Social and Its Political Significance’, Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future: Eight 
exercises in political thought, Faber and Faber, UK, 1961, p. 226.

156  Cicero op. cit., I, 39–40, translated by J.E. King in Loeb Classical Library, Latin volume 2, today published by 
Harvard University Press.
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in some instances even a great work, yet ‘operaio’ is the (factory) worker. It is 

between ‘opera’ and ‘operaio’ that I suspect there may be something useful for 

this reflection on the work of friendship, relating work and labour with both 

object and subject. In the term cooperation we also have the opus (‘opera’), that 

announces a production beyond labour (which in Latin means suffering). Years 

later, McCarthy’s Postface to the Life of the Mind, Arendt’s unfinished book 

that was put together by her life-long friend and literary executioner, articulates 

so poignantly how this work in friendship continues in her absence, with her 

absence, a different aspect of this communal development of the intellect, or put 

more simply, what it means to act in friendship: “rather, I put myself in her place, 

turn to a sort of mind-reader or medium. With eyes closed, I am talking to quite a 

lively ghost. She has haunted me, given pause to my pencil, caused erasures and 

re-erasures. In practice (…) I feel less free with her typescript than I would have 

felt if she were alive.”1572

The ancient tradition defines friendship as an exercise in freedom, which 

needs to be exercised in freedom, meaning exclusively by and with free and 

equal subjects. As usual, such a freedom is defined negatively: freedom from 

oppression, from coercion, from unreasonable external constraints on action, 

but also from affects and inclination, from the slavery of desires etc. However, 

jurisdictional equality is what counts – so that in a world in which women and 

slaves are not considered part of the polis, of the democratic space of the city, but 

just occupy the physical space of it, then friendship can only take place amongst 

men. Which means that according to that tradition, freedoms like friendship can 

only be exercised by free men, and that in a world in which women are subaltern, 

they cannot be addressed in friendship, and are therefore also excluded from its 

discourse. As the discourse around friendship is born and develops in ancient 

157   Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind, Editor’s postface by Mary McCarthy, p. 247.
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Greece, where women and slaves are excluded from democracy, this rather heavy 

footnote is bizarrely carried through the history of philosophy all the way – but 

only sometimes consciously so – until it reaches us; so that this discourse, like 

many things, replicates the same exclusions it was born in. Hannah Arendt – 

frequently the only woman on the philosophers’ shelf – revives the polis-model 

of freedom and places politics in the realm of action (what she calls ‘vita activa’, 

active life), but in her terms separates it from labour (the production of humanity’s 

own survival) and work (the construction of the material world). She doesn’t 

explicitly exclude slaves or women from the space of democracy, but neither does 

she include them; and she continues to disqualify what has traditionally been 

attributed to women and slaves: sensuousness and materiality.

Subsequently I navigated through the – small but rich – philosophical 

discourse on friendship, through Aristotle, Montaigne, Derrida, Agamben, 

and Blanchot, and found that it is a discourse of friendship amongst men. It is 

shocking how powerful these definitions still are in modern philosophy; Nietzsche 

argues like this: “Are you a slave? Then you cannot be a friend. Are you a 

tyrant? Then you cannot have friends. All-too-long have a slave and a tyrant 

been concealed in woman. Therefore woman is not yet capable of friendship: 

she knows only love.”158
3 

 Derrida does address this problem in one chapter of The 

Politics of Friendship,159 and yet the issue remains: no women philosophers have 

written about friendship, to the best of my knowledge, and more crucially, there 

seems to be something inherently patriarchal, perhaps fratriarchal about these 

constructions of friendship, that are based on the idea of a nation of brothers 

(and the terrifying notion that we can only live together because we are the same, 

we share the same land, the same birth, the same blood, the same language, 

158   Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for All and None, 1883–1885. 
159  Jacques Derrida, The Politics of friendship, Verso 2005, translated by Georges Collins from Politiques de l’amitié, 

éditions Galilée, Paris 2004.
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etc.). Simple, haunting questions emerge from this: can I use a discourse that 

excludes me, and how? Should I produce my own? And how would a discourse on 

friendship that includes women be structured?

So Nietzsche says: not yet. What is the yet to be reached? Which qualification 

does woman need to fulfil in order to graduate to the capacity for friendship? And 

how about the friendship that women and slaves could have together and with 

each other? Freedom from affects begs another question: I could never accept 

Socrates’ decision that women should not be present at his death because they 

would be over-emotional. Why should affect not be part of how to die? And why 

should the discourse of philosophy, that one imagines is what Socrates wanted 

to die surrounded by, be free from affects? I guess we know that this could 

never really be the case, but what kind of freedom does the exclusion of desires 

propose? Surely there is also a desire for freedom in freedom too? 

Tracing the exclusive nature of the discourse on friendship to its historical 

banishment of women and slaves made me look in the shadows of the friendships 

among powerful men, violent nations, and dominant institutions; intuitively, it 

would be amongst the excluded that more interesting models of friendship in 

practice can be found, and I found clues that pointed me towards the places in 

which people who work together towards change cooperate and support each 

other, and also undertake the titanic tasks of altering the order of things, often 

through intimate associations and small scale closeness. 

Looking for women’s friendships, for instance, I found them among the 

suffragettes, and the women’s peace camps at Greenham Common.160
4 In both these 

cases, friendship works as a modality of social change, which can produce other 

forms of doing things, and these are more than just about work. The suffragettes 

were and became friends in their struggle to change women’s conditions, which 

160  Céline Condorelli, Life Always Escapes, Installation, article, series of events, Wysing Arts Centre, Cambridgeshire, 
e-flux journal and with Avery Gordon at Extra City, Antwerp, 2009.
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is something we could call work – but mostly this was about how they wanted to 

live, and how they wanted other women to be able to live. Following what was in 

the shadow of the famous men, I arrived at sites in which friendship designates 

both ‘being close to’ and ‘making common cause’. These ‘other’ friendships do 

not treat friendship as an objective, but rather as a condition: they are not the 

strategic means-to-ends tools that are called upon by friendly nations, the friend of 

the museum, or the friend/enemy dichotomy to achieve other ends than friendship 

itself. Arendt’s friendship with McCarthy also provided me with a specific 

situation to ground my enquiry in.

So one question is concerned with the possibility of friendship between 

men and women, and of course between women themselves within philosophical 

discourse. But another question was to think less of the whys of exclusion, and 

instead focus on how to produce an inclusive discourse on friendship, or how to 

include women, as well as the territories historically attributed to them like affects 

and materiality, in a discourse on friendship. For this to happen I needed to think 

through how friendship, as a relationship, takes place.

Johan Hartle responded to this saying that “friendship is an affectionate 

relationship in and through which humans mutually increase their potentia agendi, 

their vital capacities. Spinoza sees, in a classically philosophical way, friendship’s 

highest potential in the communal development of the intellect. But the intellect 

here just functions to differentiate and develop the body and its affects. Spinoza’s 

approach to friendship is to some extent exceptional, as he does not accept any 

ontological separation between mind and body. The formation of the common or 

the res publica is, in that sense, as much an agreement in terms of bodies as it is in 

terms of intellects. In this way, the construction of a people is the construction of 

shared affects.”
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This proposition seems to talk well to the changing nature of work, especially in 

relation to what has come to be designated as immaterial labour, and would have 

previously just been called intellectual work. While friendship is regarded as 

being outside work in the productivist sense, then perhaps working in friendship 

is a way of claiming space to work outside production? If the premise of working 

in friendship is valid as a desired condition, in it friendship is as much about 

producing itself as it is about producing the work: the ‘working in friendship’ is 

also a way of doing. What this means is that regardless of what one is working 

on – creating artworks, books, etc. – one of the main things being developed is 

actually the friendship itself, a form of life which cannot be totally capitalised 

upon and is therefore slightly in excess of work as we know it.

This leads to think of working in friendship – particularly in culture but not 

exclusively – as elective in more than one sense of the term: as people choosing 

to work together and also adding things to the world that have no immediate, 

instrumental function. Functions might be gained, and that is an important aspect 

to making things, but they have to be modelled into existence to be capitalised 

upon in the first place, even if they are adjustments to existing conditions.

“One must therefore also con-sent that his friend exists” I read, “and this 

happens by living together and by sharing acts and thoughts in common. In 

this sense, we say that humans live together, unlike cattle that share the pasture 

together…”161 An idea of living together emerges from partaking in acts and 

thoughts in common, in a way that what is shared is not things, objects, property, 

qualities (being brothers, men, French, artists, or whatever) but an activity, a 

process of co-existence through doing and thinking. What this proposes is a 

process of association that remains open as to what or whom may partake in it. 

Furthermore, could a woman speak in friendship? And in that way overcome  

161  The Friend, Giorgio Agamben, Stanford University Press, 2009, p.33.
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the structure of classical philosophical discourse by occupying it, and acting 

within it? In this regard it seems fundamental to me to try to address friendship 

on its own terms and therefore in friendship, in the action of befriending. While 

both the philosophical and political traditions would demand an abstract reflection 

on the nature of friendship, which in turn requires taking a somewhat external 

position (the friend rather than my friend) I would like to argue against it. Again, 

to refuse the exclusions inherent in the terms as given, as discussed previously, 

towards inventing new ones, but also to refuse the idealised position that presumes 

an objective, neutral place from which to speak. 

If we were to engage in the work of friendship this could lead to what 

Hannah Arendt recalls in her friend Mary McCarthy: “It’s not that we think so 

much alike, but that we do this thinking-business for and with each other.” The 

thinking-business is work in friendship, and friendship in work.
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Appendix 1: 

The work of display: an interview with Haim Steinbach162

Haim Steinbach – 
Many art movements have been consolidated into history, like Cubism, 

Futurism, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, but there has not been a display 
movement. Why isn’t the issue of a relevant to art historians, and is that a political 
reason? I’m really curious to know at this point in time how you are thinking 
about display, and why you are thinking about it now and talking to me?

Céline Condorelli –
I could ask you the same question. Perhaps display could not possibly be a 

movement, and only an underlying preoccupation that goes across movements, 
that appears and reappears through time. The person I take as the precursor 
working on issues of display is Lissitzky with his Abstract Cabinet that he also 
claimed as an artwork. It is a room including the work of others, and also an art 
work in and of itself; in it, issues of authorship are not relevant, as it is in fact very 
easy to differentiate the work of Naum Gabo or Piet Mondrian for instance, even 
though they are on and in a work by Lissitzky.163

Display is an important concern of my practice; it is to me the operation 
through which relationships are created or deleted. I believe it not to be a 
manifestation of pre-existing conditions about objects or context, but rather the 
web of relations between social and physical forms, concepts, and ideologies. 
I think display is literally the stuff that links things together, that articulates 
subjectivity, and our encounter with the world. I have for instance been interested 
in how politics are displayed through architectural forms. The political structure of 
a country can be understood by reading its governmental buildings: the opposing 
sides of British parliament are based on an idea of government made of binary 
argumentation, which could only have two parties. Whereas the Italian parliament 
is a large shallow curve looking towards a center, a form based on the ideal of 
consensus and equality. Perhaps one way of defining my interest in display right 
now is through the need to open up the architecture of things.

162  This interview took place on 26 November 2012 at the artist’s house and studio in Brooklyn, New York.
163  Russian Constructivist El Lissitzky constructed the Abstract Cabinet rooms of 1926–28 in Dresden and Hannover, 

Germany. Lissitzky developed radical new environments, rooms as artworks, containing other artists’ works including 
Naum Gabo, Francis Picabia, László Moholy-Nagy, Piet Mondrian, Pablo Picasso, Fernand Leger, Hans Arp, Kurt 
Schwitters and Alexander Archipenko.
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I have been particularly interested in your practice because I believe there 
are not so many people who have chosen to work with display not just as a 
condition, but as a subject, or as the case may be, as the object of their work. 
This is important because display is usually considered as a supplement to other 
things, which is a way to refuse to take notice of the political implications in the 
appearance of things. 

HS – 
Display as a concept has certain parameters, and some artists are closer to the 

center, to the seminal aspects of the paradigm, while others are more peripheral. 
It occurred to me very consciously that, by the end of the 1970s, no one was 
addressing the specific, unique attributes, the history and materiality of the object 
as any object. Appropriation as a concept practised by artists like Kosuth or 
Lichtenstein was about context, lifting something from one context and putting 
it in another, but they were appropriating images, not objects. Artists Space164 
was the gallery where the first artists working with appropriation were showing 
at, and my show there in 1979 was probably the first in which a group of found 
objects was arranged and presented in an installation called ‘a display’. It isn’t 
until the late 1980s that you begin to see artists incorporating objects. But there is 
a distinction between a display, which has to do with encountering the everyday, 
it being architecture and objects, and an exhibition, which is about art objects. 
Lissitzky comes out of Constructivism, he is playing with space and architecture, 
but the object being displayed is very much an art object.

CC – 
What do you designate specifically with that word, display, within your 

practice?

HS – 
Display is to me a presentation of any group of everyday objects arranged 

in a specific way that cuts across boundaries of everyday ritual. It might be a TV 
in the living room, on top of which are framed family pictures; this is a kind of 
representation, a practice that some families do. The minute you begin to arrange 

164  Artists Space was founded in 1972 in Downtown Manhattan by arts administrator Trudie Grace and critic Irving  
Sandler as a pilot project for the New York State Council on the Arts (NYSCA), with the goal of assisting young, 
emerging artists. Artists Space quickly became a leading organisation in the downtown alternative arts scene in  
New York.
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objects in a specific way, which goes beyond simple functionality, aesthetic 
decisions have to be made, things are then placed according to how you would 
like them to be seen in the kitchen for instance, as opposed to just being  
thrown in. 

There’s a particular kind of aesthetic sensibility of feeling in how you arrange 
things. It is more internal in the sense that it pleases you, more self-conscious in 
that you are showing yourself, there’s an extra kind of inspiration and play. That is 
when you are crossing a boundary into display. It has to do with presenting things 
to be seen and appreciated.

CC – 
How do you display objects?

HS – 
I play with objects like the keys of a piano, the way a musician would make 

an arrangement with sounds: in an abstract, sometimes mathematical way – 
meaning rhythm and pattern. I present or organise objects, but because I play, and 
refer to them as sounds, any object is valid. I use objects without a hierarchy, but 
these are of course cultural objects, which is to say other issues come into play in 
the way I think about them.

CC – 
And in your work the display and composition include the support?

HS –
I prefer to use the word arrangement, but it does include the support, just as 

the support includes the arrangement. This works much like the five lines that hold 
musical notes, which have some kind of standard conceptual function that allows 
us to structure the arrangement – and they have not been changed pretty much 
since they were first established. The wedge shelves that I designed are highly 
structured objects, based on a mathematical system, with 90, 40 and 50 degree 
angles, which are constant whether the unit is very big and very deep, or small 
and narrow. The sections are proportional to objects and work systemically to 
generate the music. Just as music needs scaffolding, the wedge shelf functions for 
me like a scaffold, which underscores the objects. Considering it as a signature, 
or a trademark on the objects – as in my case it has been – is a misconception, 
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which would be equivalent to saying that the five lines of a musical composition 
are a trademark invented in Capitalist society for its own ends (which it actually 
was). The keyword for this prejudice is a hierarchical word: kitsch. Kitsch is used 
to underrate certain kinds of objects that are in fact as good as any other objects. 
Those might be remarkable things invented by people for different functions, for 
a different appreciation, and are therefore equal to all objects in terms of value 
within an arrangement. My shelf is basically a structural system to emphasise, to 
underscore objects. 

CC – 
I’m particularly interested in the process of foregrounding this structural 

system, and include it in the arrangement. The underlying structures and 
organisations of things, or what I call support structures, are traditionally 
considered of less importance than the objects they hold up, especially when it 
comes to art. Setting up a scaffolding is a means to articulate ideas and art works 
in a very precise way, and there is a double work of inclusion at play in your 
practice, on the one hand with objects that are not deemed worthy of entering the 
discourse of value, and on the other with the conditions that should remain hidden 
or invisible. 

HS – 
The scaffolding is often said to be neutral, but it isn’t. And colour is also part 

of the structure that gives tonality; it participates in underscoring the weight of 
objects, and places emphasis, just like tonality in music. A blue for instance has a 
different feeling than a red, and colour can neutralise an object or contradict it. 

My basic shelf structure is made out of plywood, three quarters of an inch 
thick, four feet by two feet, made from stock yard lumber. By using plywood it 
refers to Donald Judd as a predecessor, and in this way also to ‘specific objects’,165 

that are pre-manufactured. I had these specific objects and this naked shelf, which 
in fact is made out of layers, and has a skin-like surface. The first shelf was too 
solid, with plastic laminated on sides, front, and top, which lost the idea of a skin. 
That is when I decided to keep at least one side of the shelf always open, so that 
the skin would be apparent, and in relationship to it, also the structure. I sensed the 
precision and functionality of that kind of unit, and began to realise I could make 

165  Donald Judd’s Specific Objects is a seminal essay published in Arts Yearbook 8, in 1965, which served to frame most 
of the artist’s output.
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smaller or bigger sections, put them in sequence, relate them to objects in terms 
of size and space. These possibilities allow me to use the shelf as an instrument; 
it is like a tuba, it can make certain sounds, it can amplify the spacings, but it 
cannot play like the violin. Which is to say that the shelf is what it is, and enables 
a certain set of possibilities and not others. However, that hasn’t stopped me from 
doing other things, and over the years I have done installations using scaffoldings, 
and with collections of people’s objects.

CC –
How did this structural system develop within your practice? I would be 

interested in hearing about the genealogy of the form and idea of the shelf.

HS – 
This is a question of context in artistic practice. I was born in 1944, not into 

Surrealism but just before Minimalism and Abstract Expressionism. My first 
educated exposure to art history and contemporary art was before 1960, while I 
was at the High School of Art and Design on 2nd Avenue in Manhattan, and we 
would walk to the Museum of Modern Art at lunchtime. In 1968 I graduated from 
Pratt Institute, and by then I’d already been studying Existentialism in France 
for a year. By 1971 I entered Yale University and was doing reductive, minimal 
paintings based on the grid. Structure, the relationship of the object to architecture 
and mathematical systems, entered my practice through my predecessors, the 
Minimal artists: Sol LeWitt, Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and Frank Stella. I got 
interested in the work of Joseph Kosuth as conceptual art was on the horizon. 
His work Idea, which was just the definition of the word idea, brought in another 
structure, that of language. And then performance art appeared and with it the 
whole issue of context. I was somehow being educated in issues of context 
through following contemporary ideas in art, which is how I came to the grid, then 
to the house, to architecture, and to exhibition space. Of course by that point, in 
the early 1970s, I was aware of Marcel Duchamp, but also of the question of the 
everyday, of hierarchies in art, of museums without walls – which goes back to 
Breton and Malraux. I saw Jean-Luc Godard’s La Chinoise when I was in France 
in the 1960s, in which the actor is a person from the street, a fact that broke 
existing hierarchies. I saw Vito Acconci bringing the everyday into an exhibition 
by actually living in the Museum of Modern Art with some objects. While for 
Donald Judd ‘specific objects’ designated a material aspect in his work, for me all 
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objects are specific for all kinds of reasons. And if all objects are specific then they 
may all be included in the play, and not just the objects in my room. If linguistics 
highlights how language and identity are constructed in relationship to each other, 
how does this affect the languages of objects? 

By the mid-1970s I was doing the first sketches of shelves with objects, in 
a really minor key, and in 1978 I began to do installations with objects. I was 
working on what a context is. An art context today is a museum, a room, or a 
gallery, with walls that are white so that we may see objects in a space we call 
neutral. In the nineteenth century however such a space did not exist, as even 
museums had wallpaper, because that had a certain status and offered a  
cultural context.

CC – 
It is fascinating to understand the development of background, as for instance 

regarding colour, in relation to the changing notion of neutrality. Only about 
150 years ago most museums in Europe would take part in heated arguments in 
conferences, and publish extensive treatises on how best to exhibit art, arguing on 
exactly the same issues, notions and requirements as they do today, but in parallel 
to completely different devices and operations, like curtains and wallpapers, 
ceiling roses and decorative friezes. Green was for a long time the accepted 
standard colour for museum walls, normalised as far as today’s white is, but it had 
also been at some point in time red, or yellow.

HS – 
It is the custom of something that makes it appear neutral. A wallpaper 

pattern or today’s white walls point to a space as cultural, and participates in 
the definition of social identity, which is precisely what we are beginning to 
question. In my first installations I laid out sections of different wallpapers, as 
both decoration and cultural material with a specific identity. A simple wood 
plank on brackets was put in front of them, across the horizon of which I placed 
specific objects: one in front of a red section, another in front of a baroque pattern, 
another in front of a wood pattern reminiscent of a colonial American home in the 
seventeenth century. Then Artists Space’s assistant director came to my studio and 
said that conceptually, it was like objects in front of a Barnett Newman, which 
was a really wonderful observation. I was subsequently invited to do a show at 
Artists Space in New York City in 1979, and the structure of my work really was 
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defined around that time. The questions I struggled with were about the identity of 
a single object. What is the identity of a shelf, a plank of wood on two brackets? 
It is kind of generic but nonetheless has an identity, in the same way that white 
walls have an identity. I began by doing sketchy bricolage shelves I could put an 
object on, like relief or constructivist sculptures, that were made out of materials 
coming out of my immediate environment; wallpaper patterns, found furniture, all 
jigsawed into pieces and reconnected in different ways. The question evolved into: 
“what is an object?” What is an art object, a handmade object, a found object? 
Once I had defined the idea of a relief sculpture, of a shelf, of furniture, with 
different categories that overlap, I just needed more space – conceptually – to  
put the objects back. I kind of stumbled on this strange little shelf, the first 
triangular unit made from plywood, which had nothing on it. And then I placed 
some objects on it. 

CC –
Sitting here and hearing you speak, a question just came to mind: have you 

always lived and worked in the same space? It seems to make a lot of sense that 
the objects of your everyday life are among those that become artworks, and that 
they somehow share the same space here.

HS –
I have lived and worked here for thirty years now, but before moving here I’d 

never stayed in any place more than five years since I was born. I had two studios 
until last year because I was a professor at the University of California in San 
Diego, from 2002 until 2011, where I was teaching on average three months out of 
the year and for this reason needed somewhere to work there.

CC –
Is the act of displaying things for you separate from issues of functionality?

HS –
I think aesthetics and functionality overlap within display. Sometimes 

functionality takes a higher key, as some people might be more indifferent to how 
things are put in the kitchen cabinet, and they’re not thinking about how they put 
them. But of course some decisions are made as they put some things there and 
not others; the subjectivity of the individual is to present itself, in spite of itself. 
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A more aesthetically intuitive individual takes pleasure in his own arrangement of 
objects. There are different ways in which things are displayed in people’s home, 
as for instance in the nineteenth century type of glass cabinets, in which precious 
objects might be placed that belonged to one’s ancestors; in this case objects 
are presented not to function in the way they were made, but to be seen and 
remembered, and memory is a particularly protective area. The politics of display 
in talking about monuments is also about the making of memory, of ancestors as 
archetypes of national identity, displayed and given an important place in public 
space, rather than in a living room cabinet.

CC – 
Two of your installations, namely North East South West (2000) and Display 

#30 – An Offering (collectibles for Jan Hoet) (1992), for me particularly describe 
and open up another layer of space’s skin, the inhabitation that has to do with 
objects. Within a given architecture, objects gain a patina of use, they are not just 
placed and remain there, but they are utilised, moved, added to or removed, in a 
constant evolution which results into complex accumulations and relationships. 
But something else emerges from these works, being that the structure of display 
multiplies the boundaries between object and context; at some point you start 
asking yourself whether they meet on the floor that the shelf is standing on, or 
the surface of the shelf on which the objects sit, or at the entrance of the entire 
institution of that situation. This multiplication is also condensed on the edge of 
the wedge shelves, which reveal the making of it, and all that layering of artificial 
materials.

HS – 
In his text Objects On The Border ,166  Bruce Ferguson talks about the 

boundaries in-between the work. They are cultural boundaries in terms of 
ethnic identity, in terms of pattern, of material, or of sound. They are the kind of 
boundaries that appear when you’re indoors and hear a bird chirping outdoors 
thinking it’s inside, and only then look to see it on the tree. Architecture 
defines spaces and boundaries within which we function, and are made to feel 
comfortable. Once we are comfortable with the everyday order of things in 
place, we stop seeing it and think it is neutral, which it never is. It’s only when 
something gets out of order that it becomes opaque.

166  Bruce Ferguson, ‘7’, in Haim Steinbach: North East South West (2000).
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CC – 
Limits tend to be taken granted, especially spatial ones. The nature of existing 

conditions is that they have a propensity to recede towards the unquestioned 
background of our lives. I guess what you describe is that when a breach occurs in 
the received order of things, suddenly boundaries seem to appear, their contours 
can be made out in their contingency, and mostly their function. This reminds me 
of Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological analysis of art, in which he concluded that the 
function of art and of museums is only ever class division, that it in fact is what 
defines class division; this thought, while having some truth, is totally depressing. 
However there is a tangible contradiction of that statement in your work, by the 
nature of the objects on display on the one hand – which are not what would be 
considered exclusive – and the multiplication, and therefore complication, of 
boundaries between things, which we were just speaking about. How do you 
relate to questions of boundaries in your installations, how do you work them into 
the way you present work?

HS –
The question that comes up is that of the boundaries of objects, which is also 

of course a question about a society’s definition of how objects should function 
in space, what’s correct and incorrect in terms of decorum, or formalities. I am 
trying, with my installations, to break existing boundaries and their divisive 
functions. One term that recently surfaced, and comes out of object studies, 
is that of the ‘democracy of objects’; 167  Levi Bryant brought it up when he 
came to talk in relationship to my project at Artists Institute. In an interview he 
did with me for BOMB magazine, Peter Schwenger articulates the distinction 
between presentation and representation, and that my work operates on the level 
of presentation much more than that of representation. This distinction is how 
the idea of display enters the discussion as a contemporary art practice, which 
for me is as precise a concept as that of ‘specific objects’ for Donald Judd. I was 
awakened to the specificity of issues in art in the late 1960s and early 1970s, so 
that ideas of site/non-site by Robert Smithson, or issues of cultural diversity, of 
identity, were very important to me, especially since I have a personal history that 
cuts across identities. Like many people, I had to adapt and integrate into my own 
sense of self, change language and country: I lived through the hippy revolution 
and the Vietnam War, the 1970s, and something we all experience today called 

167  Levi R. Bryant, The democracy of objects, MPublishing, University of Michigan Library, 2011.
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Globalism, as well as gender identity, multi-culturalism, the internet. All this 
surfacing consciousness affects our collective identities and becomes defined as 
specific disciplines to explore, and I think my work also comes out of these shifts. 

Later on my work was denounced as as arbitrary, as commodity art in a kind 
of Marxist critique that associated it with Capitalism. It was dismissed with the 
discourse on difference as superficial. New artists surfaced who were doing things 
with objects and bringing in a political element, declaring they were defining a 
way of framing the object within particular discourses. A work like Fred Wilson’s 
Mining the Museum is about bringing cultural, historical, political definitions to 
objects, aligning meaning with representation. I am on the other hand interested 
in integrating any object into the discussion, in its own holistic identity, through a 
process of display. However, I have been living and working in New York City for 
over twenty-five years now, and the Museum of Modern Art has never once shown 
my work in any show, group show or otherwise and they do not own a work of 
mine. Considering that the discourse around the object has been integrated into 
their exhibitions now for two decades, will it be possible in the future to hang a 
shelf of mine with objects next to Les Demoiselles d’Avignon there? 

CC – 
There is to me a more interesting Marxist critique that could be brought 

to your work, one that would be about foregrounding the production of value, 
and therefore labour. The shelf, or the structure of display, operates as a device 
multiplying the boundaries between what is considered work and what is not, 
questioning the status of object and artwork, as it diffuses distinctions between 
popular and high culture. The installations, while being visually clear and in some 
ways within a real economy of means, make different registers – that do  
not easily cohabit – in this way present, in very complex relationships. Divisions 
are scrambled that we previously took for granted, and I believe it makes the 
creation of value and quite how much we take it for granted exactly the subject  
of the work.

I wanted to turn to the future: are there any consequences or lines of 
thought, that have come from your work, that you wish that the artists of the next 
generation take on and continue?
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HS – 
I have many questions that still need to be investigated for the future: how 

does the object function linguistically, ritualistically, in terms of exhibition? How 
do certain objects enter the museum, get exhibited in a certain way, while others 
are not included? What does it mean for the museum to have a department of 
design, another one of painting, of sculpture, or of a particular period? What is the 
nature of these classifications, and how do they frame and represent the object? 
How do we break those boundaries and what happens when we do? What are 
the social parameters that order what objects go where – like the toilet brush in 
the toilet, but not in the living room? The specificity of any object relates to the 
everyday, and also to the discourse of art and meaning.

Now, going into the future, one thing, which is not part of my generation, 
is the internet. The culling, juxtaposing and manipulating of images allows for 
a different way of working, globally or conceptually and in fact confirms ideas 
of appropriation. The questions I have are about how this then affects, spills 
back or reflects the physical world in which we live. So how does the internet 
adjust the way we communicate through physical objects? What interests me is 
whether it is going to make a difference in the way things are thought about, used, 
classified or ordered. The way the unconscious is affected by communication 
reverberates the feelings we may have about the material physical world, and 
cuts across perceptual, intellectual, and philosophical boundaries. This is an open 
question about what is in front of you and what you do with it, about being and 
nothingness.
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Appendix 2 

The nature of support structures: an interview with Mark Cousins 168 

Céline Condorelli –
Scaffolding is a temporary framework used to support people and material; 

it is both a clear and visible example of what we may call structures of support. 
Scaffolding can occur before as well as after the building – or the making of 
architecture – and as such exists against it in an uncomfortable proximity, next 
to but never instrinsic to the building itself, so that scaffolding touches on and 
cooperates from a certain exterior position. Scaffolding can hold a building and 
a city together, and in that way maintain them on the brink of impendent disaster 
and collapse. What is the relationship between object and support?

Mark Cousins –
To try and clarify this question, we might contrast how we imagine things 

in what you might call fantasy, and how we imagine them as a consequence of 
that in reality, and in a third instance, with what actually happens… I think partly 
as a consequence of the way in which our fantasies work, we have an abiding 
preference for thinking of objects as freestanding, or independent.

I have sometimes asked students to close their eyes and think of an object 
in space. It is very interesting, because when you then ask them to describe their 
fantasy in words, they will often say that they imagine a very simple object, 
quite often a kind of elementary, platonic object like a sphere, a triangle, or a 
cube. And it is in the middle distance. Sometimes, in order to give it a more real 
aspect they mention a horizon which maybe cuts at the back; but this is not about 
drawing, this is about fantasy, which is always in relationship to a point of view. 
And what the fantasy reveals precisely is that one is one’s own point of view. 
Moreover, I think it is the minor aspects of such stories that are often of greatest 
interest. It is the fact that, for example, the object is in the middle distance. What 
the middle distance signifies here is that the object is not so close so as to impose 
upon a subject, to the point where it might begin to overrun your own perception. 
It seems to be important that the field of vision should take in the whole object 
at once, and for that to be the case it is likely the object has to be in the middle 

168  This interview is combined from different conversations that took place between Autumn of 2006 and Summer 2007 at 
the Architectural Association and at Mark Cousins’ home.
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distance. The horizon appears because it enables the fantasy that the object is 
standing on a ground, though the ground here is somewhere between a physical 
ground and an abstract ground. It is a notional ground as it is simply projected 
at the back of the object. This is where the meaning of a ground bisects both its 
logical sense as being the support of an argument and its physical sense of being 
grounded.

Now if this a very simple fantasy of an object, it already shows us that the 
fantasy wishes to ignore something; the fantasy is not only what is there, but what 
is interesting about the interpretation of a fantasy is that you can interpret what 
is not there, but should be. That is to say that there is nothing in the fantasy that 
shows the object has the means of being supported, and yet it must be implied that 
the object has the means of being supported: hence the ambivalence of the ground. 
The object should be supported by the tectonics of its structure, whereas the 
fantasy just imagines the cube, without having any interest as to whether the cube 
has attributes which will enable it to stand. 

It seems to me that it is at this point that you can realistically bring 
in the other condition, which is of the body. I am not speaking in terms of 
phenomenology here – because I am not particularly sympathetic to it – but I can 
think of architectural historians or thinkers who express this condition directly, 
such as Heinrich Wölfflin, the nineteenth-century art historian, who says on at 
the beginning of his paper on a theory of architecture: ‘I can only understand 
architecture on the condition that I have a body.’

What he means is that the body is not only itself an object, but also a kind 
of instrument – and the body of the subject, as it were, literally goes out into the 
world, and feels the form of something, which can be that of a building. This is the 
body as architectural critic, and this statement allows you to differentiate between 
architectural styles by thinking them as different forms of bodily deportment.  
This is why clothes are so important for Wölfflin; they are like intermediaries 
between the body and objects. Gothic clothes were crucial for him to understand 
Gothic form. 

But in order to address the question of what is a support, let’s move to a 
proposition: that all bodies must have support, in the most general sense, in order 
to stand up. Support here is a consequence of gravity. We tend to think that gravity 
is such a simple issue and yet we take it for granted in architecture. Of course, 
what you are looking for here is precisely those things that are taken for granted. 
So the consequence of gravity, in respect to the fantasy we discussed above, 
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is that you can only imagine those objects if in their internal organisation they 
are capable of bearing the load of their form. You can express this in a number 
of ways. In any case, you can say there is no such thing as an object without a 
supplementary dimension of support. Now that can be thought architecturally in 
terms of the tectonics of the building, but those tectonics themselves constitute a 
kind of supplement to the object, so that it is not possible to determine whether 
a flying buttress is a support of the building or part of the building – what’s the 
difference?

So we have already established a problematic, which is that the very notion 
of an object requires its support in one way or another. This might be internal 
and invisible, or it might be because the object as such provides the means of 
supporting. Or those supports may become more and more differentiated from the 
object itself.

CC –		
What is being produced and what is being supported?

MC –  		
Once you have said that an object always has a system of support, we can 

think about that in terms of its physicality. But the more the support seems 
secondary, supplementary and external to the object, the more it opens beyond the 
field of the structural into the field of what you might call the discursive. To put 
it very crudely, first of all people have to accept that the object is there and not 
destroy it. And that constitutes an invisible form of support for the building, so 
you could even argue that in order for a building to stand up it should not violate 
certain social norms. Sometimes objects raise enormous objections; I suppose the 
two obvious ways in which this happens are in relationship to religious or hygiene 
norms. If the object is thought to violate the place, then people will destroy it or 
have it removed. The point surely is that the issue of support, even if it starts as 
a construction of a supplement, is a notion that opens onto the word ‘support’ as 
having a double signification: on the one hand, it is support as a kind of tectonic 
metaphor, and on the other hand, in the sense of social or intellectual acceptance.
 
CC –	

Does this have any relationship to agency?
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MC –		
Well, different agents will have different relations. Maybe we should look at 

scaffolding structures to think further. Scaffolding itself isn’t primarily a form of 
support; it is part of the process of construction, and far from being a support for 
the building, it is a means to get the building in a position in which it is able to 
support itself. It is a platform to a construction, essentially based on the subject’s 
or the builder’s relation to gravity. Without it you could not build above your own 
height. What scaffolding does is to open up the issue of support, and what we 
are moving towards slowly is the idea of scaffolding as the means for an object 
to enter into a certain kind of subjectivity. The scaffold is initially a subjective 
object, because it is not a support for the building; it is a prosthesis for the builder. 
But then when the integrity of building is at stake, it becomes a kind of artificial 
limb, something like a prosthesis for the building, and it is then a different use of 
scaffolding – essentially as a kind of buttress. Scaffolding functions in general to 
hold stuff up. Scaffolding as such repeats the same technique in construction as 
buttresses but fulfils an entirely different function. We think of it as temporary. 
I remember being struck by this after seeing an office building in Karachi that 
was so badly built that it, where the whole office building had fallen down it 
was so badly built – it was not inhabited – but the scaffolding surrounding it was 
still there. It was obviously quite well done and everything else just crumbled. 
That is particularly interesting because the question arises of why we experience 
scaffolding as temporary when it is often in place for years. Scaffolding looks 
temporary because the appearance of the scaffolding is not the same as the order. 
Scaffolding is very close to perception itself – the moment we see it, we separate 
it from the building, and then we reconnect it to the building. And we do that 
in order to keep a clear distinction in our heads between building and support. 
Reading the scaffolding as temporary – which is one way of trying to undercut it 
– goes back to the fantasy of the object as freestanding. What the scaffolding does 
is unconsciously remind us of the muddle of the world, which we do not like to 
think of; what we are trying to preserve is the ideological, the ideality.

CC –	
How does scaffolding affect the subject that experiences it? Is it a process of 

subjectification, about making objects into subjects?
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MC –	
If we go back to the original fantasy, why it is that we prefer an ideal 

freestanding object and why do we not like the apparatus of support to be 
visible? It is interesting to maintain, for as long as possible, the idea of support as 
combining what you might call a constructional sense and what you might call a 
logical sense – what philosophers would call the condition of something – for as 
long as possible. Our desire to immediately decouple the idea of support from the 
idea of the building is partly based on the wish to maintain our own body as a free 
object, and is a reaction, almost in horror, at needing scaffolding to keep us going. 
It is what Freud would call hysterical identification. The example that Wölfflin 
gives is that you go to a concert and someone starts coughing and immediately 
you want to cough as well. 

In a sense that happens with the building, when you feel compelled to 
separate out the scaffolding from the ‘real’ object. I think a lot of people are 
relieved when they see scaffolding come down, a feeling of ‘Oh, it’s all right’. 
It is one’s unconscious fantasy that if something has been put under scaffolding 
it must be in danger. We do not like admitting that objects have conditions. The 
most obvious example is in painting, when it becomes conventional to say, in the 
fifteenth century, that the painting is like a window on the world, which allows 
one to account for and then repress the problem of the edge of the painting. 
This belief continues until Kant’s great definition of the art object, which not 
only posits the frame as exterior to the painting, but almost uses it to deframe or 
disframe within the painting.

It would be interesting to think with objects where you cannot really 
distinguish the object from the support, in any sense. We want the object to  
be independent and freestanding, but it never is. There are either logical or real 
conditions, or constructed ones. This is really, an explanation of why we always 
resist thought, because thinking through this problem means revealing a state  
of complexity that we like to think is not there. So the whole problem of support 
stands at a conflict between perception and analysis. What you see is not what  
you get.

CC –
What is the difference between support structures and infrastructures?
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MC –
Infrastructure is a special case of support structure. What you mean normally 

in architecture is the plumbing, drains, electricity conduits etc. What is interesting 
is the long history of the repression of infrastructure from architectural drawing. 
Why does it not include it? Here one has to go back to the arguments of Jacques 
Derrida, who showed over and over again that objects need supplements in 
order to function. His argument was that the picture needs the frame to function 
as a picture. And you could say that idealisations of objects in general try to 
repress the supplement, the scaffold. It seems to be that scaffolding is quite a 
nice architectural term that corresponds to Derrida’s idea of the supplement. 
And the analysis of any object always implies showing their complicity with all 
the supplementary machines, and mechanisms that support them. The attributes 
we like to fantasise about are also the ones we would like to think of as relating 
ourselves. And we don’t like any supplement to that. 
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Appendix 3 
Mediating display: a conversation with Antoni Muntadas169

Céline Condorelli –
Exhibition has been an important reference for us, for thinking towards, and 

starting to define the notion of support structures; it is a substantial component of 
our archive. Exhibition, in how it was presented at MACBA, was not as much an 
exhibition of and about work, as it was the development of a piece of work in and 
of itself. I always thought the exhibition was a ‘chapter in’ … Could you tell me a 
bit more about how it developed and fits in your larger practice?

Antoni Muntadas –
In order to properly explain it to you I need to make a summary of its 

circumstances. The first one is that MACBA asked me to do a retrospective, and 
I said no. The second one is that I had been working on the series On Translation 
since 1995, and that this happened in 2001, so it was already six years work. 
There was an issue about how to show the work, as the series by that time already 
consisted of thirty-two projects; each one called On Translation: The Pavilion, On 
Translation: The Audience, The Transmission … 

My strategy was not to wait for a total, complete work, but to react in a much 
faster way, with subjects that are part of a structure – On Translation – so that they 
are … I cannot find the right word, it is not subcategories or subprojects, but they 
are projects inside the project. I would say this is a more comfortable position, 
so that the entire project is the On Translation series and they all share the same 
name with only the subtitle changing. 

So, these were the factors with which the conversation with the museum 
started, so that we decided to show the On Translation series with some previous 
works that are directly connected to it.

I proposed to the museum that they be not only the curators… and that 
I wanted to present this work in a translated way, which is why I called it On 
Translation: The Museum; this is to say that the apparatus of the museum is not 
only curatorial but interpretive and translational as well. The chief curator at that 
time, Jose Lebrero, put the show together with Valentin Roma, a historian, and 
with designer Enric Franch. The group of Enric Franch, Valentin Roma, and Jose 
Lebrero were then the translators, so that they were not doing reconstructions, but 

169  This conversation took place in the artist’s home and studio in New York City on 27 January 2008.
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new interpretations. A lot of the works were shown in a totally different way than 
how they were originally made.   

CC –
And this is why it was not a retrospective, but the drafting of a new piece of 

work. How would you describe your role in the making of that exhibition?

AM –
I feel some of my work is pretty much like a musician’s score, where I 

could be the composer, or an interpreter; or the work could even be interpreted ‘a 
cappella’, as a symphonic orchestra … The Between the Frames installation was 
first shown as a plan and design, and later delegated to a historian, a sociologist, 
an economist, and a philosopher, in different places around the world. If you ever 
see how it was shown, you will see it was completely different in each place, also 
physically. For many people, especially for galleries, collectors… that is a little bit 
frustrating because of all these ideas of style… well, the style disappears. 
 
CC –

Do you think it might be also because it is very difficult to put contours in 
a work like that; it doesn’t have clear edges, you don’t know were it stops and 
starts, as is not a practice of objects?

AM –
Well, obviously it is not an object, but a system and a structure, a mechanism, 

an artefact. I like the word artefact from the anthropological point of view. But 
going back to that situation (at MACBA), it was clear that the space outside, 
if you remember, was a structure, and that was the structure of On Translation, 
where you had the entire series, and which was working as a kind of index, a 
spine; and then you had the title of individual pieces, the context, and a structure. 
Only some of the pieces were developed in the inside galleries, the white cubes.

CC –
So Exhibition was one of those individual pieces, which had its place in the 

overall structure, but was also fully developed in one of the galleries. Could you 
tell me a bit more about that piece?
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AM –
That work hadn’t been shown for a long time. It had been first in Madrid, 

with the title Exposicion in 1985 and then in New York at Exit Art in 1987, where 
it was called Exhibition. At that time, in 1985, Spain was full of painting, colour, 
surrealism… expressionism. This piece, on the other hand, was totally silent. 
Nobody gave it attention, because it was so opposed to what everybody was 
doing, nobody knew how to relate it to conceptual work, to pop, to minimalism. 
Only three people approached me to discuss it afterwards. And they gave me 
fantastic feedback, but this was the only thing I heard in two and a half months. 
And then when it was here in New York, it was totally different. There were so 
many reviews, in the New York Times, in Artforum… only two years later! A 
different interpretation.  

CC –
So, this means that it took two years for that work to be intelligible?

AM –
Maybe the context here was more prepared for it. I don’t know, the only thing 

I can make conclusions about is the Spanish context, because it was a new work 
… with no previous criticism or interpretations, and they did not have any models 
for criticising that kind of work … no idea where and how to locate it.

CC –
I think this is particularly interesting because it exposes exactly its own 

conundrum – being work on systems of display, how one is blind to them and 
their underlying ideologies, even when the work is by itself and not framing, or 
supporting other work, one can still not see it. For me, this show was, in a way, 
exactly the opposite, as the recognition that this is what we – support structure- 
make, what we want to make as artists, and this was the first time when I could 
actually see the sort of territory and production of such a practice. Of course, 
only some of it is visible, in the same way that a museum itself works, and the 
interfaces behind, within it, in terms of devices of display and their politics.

AM –
So, this is the first story of that work, which was not shown for many years 

afterwards, and then one day MACBA said, “Okay, why we don’t we reconstruct 
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that?” At Vijande and Exit Art each part was alone in every space, it was the only 
thing you would see. When you saw it at MACBA, it was more of a historical 
element, part of the context of a project.

CC –
How has it changed for you, if you were to think it’s now twenty years later: 

what is the legacy of this piece?

AM –
Well, I move very much on cycles. Sometimes I go back to previous works 

and interpret them differently … There are no clear conclusions or determinations 
from Exhibition, but I think there are things and ideas that are still valid for me. 
When the piece was first made in 1985, it was very much about the value of the 
gallery as a space of display, and the definition of exhibitions – as models, display 
stereotypes. What does ‘an exhibition’ mean? It was exhibiting the values of the 
walls of the gallery…because in a way, when you see a photograph with a passe-
partout, and the wall behind it, well, the value really is of the gallery itself.  
If I were to move the piece elsewhere I do not know if it still would have the  
same value.

I also still think that to show the structures of every medium in relationship 
to no information, so that the only information available was the display itself, 
was definitely the show, and one that could be a retrospective as well, as these are 
all the mediums I have been using after all! But these mediums did that by taking 
out the content, and adding to the structure of showing. Confronting the space of 
the Exhibition was a total experience. I think that now many people know how to 
place it or understand it themselves, but at the time it created a certain a kind of 
discomfort, especially in a context were values are made: the values of painting 
(colour, textures)… the typical elements that coerce the values of the market. This 
was a work that, in a way, is composed of a series of tableaux all connected with 
each other. 

CC – 
Something that is striking and makes this work extremely singular is that the 

point of view it is articulated from is absolutely clear. It is, however, difficult work 
to document, and it is difficult to see, to photograph, to draw boundaries of. That 
is why I would be interested in defining what kind of practice that is, what kind of 
territory it is for work, as a site.  
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AM – 
I have been very much involved with issues of protocol. For example, the 

piece I showed in Germany recently is called Protokolle and I think at the moment 
pretty much that this is about the space of protocols. I should describe it to you 
as it is relevant: Protokolle are three works. When you entered the Kunstverein, 
you would have been confronted with the first, called On Translation: Die 
Sammlung (it means ‘The Collection’), which is, in a way, connected with … (the 
Exhibition), and then Protokolle was the wedge between this particular protocol, 
of high culture, or of the collection, and the protocol of popular culture, which 
was The Stadium. For it, On Translation: Die Sammlung, I chose five works, 
found in different collections in Stuttgart so that I could get hold of them. One 
was by Dieter Roth, another by Broodthaers, one by Cage, then Timm Ulrichs, 
and Goya. I got the first, the rabbit, and then I asked other institutions to send me 
the same rabbit. All the works were multiples but they were sent to me with the 
protocols of how they should be displayed, with the vitrines, and the specifics of 
every way of showing them; and each one was different. There was one rabbit 
here, and there another rabbit … one was covered and the other wasn’t and then, 
of course, the labels were all saying something else.   

CC –
So what you are saying is that a protocol is not just about the physical 

display, it is also how they are classified, stored, transported, and distributed? 
Which, of course, completely transforms the interpretation of the pieces.

AM –
It is about interpretation, yes. Protokolle has diverse meaning in different 

cultures and nations … from political to medical … from bureaucratic to 
educational … from diplomatic to control … Or about how an artist is being 
museified, catalogued, and interpreted. So, here for example (in On Translation: 
Die Sammlung) are all the means for doing that, by institutions, for every rabbit 
… and then you would encounter Goya, the prints of Disaster (of War), and 
two of them were in books and other two in prints. All different, and yet the 
same, vertical framing or horizontal framing … every piece its own rule. The 
Broodthaers was very slightly different: white frames, black frames, with passe-
partout or not, the labels saying something else. The Cage, on the other hand, 
was totally different, almost aleatory. The second part of the piece is the actual 
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protocol. For new work having the title Protokolle (same of the entire show), there 
was a space where I put a wallpaper- results of the e-mails answering series of 
questions basically asking, “What do you mean by protocol? What does it mean? 
What does it mean for you?” And all the answers were wallpapered.
 
CC –

But, whom did you ask? People working for institutions or not?

AM –
Many people: artists, friends … I wanted to see the interpretations of 

protocols in Germany, in France, the United States, Spain, Italy, Africa, Japan. 
And I highlighted some of these answers in yellow and used that as some kind 
of illustration, so my works and some of these things could encounter each other. 
And there was a vitrine in the middle, which was all the categories: rituals, orders, 
Stassi, sports … the words illustrate and organise the cosmology for every kind of 
protocol. They have systems, they have quotes, medical names . . .
 
CC –

Protocole d’accord. It makes sense, I mean the connection with Exhibition, 
and the development makes sense. It’s ‘post-archival’ or ‘post-archaeology’: you 
are actually going behind structures in order to look at them.

AM –
… looking at how an archive is interpreted, because for me an archive per se 

doesn’t mean anything. When people talk about archives, for me, it is the present 
and future, not the past. The archive needs to be agitated, it needs to be active, 
it should be interpreted, and it should be used and transformed into other things 
– and through that, in a way, created. This was a way to move, or to deal with a 
possible archive of protocols, and it was also a kind of exercise, an experience.

But for me one thing has lately become important. I was recently talking 
about what happens with artists’ works when they die, and how institutions 
manipulate them. I was talking about Oiticica and Lygia Clark, people whose 
work really was there to be used and participate with. And I think what happens 
is often problematic, and not just with them, but also with people like Beuys, 
Broodthaers, or Gonzalez-Torres; in cases where artists didn’t necessarily leave 
clear ideas of how to present the works. I was making a difference between them 
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and artists that make notations. For example, for the On Translations series, I am 
totally open, people could interpret it however they want—they can just say, “I’m 
the interpreter”, like in a music concert. Versus that, there are a lot of people that 
are hidden in interpreting works. I think is very important to put yourself upfront 
when you are interpreting the work of somebody, not to pretend through false 
modesty to be saying: this is Gordon Matta Clark, or this is Oiticica, and not to 
even appear as a curator. I think it is, in a way, like refusing your responsibilities 
as an interpreter. Do you understand what I mean?

CC –
Yes, I know what you mean. And how that interpretation needs to be labelled 

because it recreates the work, every time. That process needs to be absolutely 
clear. It’s just a different process of creation, but creation of work nonetheless.

AM –
And they should just say, because this interpretation will be different to that 

one, every time someone else reads, interpreted a piece, shows it. But the work, 
however it may be with notation or not, is still there, with its own intentions. 
Because if the artists don’t give you enough information about how to show it, 
in a way that it could be reconstructed, then it is inevitably an interpretation, and 
this should be very clear: who is doing that? Who is the curator? Who is showing? 
If you do a concert playing music by Bach, your name will be shown as an 
interpreter.

CC –
Yes, of course, in music this is always clear, it is always exposed. This 

question is of who is speaking to you? At any present moment it is not just what 
are they talking about, but who is speaking and why? I think the question of the 
narrator is very important. 

AM –

Yes, and this is why I speak about my work as series of scores.
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Appendix 4 

The politics of support: a conversation with Bart De Baere 170

Céline Condorelli –
Some of your work and life experiences are relevant to the work I’m doing 

on the notion of ‘Support’, and it would be great to talk through various issues 
and ideas together. You wrote a text on archives, Potentiality and Public Space, 
in which you advocated a shift towards heightening potentiality as a primary 
ambition, and you explained the potential for the archive to become a core 
instrument for society, a social act. It seems important to rethink anew the role 
of culture in society, particularly through cultural institutions, and specifically 
for the work I am doing, to address the issue of ‘support for culture’, or ‘cultural 
support’: how can we support the making of culture? And what does this mean 
today?

Bart De Baere –
It seems to me that the core question is about the making of culture: ‘how 

can we make?’ is for culture the same question as ‘how can we continue?’ There 
are a lot of things happening, which I feel are going in the opposite direction, and 
culture as I understand it does seem to have lost part of its position in society: 
cultural institutions have been undergoing a huge reorganisation, at least in this 
region. The institution is indeed something that should be considered carefully. 
This shift can simply be seen as the result of cultural organisations taking over 
the Anglo-Saxon model, which is very different from the continental one, as, for 
example, the notion of cultural industries now plays a fundamental role, with 
output and efficiency becoming core values. 

But there is more at hand. This shift in cultural organisations was also the 
outcome of a decision to depart implicitly or even explicitly from the very notion 
of culture – because it was felt in recent years to have become unattractive. 
Culture seems to be fading out in society. The outcome of this shift leads to 
notions of leisure, with which you can reach more people, more easily. I cannot 
give a viable answer to counter that; it seems horrible that we have to go away 
from culture in order to reach more people, and yet that statement is difficult to 

170  This text has been combined from several conversations that took place in the autumn of 2007 in different cafés, 
trains, and airports in Belgium and the Netherlands.
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argue against. But then, do cultural institutions have to save their skin and turn 
towards leisure or entertainment and media, as newspaper supplements do?

CC –
Well, the premise of this project and my research on support was to consider 

what it could be to act in the world for something other than the making of profit 
– in the financial sense. I feel that this is something very important to do right 
now, in the sense of an affirmation, actually an affirmative politics: as Jeremiah 
Day would say, ‘what is it that we are for?’ As people involved in the making of 
culture, how do we want to go there and what with? I think the question of what 
one wants to be associated with, and surrounded by recalls, of course, friendship 
at a higher level of association, but also how Hannah Arendt defined culture: in 
terms of the company one wants to keep. So that supporting culture might be a 
way to seek the company we choose, to encourage what we judge to be relevant, 
or important – rather than what is true or expensive – and through that, of course. 
stating alliances and creating communities of choice (rather than fate). Opening 
up support as an explicit endeavour calls for exposing the underlying systems of 
cultural support in order to be able to question them or work in them, but I think 
support in that sense relates to much larger domains in society and is inherently 
political, social, and a (however sometimes unspoken) device in the formation  
of culture.

BDB –
Once I did manage to do one little thing towards reinforcing the notion of 

culture, a move with language which really worked in the opposite direction to 
today’s prevailing model. When I worked as an advisor to the minister of culture, 
I proposed to claim the notion of ‘cultural heritage’ for a progressive heritage 
policy that deliberately wanted to start from the immaterial, from the awareness 
of tradition always having to be redone, from the importance of a peripheral 
attention. We had to find a new name for this policy domain we created, and I 
argued that this name absolutely needed to be ‘cultural heritage’, which in Dutch 
is an old-fashioned, outdated term used to describe objects of heritage. This was 
an alien notion, not really used at the time; locally there was only a sense of 
monumental heritage, the conservative bastion that generated a lot of money to 
take care of buildings. I battled quite some time for this, my colleagues initially 
wanted something more hip, but I insisted that it really had to be called with this 
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forgotten term, because if we do succeed in turning around the notion of cultural 
heritage, then this entire cultural policy operation might actually work, and allow 
culture to be focused yet again on continuation. I think this is the only alternative 
there is to the coffin. The culture we have also needs to be conserved, of course, 
and physically maintained, but we need to develop methodologies to become 
aware of it in the first place. Maintenance in itself, I believe, is of no avail; culture 
needs to be embedded in society over and again.

How I defined cultural heritage at that point is similar to how I perceive 
history: it essentially has to do with how you respectfully re-relate your past 
to your present and to your future. Cultural heritage is how one reactivates the 
past – and this is something you can only do by continuously re-telling stories, 
stories that have to lead up to pertinent approaches to link them to your present 
experiences. This very much addresses what we mean by tradition, the fact that it 
is not always the same, and can only continue by changing, by evolving into the 
future. The things we think have been there forever are effectively always new, or 
at best rather recent. This is not a modernist concept of a ‘new’ that shows itself as 
something else than what was there previously, but rather an awareness that things 
are always the same because they are always different.

For instance, the way we look at our churches, as places for silence and 
meditation, is a very recent construct and in constant evolution; in seventeenth 
century paintings they appear as places for social use, and the nineteenth-century 
bourgeois society depicts them as sieges of power. Nowadays, churches are 
rapidly morphing again, are losing part of their sacredness, and are forced to deal 
with far-reaching pragmatics, i.e. making themselves ready for secular use, plying 
back the ritual use into smaller parts of their space, as the population of devout 
caretakers gets older and more scarce. But this is simply how it is and always has 
been. There is a continuity in which any version of a notion will always be from 
the past, and is always a reconfiguration of it. Even if the main nature of culture 
is based on continuity, it can only be achieved by adapting to circumstances, an 
activity in which we collectively share responsibility for both past and future. That 
is an attention for potentiality.

CC –
It is interesting that you highlight the work involved in continuity and 

maintenance – of course, this is often invisible work, happening behind the 
scenes. But in spite of its lack of visibility and immediate affect, this is a work 
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or re-framing, or at least thoroughly questioning the frame through which one 
is able to understand history – and therefore culture, which has far-reaching 
consequences. This is an enormous, and as you say, continuous, work of re-
articulation, and I think it is very much what supporting suggests; it also 
designates the moment when in order to ensure a practice (even your own in this 
case) within acceptable conditions, one has to work on the framework itself – and 
what it allows or doesn’t, to expand it, question it, redefine it … But this entails 
acting at a different level – a meta-level of sorts, a level of politics and even 
policy making. Can it be considered as a continuation, or even part of a practice, 
or the responsibility of a practice? 

BDB –
The political challenge, and the reason why I spent more than two years of 

my life working on this, was the danger of an extremely dangerous radical right 
wing party taking the lead in a field that had been astonishingly neglected, to 
a large extent due to the complicated and unfinished shaping of a federal state 
organisation. Seeing internationally how reactionary parties go for a primacy of 
cultural heritage over the arts, I was afraid the deficit would be seized and used 
against a cultural policy geared towards the future. They would easily have made 
valid points, impossible to respond to, with the instruments for doing so lacking. 
If one asks in Georgia, that great cultivated country: ‘why is there no money for 
contemporary art’? the answer will be: ‘because the dilapidated churches are a 
priority’. The conservatives will always argue this. If this flemish radical right 
party would have ceased to say: ‘why do you fund this theatre which features 
nudity?’ and would have started to say: ‘why do you fund this and not restore 
that old painting there’, then, in a way, it would have been over. They would have 
gained the territory, and anything done there would have seemed to be in response 
to them. Moreover, the deficit was so large they’d always have new topics to go 
for. So there was an urgency to complement flemish cultural policy.

I realised the horrendous scale of this deficit earlier on when I became 
President of the Council for Museums, and had to coordinate advice to implement 
the first ever legislation in the country dealing with museums, ascribing levels 
decisive of their rank of funding. We had to work to get everyone to follow 
this legislation, which I did as much as possible in an informal way, in order 
to avoid damage, up to pointing out that an application would have to be met 
negatively, suggesting that it would be more elegant to withdraw it and reapply. 
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This was not a question of invisible power play replacing the visible, but merely 
of understanding that this instrument needed to be operationalised, even if it 
was relative. Any such informal action could have been negated by following 
the formal and visible path. Support, I think, is made up of many such invisible 
actions, and many scarcely noticed ‘visible’ actions, too. It is hugely important 
to me to strive for transparency, but rigor – explicitness – is often not radical but 
egotic, making one’s own action self-important. One can achieve more gentleness 
and refined actions when public action isn’t propelled by personal stakes,  
but by working for civil society. The implementation of this museum law 
especially required performing gentle adjustments in how support for culture  
was being managed. 

CC –
‘Support’ appears as such a general term, yet as a type of relationship (like 

participation or conflict) between people and objects, social forms, and political 
structures. I think it can only propose specific actions and responses, particular 
modes of operation, a precise language, and further relations. Of course, instances 
of support change widely according to the situation at hand, and this is maybe 
exactly the power of its criticality, as it is always grounded in direct tangible 
situations, sites, and people …

Mark Cousins once told me that negotiation is understood as the opposite 
of principle, and is, in some sense, the most repressed element of the idea of 
democracy, as it inevitably contains some compromise, and compromise is usually 
seen as a declaration of weakness. Negotiation, we could argue, however, is what 
offers the process of articulation you are talking about, and the acknowledgment 
of often antagonistic positions in order to come out with productive modes of 
being-in-common, towards further dialogues and complexifications.

So support, I would add, is a form of negotiation, not the application of 
principle, but a conversation towards something. The making of policies might 
be on the one hand that of operations of power but as such is not impermeable 
– and exactly those policies, while maintaining, supporting a system also offer a 
ground to pose, expose, and revise questions in relationship to a context and how 
to operate within it. What I am trying to say is that in a way it is exactly in this 
position, between what you call a political system and a civil society that cultural 
policy provides a tangible, workable junction, and that this junction, on both sides, 
is also articulated through its institutions.
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BDB –
You see, the applications of organisations that had to be refused, like archives 

or heritage sites, were very telling for the museum legislation – they were not, 
but had to pretend to want to become museums, because of their dire needs of 
funding. And the Netherlands, our neighbouring country which often served 
flanders as an example, had had this magnificent project called the ‘Delta Plan’ 
through which vast amounts of public money had been spent over more than a 
decade to conserve the bulk of their cultural patrimony. flanders stood beyond 
repair, it seemed, but there was, at that time, a real possibility with a young 
minister of culture who had his own party – he wasn’t courted by anyone else – 
and was idealistic and an advocate of voluntarism. Idealism and voluntarism are 
sometimes dangerous characteristics, but they can create possibilities for serious 
discussion and an attention to pending matters. Bert Anciaux, this minister, 
wanted to do something about cultural policy, and he asked me to work on visual 
arts and the museums. The economy was doing well: there was money for policy; 
he could raise it and was willing to do so to invest the political leverage he had 
developed in this cause. He did so with great obstinacy, and started in what I 
perceived as an ‘intelligent in a political way’; very holistic in his understanding 
and starting from a real concern. He understood the stakes. I accepted not because 
I thought we could fundamentally resolve anything, but because I thought it was, 
in this specific circumstance, possible to create an embryonic network of teams 
that would work with a project methodology, so as to start up a field and to be 
able to meet any urgencies. A lot of elements come into play with the creation of 
something innovative like that. A couple of us had some ideas on the possibility 
for a progressive cultural heritage policy – these ideas had just been gathered in 
a tiny press that was to become a landmark publication. With two other people, I 
had formulated an innovative methodological proposal, with which we even sent 
in letters by the mayors of the three main cities in flanders to the newly formed 
government. This rapid development of a network of light instruments might, and 
did, overcome the deadlock – the desperation at the immensity of the problems – 
and it meant that if any issues would appear, we would be able to react to them. 
Without a network, we do not have any space to react. I thought this was how we 
could start to develop something, aware that this would, in reality, be a very slow 
and long process while seemingly rapid and sufficient. 
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CC –
You purposefully left a more direct work in culture through contemporary 

art, working with curating, exhibition-making and cultural events to address the 
politics of this. Could you tell me a bit more about the motivations and situations 
behind such a stepping-up of issues? Maybe this could suggest what from your 
work and experiences are possible roles for culture in society?

BDB –
Part of what culture does is give possibilities to address things, in one’s 

own way, especially those that are impossible to deal with, like precarity, and it 
does so towards making life both possible and acceptable. Religious culture, for 
example, provides some kind of sense of security, while at the same time allows a 
strong and constructive way to work with insecurity. In any effective and working 
culture, there is always this double aspect, and an access to the possible. In our 
society – and I am not really saying here something I know, but something I’m 
trying to think about – this double-sidedness seems, to a large extent, to have 
gotten lost: in a sense that neither politics nor present culture offer something in 
society to hold on to or a way to deal with future dangers. 

Of course one cannot do much about it, as our economy is becoming hyper-
capitalist, but some things might make some real difference, like the simple offer 
of the ambition to go somewhere. There was a story I once heard of a socialist 
activist, a militant, who said to a socialist politician: “In my street, I used to say 
hello to everyone … now I come out of my house and I can’t even say hello to 
people anymore”. Not feeling able to relate with the street where one lives – that 
is, for me, a real issue. You can’t do much about it but we might at least try to 
do something, however limited, which would have to be double-sided, giving 
security and opening up all the same. My attempt to seriously address the ideas 
behind this story of loss is perhaps the main reason why I decided to temporarily 
move out of my own field of choice, contemporary art. The policy we developed 
was, in this sense, just about the ambition to stimulate feelings of relation 
between people and their environment, so that elements of it might become 
more meaningful, and offer continuity. The policy was about developing cultural 
heritage in cities, through projects – not all in the same way – but some things in 
a specific way. There may be something going on about modernist furniture, or a 
local figure – every project has to reinvent this methodology for every new thing. 
This is the positive reason why I went into this political arena, and spent two-and-
half years writing a new legislation.
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CC –
One of the motivations for bringing this term ‘support’ to the table is that it 

does not start from a ‘tabula rasa’, but from what is already there. And, of course, 
more often than not what is already there is confusing and there is a lot of it – 
reality is messy and full of contradictions, and possibly even more so in the public 
realm. One needs to unpack it and choose amongst the mess what to work with: I 
think that support can open different sets of relationships, of processes of creation 
which aren’t imbedded in the ‘new’, or in binary oppositions, conflicts and 
refusals, but in a more subtle, definitely more gentle and very constructive attitude 
towards the making of something, in the process of it.
 
BDB –

If there is an aspiration towards any kind of understanding, in a humble way, 
and quite closely to the real, then we need systems to talk to each other and be 
aware of the different ways there are to approach things. The problem, of course, 
is that people will tend to let go of things that do not fit in their own system, which 
is even more of a reason to develop platforms for negotiation.

Stories are ways of making things, and of bringing things together. They may 
be seen as power devices but they are also ways of making our life more viable, or 
inhabitable, they allow some making sense of the world, and give origin to things.

CC –
This reminds me of first reading and understanding the historical shift from 

a system of resemblance to one of representation, as the way to order and classify 
things and knowledge together; I think it occurred sometime in the seventeenth 
century. The system based on resemblance (where angels and birds are part of the 
same category) seems random and absurd today, but it is, in fact, just a different 
conception from our own of the order of knowledge, and as such can house 
monsters and mythical creatures that do not otherwise have a proper place: the 
whole tissue of existence is held together by connections in nature. In a system 
where words denote things by representing or standing in for them, which is our 
own and entirely based on representation, making sense of things because they 
share features and sympathies is not intelligible.
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BDB –
The construct – in this case the notion of a support structure  – can only be 

maintained as a looking device, and not as something substantial, in very much 
the same way as, ultimately, any thing, person, or entity that can be supported 
can only exist as an actor-network. It is never only itself; it is always within 
a complete setting, and the setting is as important as the core itself. And the 
consequences cannot, even more importantly, be distinguished from the thing or 
the person. A person is himself as well as his relations, which means that people 
might be completely dysfunctional in one situation and yet the most performative 
in others, depending on the nature of the situation, and what support they might 
get, but mostly depending on settings that allow them to grow, and allow them 
their monstrosities or refuse them …

The question of support is really interesting as a looking device because of 
its humble and constructive ambition, and it is important, but also difficult to 
speak in this domain, given that a distrustful mindset has been predominant in the 
last, say, forty years, or even longer. It is now becoming possible again to think 
in these areas of the humble and constructive, which have been left out along 
with all the religious questions, with all that had to be thrown away by a kind 
of intellectuality proud of its high level of understanding, its ability to unmask 
and to put everything in doubt … and which, while doing so, lost contact with a 
wider community. This intellectual endeavour, which is indeed very important, 
did not succeed in creating sufficient links. The result is that all these basic issues 
are returning now, but most often in an uninteresting, even reactionary way. So 
it seems important to rethink this domain, and support is a really nice attractor 
within it.

CC –
This also raises the question of the instance of what is to come about, ‘the 

shape of things to come’ and how they do so; we do always need to ask what the 
motivations behind support are. I believe that in the worst possible case scenario, 
they can be forms of political control, and in the best possible case, triggers or 
reformulations for change.

It is always possible to define something in different ways, and we could 
look at support through the supported object (or the subject in need, as the 
welfare system would have it), or the supporting system, or through the relation 
that support establishes between the two. By looking and defining support 
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structures, which might or could provide support, I hope to shift attention away 
from supposed lacks or needs to processes of creating possibilities for support, 
processes that might offer empowerment and possibilities for emancipation. 
This does rely on consciously and willingly taking up the commitment and 
responsibility of such processes, and immediately throws these relationships into 
the public.

BDB –
In law there are agreements of results, and agreement of intent: one states 

‘I will deliver’, and the other ‘I will aspire’. Support is not about delivering, but 
about aspiration. This might sound very generic, but its intentionality is very 
important to me. This way of thinking though does not have much weight attached 
to it, as everything at this moment in time is about output, production, and results; 
a movement that started in the mid-1980s and relegated rhetoric of intent as 
obsolete. Now we go for immediate gratification and results – what can be directly 
calculated, quantified, and measured – to such an extent that nearly all kinds of 
intentionality have become almost taboo.

CC –
And I suppose that creates a very basic confusion between value and values, 

by merging them into one, which unfortunately is usually financial. Quantifying 
or evaluating ‘values’ cannot be done financially, economically, yet we are 
surrounded, almost buried under this, let’s say, economy management of how 
we engage with society. I think that what constitutes support is always specific 
and equalising, and cannot work productively, even if it appears to be efficient, 
through a top-down approach; top-down support attempts to flatten difference and 
corresponds more appropriately to the work of management, or welfare.

This means that some things that may be called or appear as support, or 
even have outcomes of being supportive, do not really operate in a supporting 
way except superficially, but are, in fact, marketing and control tools, means of 
self-fulfilment or welfare in disguise… Clearly something like income support 
produces supported subjects, and is closer to a form of management of welfare 
than actual support.
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BDB –
This works on ensuring a minimum, and perhaps this kind of analysis may 

even be extended to what the Human Rights of Europe tried to do, which was, 
strangely, an evacuation of a very basic awareness of equality into its submission 
into ideology. It is interesting to think back to the notions propounded by the 
French Revolution, with freedom being the first, then equality and fraternity. 
Freedom became the one core ideological notion, a reduction of three fundamental 
notions into one. If you look a bit deeper you might unearth equality, but fraternity 
was completely lost, and we don’t have any relation to it anymore. 

There is an anthropologist that is dear to me, Rik Pinxten, president of the 
humanist movement in Belgium, who worked on these notions, towards what 
could be the basis for a European basic law. He amends versions of freedom and 
equality, and as a third notion proposed the acceptance that entering the public 
domain means to be willing to enter into conversation and negotiation. This is a 
tiny translation of what fraternity can mean, the agreement to be not with enemies, 
but to be with people with whom you can speak. That is the only instance I 
know of in which the fraternity issue has been actualised. There has been a lot 
of work done around the notion of hospitality, a vigorous ideological stance, 
Charles Esche’s core notion – very appealing – but does it not in the end – in its 
absoluteness – hinder the coming about of more relative cultural elements, such as 
support or fraternity?  

CC –
On the one hand, I can see how fraternity really needs to be redefined, or 

at least the terms according to which we can be or live together: fraternity is so 
based on similarity and resemblance (being like brothers also means coming from 
the same place) that it is not acceptable anymore.

Maybe this is another reason to ponder and define on what terms we can 
meet and talk together? But on the other hand, hospitality also relies on a basic 
and limited separation of means: doesn’t it beg to question what the motivations 
for it are? How does it start, what comes first, the need or the support, the lack 
or the fulfilment, the knowledge, or the will? The situation, or the desire to offer 
support? Of course, the two must be completely imbedded in each other, and it 
might just be a question of how are they formulated – where one is standing from. 
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BDB –
There is a strange reversal here I’ve never considered, which I like, and that 

is that the state determination might be first; that is, first comes the decision that 
this is what it will give. This is a reversal of the original impulse. It is hijacked. 
In a situation of primary presupposed equality, there is still a need which one 
person feels from another person. Whether the other person expresses it or not 
is not important: person A feels that person B has a lack. Person B can say that 
he has a lack or not, but person A will decide to redistribute. Pre-state versions 
of support may be seen as emanations of religion, but also as relying on an 
existential agreement, like the notion of a community, in which poor people would 
be helped, and get food or clothes. This type of support is not selfish and does not 
require to be made visible as such, nor demand a return: it relies on belonging to 
a community of equals, so it is not an equalising relation, but one based on a very 
fundamental, live equality. It takes place through one person sitting with another; 
it is not an intellectualised, abstracted equality decreed from above. It starts with 
being together as existential equals, only after that do the power systems appear, 
like the Church, that take hold of this sentiment. And the state comes in even later, 
appropriating support structures, setting out lines which in the end, reinforce the 
system, but weaken primary organic modes. 

There is a notion I got from a law theoretician, which made me understand, 
yet again, how completely ideological education is: Napoleonic law was sold to 
us as the biggest advantage, the main development of mankind … just like him 
establishing the meter. In medieval times, crimes were defined in what I think was 
a much more useful way to now. If you commit a crime against me, we become 
joint owners of the crime. This is a beautiful concept. The negotiations that follow 
are not about regret, but about something good for me and my loss, rather than 
something bad for you, or something against you.

I’ll give you an example: the Ghent Folk Museum is housed in a building 
called the ‘Hospital of the Children Alijns’. In Medieval Ghent, fighting between 
the noble families was a common occurrence. One family had murdered the 
children from another family. When they decided to make peace, part of the 
agreement was that the ‘guilty’ family would build a hospital for poor people, in 
commemoration of the murdered children. If my child is murdered, I would prefer 
a hospital to be built for him or her, rather than the other person to be punished. 
What Napoleon did was to put the state between the criminal and the victim, 
and in that space decide how the criminal is to be punished, which reduces the 
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outcome of justice to the punishment of the guilty. This criminalises the criminal, 
it victimises the victim, but it takes all the power to itself, because the whole space 
becomes that of the state. And I think that there are similarities between this and 
how the state acts in your description of the welfare state – by introducing, for 
example, the price of men, or the minimum wage. This sends out a message that 
support does not need to be exercised by people towards each other nor grounded 
upon equality experienced or confirmed by them, as this is ensured or taken care 
of by the state.

CC –
That seems to recreate the problem of an inherent separation between the 

supportive, and the supported, between who has the means, and who does not, 
between who decides that the problem is actually one in the first place, and what 
limits it may have, and who is inside those boundaries.

It creates a rigid dependency, and is extremely hierarchical as no possible, 
even imaginable reciprocity between supporting and supported can take place. 
The notion of support that I am really interested in, and scaffolding really works 
for this, is of an equalising process, in which, of course, dependency has to be 
reciprocal.
 
BDB –

This also becomes an interesting metaphor as a symbiosis for supports, I 
think … at a certain point, after support has happened, after the deed was done 
(laughs), you actually always get, in some even very small way, a symbiotic 
system. It gives rise to a relationality that cannot be undone anymore, and it very 
often has a tendency of becoming one body, certainly, or nearly one body … 
Antwerp Cathedral was in scaffolding for nearly five hundred years, which is part 
of the body of the cathedral, eventhough it is not the kind of object that European 
modernity would like to make of it.

CC –
I think the disappearance of the scaffolding is nothing else than the cathedral 

integrating the support: it’s not at all that it is not supported anymore.

BDB –
I would say it is putting support into a subconscious level. It can be by 
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assuming it, or it can be by pretending that it’s not there. It’s like the question of 
the moment of conception: when does an embryo become a child? In a way, this is 
your question. We can have a clear discussion about when does something become 
support, and we will always have a very vague reflection on what is its ‘after life’.

CC –
And if we are interested in exactly the space between those two points: that is 

the space of intentionality and transformation, at least potentially.

BDB –
What might also be interesting is the space which is not yet surely there, 

after it’s probably but not yet surely there. That might be the space where we 
discover – since this is a way of looking, an electron-microscope of sorts which 
is being developed – what we will call support. This way of looking is actually 
a part of turning objects into actor-networks. I say this even if I really don’t like 
actor-network theory. It remains too empty of substance. But support … if like by 
accident, we have …

CC –
… the Atomium in front of us…

 
BDB – 

… Actually, the supports there were not part of the initial design of André 
Waterkeyn, the engineer who developed it. Recently, I read they might be 
necessary in case of exceptionally heavy winds, so normally the structure should 
be able to stand without support. When I was young I read that they were only 
there to make it look more stable, that the designer had to add them on…

CC –
… to reassure people, because otherwise people would think it would  

fall down?

BDB –
They didn’t realise it could stand without the buttresses! But what this 

does mean, some kind of mental completion? Perhaps we can continue with the 
scaffolding through these things.
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CC –
This also really talks about surplus, this kind of extra.

 
BDB –

And perhaps the extra is being part of the core; and its continuation, and  
the extra …

CC –
… is part of the body. Maybe it is not a body, maybe it is the formation of 

something.

BDB –
The body is not essential; it is something which is formation ... ‘Formation’ is 

a very nice notion. Let’s go for ‘formation’. 
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