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Isabel Tejeda Martin

On the Writing
of Exhibitions

The exhibitlon has become a new
paradigm of contemporary culture.
Sustained by Its own rules and gram-
mar, and constituting a discipline In its
own right, it produces narratives. The
exhibition 1s both a paradigm of what
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkhelmer
called “the culture industry” and an
exemplary of the utilization of artistic
expressions as an ldeological and
political instrument. This essay pro-
videsan overview of some milestone
publications that have documented and
explained the history of exhibitions.

Throughout the twentleth century and
the opening decade of the twenty-first,
the exhibition has not only embraced
the most unprecedented manifestations
of contemporary art but has also been,
and continues to be, the driving force
for the production of art, giving rise to
a kind of post-studio practice that has
transformed the ways In which art Is
created and understood. And, Indeed,
theways iInwhich it islegitimized

and consumed. As formulated In the
mid-1990s by Reesa Greenberg, Bruce
W. Ferguson and Sandy Nafrne in the
introduction to Thinking about Exhibi
tions,a multidisciplinary, international
anthology llustrating the need for

debate on this cultural format, “exhibl-
tions have become the medium through
which most art becomes known... Exhi-
bitions are the primary site of exchange
In the political economy of art, where
signification {s constructed, maintained
and occaslonally deconstructed.™ Yet,
as Mleke Bal clalms, the ex hibition Is
also an utterance within the museum
discourse, as I will show In the follow-
ing paragraphs.?

The exhibition as we know it today
came Into being as an offshoot of the
museum and developed In parallel to
the democratization of free time and
lelsure brought about by the soclal
conquests of modernity. The emergence
of tourism in the twentieth century
Wwas undoubtedly another element
which, when combined with the above,
helped cement {tssuccess. The origins
of the exhibitions of contemporary

art, however, can be traced back to the
seventeenth century. According to
Francis Haskell, “there where exhi-
bitions of contemporary art in Italy
(usually because of a religious festivity)
aswell as In Paris (with the patronage
of the Academie Royale de Pelnture et
Sculpture).”? From the elghteenth cen-
tury to the early 1900s, the temporary
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exhibitlon gradually articulated Itself
as a discourse or a sclence of exhibition
installation that built new models for
constructing our gaze.

Nonetheless,when studying nine-
teenth century art, itisrare to find a
reading that goes any further than

the works themselves. Instead, it Is the
Individual pleces that were the focus
of study for museums and historians.
Quite often, In discourses bent on

the construction of art history with a
formalist bias, the object has been dis-
cussed without mention of the context
of its production or its first exhibition.
Critical histories such as those by Mar-
tha Ward bring to the fore the fact that
artists like Pissarro, Degas, Signac and
Seurat strove to break with a type of
exhibition design inherited from royal
collections, the so-called cluster hang-
ing, proposing not only a revolution in
the language of painting, but also in
the way of showing it.¢

One of the places where these tempo-
rary exhibitlons developed was the
museum. As studied by Tony Bennett
In one of the seminal essays on the
subject, the most significant precur-
sorsof the museumwere the cabinets
of curiosities or studioli, rooms which
contalned all manner of items, dat-
Ing from the Renalssance.® Accord-
Ing to Stephen Bann, this original
source shares some common ground
with displays of contemporary art in
museums.® Nonetheless, the museum
and the studioli remain fundamen-
tally different In that, In addition to
the public nature of the former, the
museum stored and studied the scl-
ences and the arts separately. Natural
sclences and fine arts museums were
created with the development of
Positivism throughout the nineteenth
century, and these disciplines gradu-
ally branched out and became more
specialized untllthey arrived, in the
case of fine arts museums, at a separa-

tlon between living and dead artists, as
documented by J. Pedro Lorente.” The
first instance of this development led
to the creation of the contemporary art
museum in the mold of the MoMA In
New York (1920). The MoMA created a
formula for exhibiting artworks that
would become, In the late 1930s and
early 1940s, the paradigm for tempo-
rary projects in the following decades,
neutralizing a portion of the creative
experlences that had been developing
in the fields of both art and “expog-
raphy,” and reducing the possibllities
of presentation to just one: the white
cube®

In parallel to the museum, temporary
exhibitions became the primary form
of presenting artworks and maintain-
ing the tenslon between the public and
the private, between the collective and
the Individual, and between academic
languages and new vernaculars in both
officlal spaces and those created by
dissldent artists throughout the nine-
teenth and twentleth centuries. These
tensions developed at the {ntersection
of civic, commercial and socfal milieus,
giving rise to formulas as disparate

as the experimental and alternative
exnhibition, the didactic museum and
the commercial gallery. These venues
acted asspaces for the cultural and
soclal legitimization of the mostin-
novative tendencies of the nineteenth
century, the avant-garde movements of
the first half of the twentleth century
and, later, of the 1960s and 1970s neo-
avant-gardes, while witnessing the
emergence of blockbuster ex hibitions.’

In this regard, an important biblio-
graphy has been produced over the last
thirty years, although there were some
precedents in the 1970s. This biblio-
graphy has had the task of cataloguing
andwriting the history of the exhibi-
tlons, which—because of the ephem-
eral nature of exhibitfons—had been
lost to oblivion when the goal of art
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history was to develop a history based
on autonomous objects and individual
artists. This bibllography {s still in the
making.!® Equally of note are mono-
graphs on the rise of other exhibition
formats, such as the Venice Blennale
(1893), Kassel's Documenta (1933) or
Manifesta (1996), whose mission Is to
show the latest movements and tenden-
cles Inartaswell asto explore new
curatorial models."

These new formats echoed the formu-
las of exhibition discoursesand art
communication that nelther remained
within the four walls of an enclosed
space nor paid heed to the demands

of contemplation. Although their
origins lle with the historical avant-
garde, from the 1960s onwards these
experiments {n exhibition formats
went through a period of effervescence
that {sstill ongoing today. Artists like
Robert Smithson and Danlel Buren,
among others, proposed presentation
formulas that rejected the museumand
the white cube, establishing Instead a
unity between production and exhibi-
tlon processes. With thelr alternatives,
they demonstrated that the presenta-
tlon formulas on which the work of art
was predicated were limiting.*

In point of fact, it wasin the 1960s and
19708 when the first historical recov-
ery of those immaterial or ephemeral
practices of the avant-garde were car-
ried out, and when artists won back

the political stances that marked the
early 1900s. It was also at that time

that critical theory began to question
the ideclogy of modernity, deeming it
restrictive. The understanding of the
public sphere as a social fabric Inwhich
it {s possible to Intervene, and the art
practiceswhose critical underpinnings
emanated from this understanding,
were inevitable outcomes of those ex pe-
riences of contact with a reallty beyond
the museum—experiences grouped to-
gether under the umbrella term of “In-

Isabel Tejeda Martin

stitutional critique.” After the rescaling
of this1ine of thought in the 1990s, the
emphasis shifted to a critical analysis
of the contex ts in which art is produced
and disseminated, resulting in other
formulas for exnibition writing that
could be {llustrated by Martha Rosler’s
projectIf You Lived Here.' The conclud-
Ing expresslons of thistrend led to the
assimilation of said practices by the
Institutions themselves.”® The language
of the exhibition was recast as “media-
tion,” and artistic stances began to de-
velop which do not renounce the public
sphere, but rather use the same media as
those existing in public space.'®

Atthe same time, we have witnessed an
assimilation of the discursive strate-
giesof the temporary exhibition, whose
multiple narratives reject the unified
model of museum collections, a model
that had become the paradigm of how
to exhibit art In the twentieth century.
Gradually, the chronological discourse
coupled with a formalist reading of
contemporary artworks, as system-
atized by Alfred Barr at the MoMA,

has been replaced by cursory thematic
and diachronic plots. With the sup-
port of textual devices, the Intention of
these ex hibitions Is to generate a less
contemplative gaze In what we could
call the formula of the permanent-
collection-as-temporary-ex hibition.
This formula was tentatively rehearsed
In the first presentation of the Tate
Modern collections, followed, for some
time now, by other museums including
the MoM A and the Centre Pompidou.”
Other experiments in exhibition mod-
els have consisted in offering artists
the opportunity to create their own
hangings based on the mussum’s hold-
Ings. Joseph Beuys did It {in Darmstadt,
Christian Boltanskl in Baden-Baden
and Paris, Joseph Kosuth in Vienna and
Hans Haacke in Rotterdam '

On another note, until around a
decade ago, museographic bibllogra-
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phy largely consisted of a practical
handbook listing tools and analyz-

Ing exhibition techniques from the
perspective of the visual qualities

of the works and thelr conservation.
Such bibliographies barely broached
critical discourse about how art history
should be told and how the exhibition
mediates between the spectator and the
work, a question addressed by Victoria
Newhouse.” Space Is never neutral;
nelther are exhibition mechanisms.

If Malraux posited that photography
assimilated objects from different
cultures into modernist aesthetics,ona
practical level, the elements making up
the exhibition grammar do exactly the
same thing.2° Stepping into the arena
of what makes an exhibition and how it
conveys meaning has been the subject
of my ow n study.?* As analyzed by
Nicholas Serota, one of the keys to cu-
ratorlal practice lles at the level of the
Intervention of its formulas—Iin other
words, whether one opts for offering
experlence, understood as contempla-
tion In an essentialist presentation, or
whether one proposes a possible inter-
pretation.? Although, as Thomas West
maintained In an inexhaustible special
issue of Cahiers du MNAM about the
artwork and {ts Installation, “setting up
[an exnhibition] is, above all, an act of
interpretation.”* g
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