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Thc Exhibitionist

ON TIIE VAI.,UE OF
A HISTORY OF EXHIBITIONS

In her intrrduction to llaroLt Saenmn: Inditidual MeLbAlog, the curator and
art historian l lorence Deried. asserts, "It is now widely accept€d that the a
history of thc sccond half of the twcntieth c€ntury is no longer a history of
artworks, but a history of exhibitions."r Aliculaled in thc pagcs of one of .he
most visible publications in a wave of reccnt scholarship around Szeemann,
such wide acceptancc has bccomc increasingly had to dispute.') Onc nccd
orrJy tale in rh, In'qu, nr r,.raging in insriturions ol hislod.:rl cMib;rion.
(A.tists Space's 2001 "fragrnentary re-creation" oi Douglas Crimp\ 1977

exhibition Acarer is a signal exarirple);t the establishmcnt and prolifera-
rion of counes dnured 16 rhi. hi.rory in r umrorial rraining progrdms rnd
universitics; a ncw pitch in academic study of the history of art away from
monographic studies ard toward essays on cxhibitions; and a raft of new
publications, lrom the modest to dre monumcntal

Sca.nning my bookshe[ ongside Harald Saenann: Indtuidual Mettodalagy

sits the 2007 catalogue raisoDni of Szeemannt exlibitions titlcd Aalaa S?r-
mana with b t"lnaugh bualtse tnuartu deqit : Catabgut aJ All hhibinons 1957 2005;
Bruce Altshuler\ ,tabn l, BieMial: t:thibitons Ttut Mdtu Aft Hi,tnry\ l863 1959,
of which the lirst volume emc.ged in 2008; Harrs Uirich Obrist's 2008 col-
lection of intcwicws with individual curators, ,4 lhid Hitcrl oJ Cmtine: a;:'d
A{ierallt inaugural volume (pubJished in 2010) of a serics of cxhibition his-
tories, beginning with Christian Rattemeyer's ErtiDiting tlu Np Art: Op lrsse
Shroetm ant Whm luihdrs Bennc Fam, 1969. Their bibJiographies reveal that
this ncw prcoccupation emerycs largely from Eurcpean publishing houscs;

Harald Szeemannt name, threaded thmugh their pages, makcs it hard to dis-
ringuish this new arta of historical study from the hagiograph)' of one man.
I-eave aside that thjs consolidation o{ rcputation has occurred around l/,ea
Attitudz' P'enm Frm (1968), an exhibition that, unlile his l^tet ti.o Badular

Machins (197 5J, Monte Veriti \1978), and Der Hang .u,n Gesanttunsht)etk l9a3;
might not actually guarartee suc-h claims lbr Lristorica.l imponance.r Pile on
compilations dealing with cul?tiog morc generallv, which sometimes embark
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Resrionse II

on historica.l studies of this kind, a-nd whose value varies liom onc author to
th.e 

^ext'. 
ThinkingAbaut Exhibitiow (1996),,44aJ Mo*es a Gredt Exhibitio ? (2007),

GffatinS Subiscts (200\, rhe Binrial Rzano (2010), et cetera. Five years ago this
shelf would ha\'r been spa$ely populated indeed; now itsjoints creak under
the weight.

Yet wide acceptance of an a.ssertion does not dbmonstrate its veracity, or
€xplai; dre reasons such a momentous shift may have occurred, or orplore its
implications lcrr the mFiad objects, institutions, n:lationships, and excbanges

that ma.ke up the field of contemporary art and exhibitions. l\&icJr is simply
tosay that the work of critical thinking on this momentous 'lurn" in the study
of art remains befor€ us. So, what gives? One might see dris de.wlopment ds

pan and parceJ ol a cuJrur. newl) anenriv. to ernai',nd supplem.nr" ol all
kinds, for arample the current lad in music for bonus haclis! or in movies for
ma.Ling-of documentaries and comm€ntaies. Folowing this line of thinling
the history of exhibitions might be merely a secondary effect of a.rl acadcmic,
institutional, and pam-institutional discourse about art, in dcsperat€ pursuit
of "added r,alues" of its own (followed in quick succession with "education"
or some such, ad infinitum).'

As my introductory quote suggestsJ though, this ambiguous surplus is
now dreaming of hegemony A sustained analysis oI institutions of art (muse-

ums and galteries) whichpost-Althusscrian inquiry still largcly sawitself as a

supplenie to the history of art-has given way something more triumphant,
autonomous, and ccnt"l, but as yet more diflicult to pin down: a history of
exhibitions.6 One might obiect that such a history would be a contradiction in
rerms. lor ut r oune ex}ibirions havc been one priman infi.rsmrr rure or ap-
paratus in modemiq/ for producing and mediating historical knowledge: That
such infrastructures have themseh,'es become cornmon objects of historical
attention in the academy (say, th€ history of history)will not completcly dispel
a suspicion that this is in some fatal way a meta-convcnationJ acad€mic in the

It wil already be evidcnt from IIry tide that I don't frilly agree with this
assessment. One of the Strcngths of historica.l inquiry is to make such m€diat-
ing frameworks contingent and visible as one possibility among othen not
iust to o.?lain but to daaturd the present. And indeed it turns out that axhibi-
tions are not sonie incl]-able inftastructure at a.ll, but that they are something
historical. They appeared at a particular moment, desigred to answer a c€r-
tain set of specilic historica.l conditions. Forms of display go very deep into
human social behavior, from thc disptay of medie.val relics to cave paintings
and beyond, ttut the "exhibition" as such wirs invented in the Er ightenment
in Westcin Europc, as a new form of pubJicness for a new sort oF audience.
Listen, for example, to.the [iench painterJacqucs-Iouis David, who argued
lor this new public format in a pamphlet published on the occasion of his
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1799 exhibition at the National Palace of thc Scicnces and the Arts I hope
the reader wil foryive me for quoting at length):

tbr a painicr thc cutom of Ghibiting hh wo*s bclbrc fte exs of lis fctlow cinans, in
relurn for which they maltc individual payncnt, is ro1new....In ou. own time tis cus

tom of shoviry tre arls to rh. public ;s pEctic.d in E.gland ard is c.lbd rrirnrta. Thc
pictdes of the dealh ot Ceneral Wolf and of lord Chathm, painted by our conlcm-
porary Fenjminl Wesq dd shown by him, wor him imrlense sums. 1'he custom ol'

e{hibition existed lons befoft lhis, and wd intrduced in the l*l century b'y [Anrhonyl
Va. Drlq the public cme in cowds to admir his wor\ he gained by lhis neds a

consid$able lortune. k this not e idea d j6t a it is witr' which brins n) arr the neds
ol rxisting ior itsclt of suppo.ting its€f by its om Bources, thus to enjoy the nob]e in
dependence suiad to $niu, without which the tue that inspifts it is s@n *:tinsuished?

Or lhe o6cr hand, coutd drere be a more dignmed ad honorable meds of aaining d

shar ol the lruit ol his labors ftan for an anist to submn his wo*s to thejudgnent of
lhe public and !o awair thc recompenrc that they wll wish to m2-ke him. r his mrk is

medioN, public opinion wnl son octc outjusli€ 1o it. The author, ac{uning ncith.r

slory nor matedal Iw{d, rvodd learn by had experience sa}s ol mending hj.s tulb
ad capturing the attention of the spectatoB by more happy conceptiorN.l

This is soon after the "cclestial-infcrna] evcnts" of thc French Revolution and
the Reign of Terror.s David, called by some the "Robespierre of dre brush,"
had been imprisoned for his enthusiastic involvement as a prop€andist and
pagcant Il1aster in the radicalJacobin government.'g The artwork he planned
Io sho'N, The Intrtation aJ tlu Sabine Wma\ was his 6rst major work aft€r his

release. In the new Republican Fnnce, he cor d no longer count on th€ pa-

tronage ol the church (he d repudiated it), the Royal Academy (as a member
of the Directomte, he'd liquidated it; the exhibition was in its former ha11),

or thc aristocracy (whosc executions he? wihessed and supported). "Exhibi-
tion" was caled up to arswer his predicament as a new citizen of the Repub-
lic: For whom was his art now intended? And a connected question: How can

an aftist suppoft himself in these unfamiliar circumstanccs?

For the Classicist paint€r, a[ things led inexorably to the example of
Greecr. David quotes Abb6 Jean-Jacques Bath6lemy's Vqdse du jalnN Anar
riarsr (1787), whicl referred to a "habit of public e'ihibition of paintings"
among the Greeks. More proximate c:amples are the bourgeois exhibiting
societies founded by artists in England in dre l8th century: the Society of
Ars, Manulactures and Commerce, out of which developed the Society of
Artists of Grcat Bitain, and then the dissident l-ree Society of Artists. fheir
fractious dealings later ted to the fbund;ng of thc Ropl Academy of Arts in
London.) These societies imagined the'n "new practice" of temporary public
o<hibitions as both educationa.l and entrepreneurial an enterprise ihat early
on camc to includc charging a shilling at the door.ro 'fhis new mode1, David
implorcs, "bdngs to aft thc mcans of existing fo. its€4 of suppofiing itse]f
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Response II

by its o*.n resourrs, thus to enjoy the noble independence suired to genius."
And indced the painter's ambitions were realizcd. This exhibition earned him
acc.laim arrd his own "corsiderable fortune."

I,et me surn up. Fi$t, I would argue thar "the exhibition" as such has a
history and this is when it bcgan not, as Deieux minrains, in the second
half of the 20th century though her periodization suggesrs that radical shifts
in the practice of al1 in this moment emphasized rhe importance of mapping
this history.'i And second, that the history of axt is unintelligible without such
a considemtion of the artwork's pubtc life, as h ercafter nsd;atedby thc drearts
and practicalities of exhibition making Alr€ady, rhen, we scc the peculiar
combination of public virtuc and marketplace ambitioff native to exhibition
making: So too does there appear, even in this ea y moment, th€ exhibition's
task of calling its public into being (far too oftcn it's imagined $e othcr way
around). David plac€d his faith in constituencies among rhe emer€ent bour-
geoisie who might, or might not, suppot and legitimate his work "If his work
is mediocre, pubJic opinion will soon mete outjustice to it." Iar from being
taken lor granted, this new constituency had to be seduced, or pe.suaded
(this was the evident aim of David's pamphlet), whicl predicts the sofis of
arlxiety and consternation about the dangers of publicjudgmenr rhat haunt
contemporary pra.Lice s ol exhibition making and art malringlor Catherine
David no less thanJacques-Inuis.r? Not lbr nothing did some among the 20th
century a\"ant-gard€s flee into obscuity privairy, or bohemia.'3

The crucial task of a history of exhibirions, th€nJ would be ro attcnd to
this pafiicula.r constellation a desired autonom)a the social situation ol the
artist, institutions, the market, and the public as they assumcd new relation-
ships over timq in :rnd through practicc.

Of course, no one would care if the work at the center of this array had
not itself been worth looking at if David's sense of his audience, and the
situation of his paintinds public liG, had not translormed thc,6l.z of the work
itsetl lrom its sca.l€ and pictorial organization to its fcF"'id h)?erealism to the
costumes of i$ women. As Ewa Lajer-Burcharth has amply dcmonstrated,
thc work ma-Les no sense without knowing the conditions of its cxhibition.La
But the reverse is tlue as well. Severed fmm an account of ihe painting,
David\ attenuated situating and inventing would not count for much, and
would lade into mere maneuvering and publicity

What, then, is to be the ralue of an ascendant history of cfibitions, as

somchovt disLin.r liom a hisrory of arnrorlr.,Spcaling es an al hisrorianJ
I find D€derly's distinction overstated: The h;tory of art is the history of
exhibitions, a-rd vice versa. But in my expericnce, too muci ol rle wiiting in
the emerging subfield and I am not excluding r,tu Exhibilon;:t .and my ow.tt

elforts rtops shot at precisely the momenr of ru.ning to th€ worls at hand;
a phobia of artworks seerns to be the cost of a fetishizatio4 oa exhibitions.
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The Exhibitio*t

Which is to say that this rmiting, whaterrr its value, too often demus ftom the
work of building (to quote dre art historian TJ. Clark) "the connecting links
between artistic form, the available ryrtems of visual rcprcsentation, the cur-
rent theories of axt, otler ideologies, social classes, and morc general hrstorical
sauctur:es and pmcesses."'5It politely refrains ftom attending to the historical ,
mediations between these different sphercs, (x providing a.n "account of their
change and ambiguity."t6 If our contempomry fixation on exhibitioru hopes

to he something more than anecdote, con{essiotr, half-encrypted publiciqa or
half-abstracted meta-discourse-tat is, if it aspires to become a history-
then dese wil be dre tasks belore us.
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