
In memoriam Richard Hamilton (1922-2011)

A museum is the sum of many activities, material and 
intellectual, individual and collective, that transform 
initiatives and events into elements for the common 
good. Two of the main material pillars of the Museu 
d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA) are, 
on the one hand, its physical location in the Plaça 
dels Àngels, with the Meier building as its principal 
protagonist, and, on the other, its collections of 
artworks and documentation. A contemporary art 
collection dedicated to the public interest must be 
fed constantly: it is never finished, never runs out 
and is forever imperfect. The exhibition Desires and 
Necessities presents MACBA’s new acquisitions made 
over the past three years, together with works that 
already belonged to MACBA. It is therefore an example 
of consistency and continuity in the augmentation of 
the Museum’s heritage.

In the past six years, the exhibitions of the MACBA 
Collection have been organised around specific 
narrations or concrete scenarios. Time as Matter, 
2009, investigated the transformation of time as a 
condition for human perception into raw material 
for artistic creation; The Modern and the Present, 2011, 
began with the aesthetic consolidation of modernity 
in our country, while investigating its subsequent 
developments and contrasts, both locally and 
internationally; Volume, 2011–12, revealed a facet of 
the dematerialisation of the art of our time, from the 
physical volume of sculpture to the sound volume of 
the human voice; Critical Episodes, 2012–13, questioned 

the various meanings of the concept of crisis for 
several generations of artists and artistic languages; 
and The Immaterial Legacy, 2014–15, explored the 
cultural confrontations and moments of rupture 
in artistic practice at the end of the seventies and 
throughout the eighties. In part, Desires and Necessities 
represents a break with this tradition by focusing on 
groups of works, scenarios that are not necessarily 
interconnected. In this sense, Desires and Necessities 
brings closure to a chapter in the life of the Museum 
and its collection, while proposing ways to evolve in 
the future.

What is contemporary? This question has often 
arisen in the past ten years, leading to an extensive 
bibliography and numerous discussions. The present, 
which has been exulted by the mass media and 
celebrated by auction houses as a privileged place 
for business, seems to erase the role of history and 
places the recent past in the uncomfortable position 
of having no value. And the museum has traditionally 
been seen as a place for assessment, artistic judgment, 
hierarchies, and even exclusion, all of them terms that 
hold little attraction today. MACBA has been a large 
laboratory for holding to question many received 
ideas and established conventions, and for proposing 
perspectives of perception and appreciation regarding 
that which is ours and which we share with others.

All art was contemporary once. The categorising of 
artistic practices throughout history arose from a 
relationship of patronage between artists and those 
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in power. Since the nineteenth century, and especially 
during the second half of the twentieth, artists sought 
other ways of conveying their messages, of situating 
them in the world. New transmission channels with 
the public, massive and anonymous, were created in 
the form of museums of modern art and, from the 
seventies, of contemporary art. So what we now call 
contemporary art has a history of barely a hundred 
years and museums that are dedicated to it, just over 
half a century. Contemporary art museums are mostly 
institutions that beat at the heart of the modern city 
and are defined precisely by this urban character. 
They are like libraries that make available to the user 
the experience of learning and pleasure, of excitement 
and exchange with others, around the things that 
constitute art.

MACBA’s identity is based on the breaks and 
innovations of the second half of the twentieth 
century, reprised by the contemporary avant-gardes, 
while presenting a reading of their evolution to this 
day. Far from institutionalising art and inhibiting 
its capacity for change, MACBA has embraced its 
conditions of instability and the constant reinvention 
of its values; it does not defend a static definition 
of beauty, preferring to set works and bodies in the 
context of perpetual motion. Because, contrary to 
the traditional idea of the museum, a contemporary 
art museum should not produce stable canons. The 
art of our time is alive and changing rapidly, just as 
the world and its inhabitants are changing. Each 
generation, including our own, needs to rewrite the 
narratives that keep us in touch with the past and 
allow us to imagine the future.

As a museum, MACBA is uniquely placed to read the 
transition of the twentieth century into the twenty-
first, and to innovate from the perspective of a living 
laboratory. Removed from the convention of the 
encyclopaedic museum, which offers a chronological 
reading of history – as if art evolved linearly –, MACBA 
has built a tradition of its own. When the concept 
of contemporary ceases to be explained by ‘isms’, 
trends and movements, it seems that we no longer 
need to ask what is contemporary art or what is it 
for. As some authors who have recently been asking 
the same questions would say, ‘nobody is proud to be 
“contemporary”, but nobody is ashamed of it either’.1

Although the new acquisitions respond to lines of 
interest developed over the last six years, this is an 

exhibition that is consistent with the tradition of the 
Museum. A collection is a slow-cooking dish. The 
MACBA Collection feeds largely on the programme of 
temporary exhibitions at the Museum, through which 
a first level of coherence is established. An artist 
connects us with another artist; one work leads to 
another work. There are invisible threads that weave 
tradition and rupture, perseverance and sudden 
innovation, repetition and invention. This exhibition 
wants to be radical in order to open doors, arouse new 
interests, put forward other grammars and areas of 
experience that distinguish MACBA and Barcelona as 
leaders in aesthetic and discursive production and in 
the arts.

Desires and Necessities revolves around a series of 
chapters that cover a wide chronological range 
from the beginning of the 1950s until today. The 
MACBA Collection has embraced works with very 
different characteristics: from attention to our 
‘classics’ of contemporary art – the abstract painting 
of the fifties and sixties, wherein must be placed the 
work by Esteban Vicente, and the rational and non-
expressionist abstraction, inspired by mathematics 
and Minimalism, of the works by Esther Ferrer and 
Néstor Sanmiguel – to significant works by artists 
who are central to the discourse constructed by the 
Museum during recent decades, such as Richard 
Hamilton and John Baldessari. Equal importance has 
been given to younger local artists, such as Mireia 
Sallarès and Patricia Dauder, and established artists 
such as Dora García and Francesc Abad. The creativity 
of North Africa and the Middle East opens doors to 
works by artists such as Younès Rahmoun, Sigalit 
Landau and Walid Raad.

1 Aranda, J.; Kuan Wood, B.; Vidockle, A. (Eds), ‘What is Contemporary Art? An Introduction’. 
In: What is Contemporary Art?, E-flux journal: Sternberg Press, New York, 2010. p. 6. 
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The fascination that the effectiveness and elegance 
of scientific innovation exerted on modern art 
is well reflected in the conjunction of works by 
Richard Hamilton and João Maria Gusmão + Pedro 
Paiva, albeit distant in both time and aesthetics.

The access of people to employment has 
undergone profound changes over the past ten 
years. Job insecurity, low wages and the fragility 
of the continuity of contracts turns the idea of full 
employment or ‘a job for life’ into a thing of the past. 
Recently incorporated into the Collection, today’s 
artists illustrate various aspects of the social and 
cultural changes that the global economy imprints 
on our society. Octavi Comeron and Marc Pataut 
reflect on the centrality that the automobile industry 
has had on our economies and how certain forms of 
work can only be documented as evolving rituals or 
production systems of the past.

John Baldessari is one of the most influential living 
artists of our time. Teacher to several generations 
of artists, Baldessari is the author of a monumental 
installation made in 1989 on the occasion of his 
first exhibition in Spain. Inspired by the work of 
Francisco de Goya, Baldessari updates the notions 
of the absurd that typify our relationship with 
objects, images and values. Alongside Baldessari, 
we reencounter a series of ‘classic’ MACBA artists, 
such as Marcel Broodthaers, Öyvind Fahlström, Joan 
Brossa and Dieter Roth, who make up an aesthetic 
universe that identifies our Museum: the avant-garde 
of the second half of the twentieth century redefined 
the way art was made and how we perceived it.

One of the conditions of the art of all times is its 
confrontation with history, with the processes 
by which events assume collective meaning. The 
process of erecting monuments, landmarks with 
which events are recorded in the landscape, are 
usually determined by the powers that govern us. 
Artists, often in the service of power, but also intent 
on the erosion of that power, can read the codes 
of its formation and establish the mechanisms of 
its deconstruction or, simply, obsolescence. Thus, 
the Lebanese artist Ali Cherri proposes a media 
collage that appears indicative of the fate of the 
current dynasty in Syria. Through a found object, 
the Algerian Oussama Tabti has constructed a 
device that allows the representation of a period in 
the recent history of his country that has been an 
absolute taboo: the years of terrorism/civil war from 
the coup d’état of 1992 until 1999.

Daniela Ortiz + Xose Quiroga propose a journey 
through the streets of Barcelona to identify the 
monuments and buildings that celebrate our city’s 
colonial history and its associations with slavery. The 
Egyptian artist Iman Issa deconstructs monuments 
that commemorate unknown people and which 
have become abstract categories. The Lebanese artist 
Walid Raad presents a fragment of the long-term 
project Scratching on Things I Could Disavow: Index 
XXVI _ Red, which questions the absence of a written 
history of modern art in the Arab world, turning 
artists into ghosts floating in time and space as if 
they were products of an hallucination.

The role of photography in contemporary art 
is absolutely central, from the perspective of its 
conceptual and material diversity. Allan Sekula is 
one of the most important and influential authors 
of the second half of the twentieth century. Shortly 
before the artist’s death in 2013, MACBA acquired 
a key work in his career that addresses the unusual 
relationship between landscape (site), people, history 
and politics. In this same context, Jorge Ribalta 
addresses the social rituals of the recent history of 
Barcelona in relation to the historical categories of 
art, and in so doing reveals the invisible tensions.

The title of this presentation of the MACBA 
Collection is inspired by Some Objects of Desire, the 
work of Lawrence Weiner that has presided over 
the atrium of the Meier building since 2009. This 
space is beginning to function as a porch or portico 
between 
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the Museum and the Plaça dels Àngels and will soon 
become one of the most urban museums. Weiner’s 
work acts as a warning that invites us to play down 
the values we accord to property, the fragility of life 
and everything around us, when we are subjected to 
the effects of the ‘greater forces’ that seem to act upon 
our world.

Desires and Necessities is dedicated to the memory of 
Richard Hamilton, one of the most important artists 
to the understanding of art in the twentieth century, 
and probably a large part of the present century. 
Hamilton was the originator of the term ‘Pop’ in 
the mid-fifties. A friend of Catalonia, he spent long 
periods in Cadaqués, where, through his friendship 
with Marcel Duchamp and Lanfranco Bombelli, he 
attracted many members of the international avant-
garde to our country, and thus created a bond with 
the artists of the local scene. 

Bartomeu Marí
Director of MACBA and curator of the exhibition

Information about the Collection 
and the ‘MACBA through’ app
Download and experience 
MACBA in a different way with 
our new augmented reality app. It 
includes information on Museum 
exhibitions, calendar of activities 
and multimedia elements on some 
of the MACBA Collection works. 
We also invite you to discover  
MACBA through walls. When 
you find the eye-shaped icon, 
scan them, and let’s see what 
happens.

Download the app
here or at
www.macba.cat/app.

The voices of the artists from 
the MACBA Collection at Radio 
Web MACBA
FONS ÀUDIO series gives voice 
to works from the Collection 
featuring conversations with 
artists. For this presentation, 
we offer a special selection of 
programmes that you can listen 
here:

rwm.macba.cat/en

Information on the activities 
related to the exhibition at
www.macba.cat. 

Daily guided tours 
(included in the admission price)
For times and languages please 
consult www.macba.cat.

Opening times
Weekdays, 11 am to 7.30 pm
(from 25 June to 24 Septembrer, 
until 8 pm)
Saturdays, 10 am to 9 pm 
Sundays and public holidays,
10 am to 3 pm
Closed Tuesdays, except public 
holidays
Open Mondays

Exhibition organised and produced 
by the Museu d’Art Contemporani 
de Barcelona (MACBA).
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