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Thoughts on a few of the artists whose work is contained
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Prologue

The raison d’être of a public institution is to ensure the availability and visibility of public
goods for the general public. Its mission is to create an environment that at all times 
facilitates judgements to be made by and for large audiences. One central feature of the
history and essence of art collecting is the fact that private collectors make idiosyncratic
choices: that they collect both good and bad art. Accordingly, it is one central responsi-
bility of the guardians of public collections to instruct the public and to guide it in its
assessment of works of art. That means, first and foremost, drawing an important dis-
tinction: on the one hand one has the immensity of today’s art production – whose 
existence increasingly parallels with the phenomenon of luxury goods – while on the other
hand one must consider the phenomenon of real artistic accomplishments – creative
works that truly shape our culture. When a private collector cooperates with a public
museum, he or she should be in a position to trust the public museum as a space in
which culture is created. These days many private collectors can afford purchases that
are beyond the means of public institutions. In contrast to the mass of private collectors
in today’s world, no public institution can avoid the need to create memory. Nor can we
allow the formation of subjects to metamorphose into an object experience centred on
return on investment. The public museum must be an art-historical as well as social
pharmakon and not simply a supplement to the private museum. 

Andrea Fraser questions the institution of art

There is no other artist I know of who addresses the violent tensions between the private
and public interests of art – tensions which contemporary artists and curators experience
on a daily basis – so lucidly, precisely and openly as Andrea Fraser. She creates intricate,
theatrical live and recorded performances, but also complex lectures as well as producing
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long, heavily footnoted essays sometimes containing even diagrams, grappling with the
contradictory position of the critical artist and with the contradictions within critical
discourse on art. In her oeuvre, Andrea Fraser ‘shows and tells’ what most actors in
today’s global world of contemporary art can only dare to speculate on or gossip about
during the endless parties in which the celebration of art is lauded, namely the ambiva-
lence within her own autonomy as an artist, and thus the personal, physical and sexual
freedom associated with the pursuit of an artistic career.
Indeed, in its structural internal plurality, the modern public museum instigates 

an expanded pattern of cultural representation that goes well beyond the possibilities
of political representation. At least until recently, most visitors to public museums
tended not to perceive works of art primarily as commercial objects, but rather as the
expressions of a particular cultured individual or of a culture as a whole. It remains 
the mission and duty of public museums to help audiences to understand the objects
entrusted to them.

Are Fischli & Weiss ‘normal’?

Theoretician on Pop culture, Diedrich Diederichsen, calls this process Mehrwert (added
value). One can speak of artistic added value whenever one needs to justify either a par-
ticular effort expended by an artist or indeed any effort expended in relation to a 
particular work of art. Mostly, though, artistic added value comes up in conversation
when subjects take a look at their expenditure from an economic point of view, asking
whether it is worthwhile to take on the expensive and time-consuming process of 
reception of a body of art. For art, however, artistic added value is not a bonus, but a
conditio sine qua non. The term ‘artistic added value’ is used to describe the fact that 
a body of art is of some use – that it is legitimate or must yield up something, despite
the fact that its meaning consists in precisely the property that it is of no use.
A good example of this sort of manifoldness and displacement – or shall we say an

unexpected extension of the concept of artistic added value – is provided by the work
of Swiss artistic duo, Fischli & Weiss. The work of the two artists addresses the great
themes of our everyday life, including leisure time, the working world, travel, loci of
desire for the man in the street, etc. – it deals, in short, with normality. Fischli & Weiss
create their art, which covers all aspects of life and all areas of human interest, with
great humour and poetic understatement. They assemble an encyclopaedia of the temp-
tations and desires typical of present times, an encyclopaedia that looks as if it were a
set of classifications conforming to some scientific principle, but yet one that has no 
intention of researching or proving anything outside the legitimation discourses 
surrounding the idea of artistic added value. Their work includes difficult-to-grasp 
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ambiguities that only fully come to light in a public institution that is willing to grapple
with these discourses through presenting exhibitions, making connections with other
works of art, engaging in mediation and organising events. The question that Fischli 
& Weiss are constantly asking is not ‘What is art?’ but instead ‘When is art?’. Such work
only achieves artistic added value through art being of some use, being legitimate and
showing that legitimacy, despite the fact that its meaning consists precisely in the fact
that it is of no use.
At the same time, Fischli & Weiss invite us to become conscious that we cannot live

the way we would like to imagine ourselves living. The way we actually live is imperfect
and beset with contradictions and failures. The unformed or the shape which emerges
both from the impulse to make a beautiful form and from the necessity to show the 
failure to achieve: that is what we refer to when we talk about the grotesque.

Ulrike Ottinger and artists who explore theatricality

In this connection, Ulrike Ottinger’s oeuvre functions like the allegories that Pieter
Bruegel depicted. Both Bruegel’s and Ottinger’s figures and groups of figures show a
compositional straightforwardness in space and time, yet their outlines contain oddly
shaped event structures. Bruegel’s and Ottinger’s scenes are like a kind of scientific re-
flection on the notion of the grotesque, making them completely at odds with the realism
of other photographers or film-makers who deal with the grotesque. 
One of the oldest forms of theatre is the staging of processions with stops, or stations,

along a route in which an organised group of people can be seen moving along that route
in formal or ceremonial, sometimes carnivalesque manner. What literary theorist Mikhail
Bakhtin means by the term ‘carnivalesque’ are moments within collective activity in
which traditional figures are transformed, hierarchies are stood on their head, and con-
tradictions are intermingled with one another in a burlesque of bizarre movement, cos-
tumes, and props. ‘The term is deeply connected with mankind’s earliest experiences’
says Ottinger, who likes to refer to her film as Stationen-Kino (station cinema).
For Bakhtin the ‘grotesque’ indicates ‘a new way of approaching everyday life’ and he

goes on to define it as a ‘reduction in or downgrading of the ideal’. Grotesque beings
were originally only permitted to appear at the margins of what would normally be con-
sidered normal or canonical. But this marginalisation had ended by the beginning of
the twentieth century. The grotesque then took its place at the centre of modern art. At
the start of the twentieth century the grotesque was dominated by sexual innuendo.
Sexuality appeared to typify precisely the sort of broken, hybrid character which the
grotesque will generally tend to conjure up. Nevertheless, ugliness still played a central
role in any examination of the grotesque. But whatever is ugly about the grotesque 
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cannot be portrayed as a simple opposite, as is the case for sincerity, truth or the omni -
potence of beauty. Ugliness is an impediment and it is for this reason that it is ugly. And
as an impediment it glares at us reprovingly. But we can protect ourselves from it. 
Instead of trying to overcome an impediment, something ugly, we can experience a
furtive joy out of accepting it.
In her films and photographs, Ottinger speaks of ‘shapelessness as an insightful 

commentary on ideal forms and vice versa’, illustrating what she means graphically. In
Freak Orlando (), dwarves and giants, two-headed beasts and women sawn in two
are the main protagonists in a cosmos of real and imaginary beings, all of whom enjoy
the same status. All such theatrical alienation elicits suppressed laughter. In contempo-
rary art since then, a certain opposing trend in theatrical fantasy has made an appearance
on the map, one that has a connection with the alienating effects of the work of Bertolt
Brecht, with its return to pre-modern magic, as Antonin Artaud put it, in championing
the phenomenon. 
And indeed, Ulrike Ottinger and James Coleman’s films and photographic tableaux

remind one of a theatrical imitation of painted art. Pragmatically speaking, photography
emerged from the aesthetic of theatre. Not only did many of its inventors and practi-
tioners come out of the world of theatre, as an artistic medium it also harks back to the
discipline of theatrical stagecraft. Benjamin H.D. Buchloh has analysed the phobische
Verbot (or ‘phobic prohibition’) on theatricality with reference to the work of James
Coleman: ‘the declared enemies of modernism … remained constant all through the
twentieth century: the historical narrative, figurative representation, theatrical enact-
ment – in other words all conventions governing representation and figuration that
painted art had, up until then, shared with the other art forms, and in particular with
theatre and literature.’ Where Coleman distinguishes his work from performance art is
that he shifts from the rather shallow pragmatism of visual art to the complex organisa-
tional and language forms of the theatre and the cinema.
The ‘cinema’ of Ottinger and Coleman is not an imitation of cinema, but a form of

unstable cinema: it fragments, it breaks, exceeds its traditional limits, leaves the screen
and contaminates the world of both contemporary art and the cinema as we know it, 
located in between fine arts and the media.

Chantal Akerman and ‘other’ cinema

In , I conducted an interview with the late Chantal Akerman for my television-
documentary Still/A Novel (VPRO, Hilversum, ), dealing with the question: ‘Did
the cinema die too early or too late?’ Twenty years later, Akerman’s response to my ques-
tion ‘Is cinema slowly coming to an end?’ is still valid. Her words say a lot about how
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she felt about her beloved medium. But also about the excursions into the field of visual
art which she and many of her colleagues have been undertaking – think of Harun
Farocki or Aleksandr Sokurov. 
Chantal Akerman: ‘The excursions that I make are just like children’s games: if you

lose, you don’t get punished, and if you win, it’s like a party. And even though it makes
little or no money, it still doesn’t do any harm. On the contrary: you don’t have to bother
with major production costs or poor ticket sales. In the world of cinema, money is all
that matters. In a museum or when you are writing, you don’t have to constantly think
about money… These installations in museums and exhibitions don’t immediately need
to raise money. I can always do different things. When I receive an invitation to do some-
thing, I can simply say yes or no. And we’ll see what happens, and when it happens. And
of course there is the intense pleasure of the “first time”.’
Just as with the oeuvre of Chantal Akerman, the work of film-maker and film theoreti-

cian, the late Harun Farocki, has become increasingly visible in art institutions and even
art galleries over the last twenty years, often in the form of installations. In international
film circles, Harun Farocki had already been widely recognised as a ‘Film Auteur’. 
However, Farocki wanted his work to be made and to be seen, so he felt obliged to expand
his horizons along with his tools. After all, hadn’t his credo always been Die Bilder sichtbar
machen (Make the pictures visible)? The many reactions on the significance of Harun
Farocki’s oeuvre remind us how in recent years the documentary genre in cinema, but
also in general, become popular with larger and more diverse audiences – just think of
the photographic and textual oeuvre of Allan Sekula for example. But how will we want
to remember Harun Farocki: as a film-maker or as a visual artist? It doesn’t matter! These
days we are no longer able to speak about contemporary art as we did before. There are
so many more locations and forms of contemporary art than ever before. What is for sure
is that the ability of art to shock and to separate properties and traditions of the classic
avant-gardes, is now under question. Instead, we now live the art of ‘we’– of the ability
to connect –, and due to rapid change in both the material and immaterial character of
art objects, the limits or boundaries to our collections are constantly evolving. 

Bruce Nauman keeps taking things apart

Dan Graham and Bruce Nauman are trailblazers in this recent history of art. They have
turned the visual arts on their head in the same way as John Cage has with music, Samuel
Beckett with literature and Ludwig Wittgenstein with philosophy. They are both im-
measurably influential cross-disciplinary pioneers whose work extends from perform-
ance art, through video, to installation art and sculpture. They are among the most
eclectic makers of artwork of the last fifty years. It is thus not at all surprising that 
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Europeans have right from the beginning found it easier to access their productions
than those of their more pragmatically oriented American colleagues.
I conducted interviews with Graham and Nauman in the mid-eighties. These talks

were recorded on video and are still being published in a wide variety of print publica-
tions. In contrast to the ‘communicator’ Dan Graham, the more reserved Bruce Nauman
has tended to avoid interviews all through his career. He granted me one, however, in
the Kunsthalle Basel in . During our talk (titled ‘Keep taking it apart’) he explained
his renewed interest in video. In Basel, Nauman exhibited his new video installation
Good Boy Bad Boy (), in which a man and a woman – both professional actors – sit
opposite one another alternately praising and insulting each other. Prominent Belgian
collector Anton Herbert said at that time: ‘Video is for the young; older people collect
Nauman’s drawings and sculptures.’

CD: ‘In the winter of –’, your biography informs us: ‘Bruce Nauman is very
busy making videotapes.’
BN: Yes, I made twelve tapes, I think.
CD: Didn’t you have any problems with the ‘milky images’ of the black-and-white
video porter pack?
BN: Well, it seemed okay for the work I was doing. You just have to think in terms of
the image you are going to get. I didn’t need a highly resolved image. At that time, 
I was interested in the ambiguous quality of the image. The work isn’t autobiograph-
ical. It isn’t really about me. When I was doing it, it was mostly with images of myself
but almost every image is either upside down or the head doesn’t show or it’s only
the back. So it was only important to have an image of a human figure, even if I was
using myself at the time. A little bit later, when I started using other people, it was
easier if there was a face, because it was an actor – an actor being someone who is not
anyone.

As Nauman was speaking, the lights of one of his neon sculptures was blinking on and
off, throwing colourful glares onto his face and body as he tilted his cowboy boots up
and down. After almost fifteen years without having worked in video at all, around ,
video seemed to have given Nauman a new opportunity to ‘take something apart’ and
to explore ‘the possibilities’.

CD: Do you have any other video projects?
BN: I am not sure but I think I’d like to do something similar to this last tape (Violent
Incident, ), only using people dressed up as clowns.
CD: Why clowns?
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BN: It just struck me hearing these people that are actors that you could add another
level of unreality. Putting someone in a clown suit is changing the context. It’s like
the clowns in a circus who are not always funny. Having people that are supposed to
be amusing or humorous in a violent way can add to the violence. I hadn’t thought
through this very much. Maybe it’s like Japanese theatre. There is a mask, and having
a figure behind the mask is more threatening than an angry person. Because there is
something you don’t know and you are never going to find out.

What sort of content does artist Bruce Nauman grapple with? Nauman continues to
follow the logic of Samuel Beckett’s doubts as to whether it makes any sense anymore
to look for sense in anything. It might perhaps be sensible to couple questions of content
with questions of method, as it is precisely through constant changes of point of view,
carrier and medium that content is revealed in its full radicalism. Nauman’s corridors,
room ensembles, neon lights, and sound and video installations are not at all the breezy
leisure lounges that far too many younger contemporary artists are producing, and yet
in them communication with the observer remains entirely intact.

Dan Graham enjoys closeness

Like Nauman, Dan Graham feels nothing to bind him to any particular medium. But
in contrast to Nauman, Graham shows a persistent pattern of pulling things together,
as indicated by the centrality of the conjunction ‘and’ in his work. In  he wrote
‘Thoughts on two structures’, an essay on the work of Sol LeWitt. ‘There is no longer
any difference between subject and object, the object is the observer and the art, and the
subject is the observer and the art’: the specific and the general, the town and nature,
the inner city and its surrounding suburbs, one photograph and another, sculpture 
and the pavilion, the public and the private, trivial and elite culture, film and architec-
ture, two-way mirrors, memorial stone and vaccine, collaboration with others. However, 
Graham makes separations deliberately – using ‘and’ – both to show the boundaries 
between things and to show how one thing passes into another. This allows him at the
same time to deploy one of the things to substitute for the other. The result is that Dan
Graham’s entire oeuvre radiates an almost superhuman communicative capacity – the
re-establishment and maintenance of this communicative capacity constitutes the main
benefit of Graham’s work.
The video-interviews with Graham took place over a number of years in a variety of

cities and locations. I interviewed Graham again a few days after Nauman, also in Basel,
in the midst of his ‘Interior Design for Space Showing Videotapes’ pavilion (). The
last interview we did was in , this time in Brussels, at the invitation of the Fondation
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pour l’Architecture and its then chief curator Bartomeu Marí. The title of the interview
‘I enjoy that closeness, where I take two things that are very close and slightly overlap
them’ – although quite different from Nauman’s intention to ‘Keep taking it apart’ – is
a perfect description of the summer I spent in Basel in . 

CD: Though it is true that you overlap disciplines, some of us are now starting to 
divide your work into different categories, such as the videos, the photographs, the
pavilions. Are you aware of that?
DG: I’m conscious of it, but I also see it as relating to certain time periods, where
other people were having similar kinds of developments or categories. If you look at
Bruce Nauman or Vito Acconci, you see that they tried different media at a particular
time, because they had very open possibilities which they might not have had at 
another time. I think the periods depend on the media available, what other people
are doing and what the audience expects. You can subvert those expectations. Many
media I’ve used not because I believed in them, but simply because I thought I could
use audience expectations which were built on work that other people were doing. For
example, when people in California were doing meditative spaces around the percep-
tive field of the single spectator, I was interested in spaces that had very low intriguing
elements. I was more interested in what happened when spectators saw themselves
looking at themselves or looking at other people. When they became the subject of
art rather than a kind of philosophical or meditative context. 
CD: Is it important to re-investigate your photographs within the context of the 
current interest in photography, such as the oeuvre of the Bechers for instance?
DG: I’ve another way of looking at things and maybe it’s an American way. I never
found the Bechers that interesting. I found them very limited, although enjoyable. 
Although I didn’t know Ed Ruscha’s work when I did my photographs, I liked them
when I discovered them. What I liked about it was, I guess, what I liked about my own
work, that it was done as a hobby. Ruscha produced them as if they were commercial
books, but in fact they were vanity books. He was also a great artist doing real art, but
the photographs were a hobby. Finally, they had a massive influence on book design
and even on a very good architect such as Robert Venturi. And finally, they weren’t
that serious – they were a joke. And I would link that to artists who were close to
Ruscha, like Nauman using photographs as another way of doing sculpture. And 
I think that Nauman and Ruscha are so much more important than what people are
doing today, which I think is formalistic, old fashioned, looking back at the history 
of photography in a very dull way and I didn’t get much out of it. People such as 
Jean-François Chevrier compare my work to Walker Evans. I don’t really know, but 
I can see that I like Walker Evans very much. What is highly interesting about his work
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is that it was published in magazines and had a big influence on Pop Art. It allowed
certain things to work, like the representation of representation, which was crucial to
Pop Art and conceptual art. Besides that, I think Evans and Ruscha roused an interest
in vernacular architecture, by making it available in a printed form, in the way Godard
used vernacular architecture or Robert Venturi and Rem Koolhaas. What I actually
see happening is that my photographs were a hobby. Second, they had a bearing on
what I was going to do in art, they were almost like drawings. If I did Alteration of a
Suburban House (), my photographs of suburban houses, my photographs of what
happens when there is a mirror behind a glass pane like a shop window, have bearing
on the final thing.
CD: In the second half of the eighties one saw dozens of public art projects invading
cities and parks. Kasper König recently suggested that we should continue with such
proposals but on the condition that we perform some plastic surgery, because there
are a lot of bad projects around.
DG: I think that many things were done that are remarkable. But things don’t always
turn out exactly the way people think they will. Of course they made many mistakes
in just getting big name artists who didn’t do so well. Also, in terms of the museum, 
I still love things that were done outdoors because I think the museum will spread
outdoors again. I think you have to look at the things that did work and leave out the
things that didn’t work.
CD: Let there be chaos, because something may come out of it?
DG: I am not up for the hope that ‘something’ will come out. I think that’s short-
sighted. People don’t realise that’s the normal way that art has been presented, because
they grew up in a particular time, when museums showed only masterpieces. If you
go to look at normal museums, you see that it is a mixed bag. It’s pretty much at the
same level as what you get outdoors.

Epilogue by Hans Haacke

A few years later, in , as the new director of the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen
in Rotterdam – well known for its ‘mixed bag’ of old and new works in the field of both
arts and crafts – I invited Hans Haacke to curate Viewing Matters: Upstairs. Haacke
achieved a truly personal exhibition, against the grain of many museum colleagues, in
which the artist-provocateur selected and displayed – and re-classified – a major part of
the rich Rotterdam collections. Hans Haacke commented on the occasion: ‘Entering the
storage vault of a museum is like going into a Wunderkammer.’ Artefacts of all sizes and
value produced by individuals (some nameless) of diverse historical periods and repu-
tations hang indiscriminately next to each other and sit together intimately on shelves
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or on the floor. Close packing is the governing principle. This is the collection. The con-
text for which these objects were made no longer exists. At some time, they were all
considered to be ‘wonderful’ and they are all worth wondering about today. However,
only studies drawing on all fields of human inquiry – not only art history – can give us
an inkling of the role and significance they had at the time they were made and how
their meaning changed over the years (this is also true for works of the recent past).

Chris Dercon is the former director of Tate Modern London and the designated general
director of the Volksbühne am Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz, Berlin.

Author’s note:

The essay is partially based on earlier texts, both longer essays and interviews or lectures, in English and
German, I have been writing for some time on the topics or artists mentioned in this work. The full
video interviews with Dan Graham are available for consultation in the MACBA’s Digital Repository.
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